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PART 1









Chapter 1


Tuesday


I pulled my phone out of my backpack and scrolled through my
messages. There were still no new ones. I dropped it back into my bag and
stared into my coffee cup. He had told me he missed me, so I had come up to
campus early to surprise him, but he hadn't returned my two calls. I
shouldn't have made that second call. Now I was sitting in his favorite
coffee shop hoping to casually run into him. 


Luckily my roommate, Melissa, had showed up yesterday so I
wouldn't have to be alone in our dorm room. We had walked up to Main Street,
despite the rain, to buy our books, then spent the whole rest of the day
catching up from summer break. Mostly we complained about our minimum wage
retail jobs. It had been her idea for me to grab an early coffee here in hopes
of running into him. She had even helped me with my hair and makeup this
morning. He wasn't here though, and now I felt rather like a stalker.


My phone buzzed and I grabbed it eagerly. I slid my finger
across the screen and looked down at the message icon. But it was just my alarm,
reminding me that it was almost time for my first class. I had to get across
campus. I hastily tugged the zipper of my backpack closed and lifted the strap
over my shoulder. 


The coffee shop was abuzz that morning. None of the other
students were used to waking up this early either. Caffeine was a necessity. I
grabbed my umbrella in one hand and my coffee cup in the other and squeezed my
way past the other patrons.


The floor was slick near the exit from everyone tramping in
and out into the rain. Despite Melissa's protests, I had worn my rain boots,
and I was glad I had when my feet slid slightly on the linoleum. As I regained
my balance, someone came bursting into the coffee shop. The door swung in and
collided with my cup. Coffee splashed onto my shirt as my cup fell to the
ground. As I began to slip again, I suddenly felt two strong hands on me,
holding me steady.


"I'm so sorry. Are you alright?" said a deep voice.


"I'm fine." I kept my eyes on the ground. "It
wasn't hot anymore." I left off the fact that it was cold because I had
been sitting in the coffee shop for half an hour acting like a crazy stalker.


His hands slowly fell off my waist. "I'm afraid I've
ruined your shirt."


 I looked at the brown coffee stains that showed clearly on
my blue tank top. "Oh, crap, I have an 8 a.m. I don't have time to
change." I wished I had worn a coat to protect myself from the cool rain
instead of bringing an umbrella.


"Here," he said. He put down his satchel and lifted
off his gray sweater. The white dress shirt he was wearing underneath lifted
slightly as he pulled off the sweater, and I caught a glimpse of his abs. I let
my eyes wander to his face. It looked like he had stepped out of the pages of a
magazine. He looked older, possibly a grad student. His hair was dark brown and
wet from the rain. The way it was sticking up made it look like he had just run
his hands through it. His jawbone was sharp and there were dimples in his
cheeks. His eyes were a deep brown like his hair and they were staring at me
intently. My heart began to beat fast. He handed me his sweater.


"That's okay. I can't take that," I laughed
uneasily. "I'll be fine." I moved to the side so he could pass by me.
I felt my cheeks begin to blush.


"I insist." He had a slight smile on his face.
"First day of classes," he shrugged. "You'll want to make a good
first impression."


I took the sweater from him. "Thank you," I said
quietly. I pulled the sweater over my head. It was huge but comfortable. The
scent of sweet cologne drifted off of it. It made me feel slightly dizzy. I
could feel myself staring at him. "I'm sorry, I have to go, I'm going to
be late." He was so handsome that I was acting even more awkward than
usual. 


His lips parted like he was about to say something, but then
they closed again. I smiled gratefully and walked out of the coffee shop. As I
made my way to my class I knew I must look ridiculous. A baggy sweater,
leggings, and bright red rain boots. I must look like a child. But I was
grateful. Coffee stains down the front of me would have been worse than a baggy
sweater. Melissa was going to love this story.









Chapter 2


Wednesday


I looked down at my schedule to double check the room number
before entering. After yesterday's embarrassment at the coffee shop I didn't
want to make myself look like a fool today too. I was one of the first ones
there, so I made my way to the back of the classroom. At most professors'
annoyance, I was more of a spectator than a participator in class. This class
was going to be my worst nightmare. Most people put it off until senior year,
but I wanted to get it out of the way early. Now I was regretting my decision.


I sat down at one of the wooden desks all the way in the
corner, pulled out a new notebook and pen, and stared out the window next to
me. "Forget about Austin," Melissa had said last night after hearing
my story. "I like the sound of this new guy. Plus he smells like a million
bucks." I didn't disagree with her. I had folded the sweater and left it
on my desk chair, but its smell wafted into the room. My dreams had been filled
with coffee shop encounters with the stranger all night. Dreams where I didn't
run away in his sweater and forget to ask his name. 


"Welcome to Comm 212 - Oral Communication in Business. I
am Professor Hunter." The professor paused in his introduction and I
turned from the window to look at him. He was staring directly at me. I took a
deep breath. It was the stranger from the coffee shop. He cleared his throat
and looked away from me.


"I know that most of you are seniors and have waited
until the last minute to take this class. I haven't met a student yet who was
excited about Comm. Heck, I don't even like teaching it."


Light laughter broke out amongst the students. I just stared
at him in horror.


"Seriously, we have to teach this class on a rotating
basis. I'm not even sure I'm qualified. I promise it won't be as painful as the
rumors have made it out to be, though. I tend to grade rather easily so there's
no need to be nervous when you're giving speeches. But I like to jump right into
things. I'm going to take attendance. When I call your name, please stand and
tell me one interesting fact about yourself. Then I'll stop torturing you and
you can all leave class early. Not so bad, right? Okay, Raymond Asher."


A boy in the middle of the classroom stood up from his desk.
"Hi, I'm Ray. Hmmm, one interesting thing about myself? Well, I'm pretty
good with the ladies."


"Yeah right, Ray," the girl beside him teased. 


He tried to kiss the girl on the cheek when he sat back down,
but she pulled away.


"Well I can tell we'll all be enjoying your speeches.
Ellie Doyle?"


A girl stood up in the front of the room and began talking,
but I tuned her out. My heart was racing fast. I barely liked saying
"here" when a professor called my name. I stared at Professor Hunter
as he listened to the answers his students were giving. Every now and then a
smile would break over his face. He was so handsome. 


"Tyler Stevens?" Professor Hunter called.


He was getting close to my name. I looked down at the blank
paper in front of me and tried to focus. 


"Penny Taylor?"


My throat went dry.


"Penny Taylor?" the professor repeated.


I slowly stood up. "Hi everyone, I'm Penny." I
could feel my face turning red. "Unfortunately, you'll need another of me
for my thoughts."


I sat back down. What did I just say?


"Weird," some girl scoffed near the front of the
class. A few other people around her snickered.


A smile spread across Professor Hunter's face. "A penny
for your thoughts. Well I guess I'll have to bring my piggy bank with me on
Friday. Mia Thompson?"


I exhaled slowly and tuned out Mia's answer as I attempted to
slow down my accelerated heart beat. A penny clanged on top of my desk. I
looked over to my right at the boy sitting next to me. He had shaggy blonde
hair and scruff on his face. His eyes were a bright blue. 


"I'd pay for your thoughts any day," he said with a
smile.


I had been too busy freaking out to have noticed what he said
in his introduction. Instead of saying anything, I tucked my hair behind my
ear. 


"Sigma Pi is having a party Thursday night. You should
come, Penny." He handed me a flyer.


"What's your name?"


"Tyler. You know, the guitarist."


I nodded at him politely, knowing that I should have already
known his name and his interesting fact. 


"You should pay better attention. And since there's no
homework for this class, I know you aren't too busy, so I'll see you
Thursday," he said with a wink. He picked up his backpack and slung it
over one shoulder.


The room was clearing out. I put my notebook into my backpack.
Professor Hunter looked at Tyler as he left the room, and then his eyes fell on
me. I felt my face flush again. I gave Professor Hunter a small smile and then
looked down as I passed by his desk. His chair squeaked and then I felt his
fingers as they grazed my forearm. I shivered slightly at his touch.


"Miss Taylor, I'm sorry again about your shirt."


I folded my arms across my chest, suddenly cold. "Oh,
no, I'm sorry."


He was quiet for a moment as he looked at me. "Why are
you sorry? I was the one that hit you with the door."


I didn't know what I meant. I had a habit of apologizing for
everything. "I just meant, about taking your sweater. I'll bring it
back."


"No rush. I have quite a few," he gestured to the
one he was wearing. It was identical to the one he had given me, except it was
a grayish green. 


A wave of his sweet scent suddenly hit me. I looked up into
his eyes. My fantasies from the previous night wanted to escape. I had a strong
desire to be bold, but boldness was only for my dreams. "I didn't realize
you were a professor," I blurted out.


He smiled. "It's more fun when students think of me as
their peer. I believe it fosters better learning."


That wasn't what I had meant. I meant that he looked really
young. How old is he? I realized I was staring at him and silently
cursed to myself. "Well I should probably go. I'll see you Friday,
Professor Hunter."


He lowered his eyebrows slightly when I said his name, as if
he was offended. He nodded to me and said, "Miss Taylor." 









Chapter 3


Thursday


"Come on, it's Thursday night!" Melissa said as she
looked through my closet.


"Yeah, which means I have classes tomorrow." I had
a sinking feeling in my stomach when I thought about what I'd have to do in
Professor Hunter's class the next morning. I wasn't sure if I could handle
standing up and talking every class. Especially in front of Professor Hunter.
Why did he have to be a professor? Melissa had talked me out of going to my
advisor and dropping the class. And she was right, I would regret it if I put
it off. Melissa didn't know that I was having dreams about Professor Hunter
though. He was just so sexy.


"You were invited to the party. Which means you need to
go so that I can get in."


"Just take the flyer," I protested. "They'll
let you in. It's a frat and you're a girl. That's all you need."


"Stop moping around, Penny. Yes, Austin was a jerk. Yes,
mystery coffee shop man is your professor and therefore un-datable. But you're
forgetting about the third guy. It sounds like Tyler is cute and funny. A funny
guy is always charming."


"I don't know, frat parties are always so sleazy." 


"Penny, there is nothing you can say that will get you
out of going to this party. Now put this on," she tossed some clothes at
me. 


I rolled my eyes. "Fine. You win. As always." I
went to the other side of the room and slowly undressed. I pulled the sparkly
blue miniskirt on and put on my best pushup bra and a low-cut, white tank top.
I was just finishing my mascara when Melissa walked back into the room.


"Penny, you look amazing." 


"I look like a hooker. Melissa, it's going to be cold
out tonight. Shouldn't I wear a little, well, more?"


"These are the last few days of summer. You have to rock
that outfit while you can. These shoes," she said and handed me a pair of
shimmery heels. The heels had to be at least five inches tall. Melissa was
dressed similar to me, except her skirt didn't sparkle, and if possible, it was
slightly shorter than mine.


"I can't wait for autumn," I said, and strapped on
the shoes. I glanced at Professor Hunter's sweater that was still folded up on
my chair. All I wanted was to put it on, curl up in my bed, and watch T.V. all
night. Instead, Melissa grabbed my arm and pulled me out of our dorm room. 


When we exited our dorm building, we walked arm in arm along
the sidewalk toward Main Street. Boys whistled as they walked by us and cars
honked.


"Do you think it's going to rain?" I asked her.


"Stop worrying about everything. Let's just have fun
tonight!"


We turned onto a side street and in a few minutes I could
hear the music blaring. The large Sigma Pi letters were nailed to the top of
the house. A guy was peeing in some bushes off to the left. 


"And so we have arrived," I mumbled.


"Ladies!" A classically tall, dark, and handsome
boy walked over to us. "Welcome to Sigma Pi. Looking for anyone in
particular, or just here for something new to do?" He winked at Melissa.
Her arm unwound from mine as she introduced herself to him. I didn't hear their
exchange.


"Tyler invited us," I said to him.


He turned around to the house. "Yo, Tyler!" He
added a whistle. "Tyyyyyler!"


"Find me before you leave," Melissa said as she was
steered away by her new acquaintance. 


I was left standing there alone in my skimpy outfit. I looked
back toward Main Street. Maybe I should just leave. Melissa would never
even know. 


I was about to walk away when someone yelled:
"Penny!"


I turned around and saw Tyler strolling over to me. He had
two red, plastic cups in his hands. He was wearing a black t-shirt with Sigma
Pi printed across it in neon green letters. His jeans weren't too baggy or too
tight. He looked good. When he reached me, I noticed that he was a few inches
taller than me even with my heels.


 "I didn't think you were coming, Penny," he said
and handed me a cup. "But I am so glad to see you. You look amazing,
babe."


I flinched when he called me "babe." Austin always
used to call me that. I took a long sip of the beer. 


"You clean up well yourself," I replied.


He smiled at me. "Want to come inside?"


"Of course," I said. He wrapped his arm behind my
back and his hand lingered on my waist as he led me toward the frat house.


The music was booming and it almost seemed like the house was
shaking. I drank my beer while he gave me the tour. When we finished walking
around the first floor I needed a refill. We headed into the basement and both
refilled our glasses.


"Do you want to dance?" He almost had to yell so I
could hear him.


"And by dance, do you mean that?" I asked and
pointed to a couple who was grinding. 


"Well, if you want to dance like that I might need
another drink."


I laughed. "Probably something stronger than beer."
I smiled up at him.


"Well that, babe, I can arrange." He grabbed my
hand and brought me back over to the bar. He walked behind the counter and
brought out a bottle of vodka. "If I'm going to dance crazy, so are
you." He poured the vodka into two shot glasses. "We should probably
finish these first," he said and held up his red cup. "It would be a
shame to waste."


I rolled my eyes and drank the rest of my beer. I tossed him
my empty cup. "Satisfied?"


"Not yet," he said and stared at me playfully. He
lifted up his shot glass and I did too. The alcohol burned my throat as it went
down. I slammed it back down on the table. Tyler looked back at the people
dancing. "I don't know, still looks pretty provocative. Maybe one
more?"


"Tyler, are you trying to get me drunk?"


"Me? You're the one that wants to dance like that. You,
Penny, are trying to get me wasted. I don't know what I'm going to do with
you."


"Fine, one more shot each. Then I'll see what moves you
have."


Tyler grinned and poured more vodka into the shot glasses.
"Here's to a fun night," he said and raised his glass.


Here's to forgetting Austin. My head was beginning to
grow foggy, but I downed the second shot as well. Tyler grabbed my hand and we
ran into the sea of people dancing. He turned me around and pulled my hips into
him. I let my body move to the beat. 


"Penny," he whispered into my ear. "What are
you trying to do to me?"


I reached my hand up behind his neck and let him control my
hips. He turned me around so that I was facing him.


"You're a great dancer."


"Tyler, this is not dancing," I laughed.


"Oops, alcohol must have worn off." He quickly
picked me up and lifted me over his shoulder.


"Tyler!"


He walked me over to the bar and placed me back on my feet.
Everything seemed a little blurry. He grabbed the bottle and wrapped his free
hand around my waist. He led me toward the staircase. When we reached the first
floor he led me to another set of stairs.


"I haven't shown you the second story yet," he said
as we made our way upstairs.


"You mean your room?"


"Penny, you are quite the cynic. Actually, no, not my
room." He touched a tie on one of the doorknobs. "This room," he
said, and opened the adjacent door that didn't have a tie hanging from the
doorknob.


"I can assure you, Tyler, that you will not be getting
lucky tonight."


"I don't even know what you're referring to. I just
wanted you to show me how you prefer to dance. Without all those other people
around." He took a swig from the bottle and handed it to me. 


I took a small sip and set it on the bureau. I grabbed his
hands and placed them on my hips. Then I reached up and wrapped my hands around
the back of his neck. We slowly swayed back and forth. This was probably the
sweetest thing a guy had ever done for me. I moved closer to him so that our
bodies were touching.


"So you like it nice and slow?" Tyler said gently.


"If you are referring to dancing? Yes, isn't this
nice?"


He leaned down to kiss me. I wanted to forget about Austin
and I needed to forget about Professor Hunter. I grabbed the back of his head
and pulled him closer as he kissed me deeply. His hands slid down from my waist
and grabbed my ass. I let him squeeze for a second before reaching down and
moving his hands back to my waist.


"Penny, please, you're killing me." He lifted my
chin in his hand and kissed me again. 


I liked how his hands felt on me. "We should take things
slow," I said breathlessly.


He pulled back and lifted me into his arms. He set me down on
the bed and laid next to me. "Then why are you laying on the bed? That's
rather forward of you."


"Tyler. I like you." Melissa was right. He was
funny and sweet, even if he was a little pompous. Maybe this could be more.
Maybe Tyler was just what I needed.


He put his hand on my knee and slowly moved it up my thigh.
"I like you too, babe."


I grabbed his hand and held it there to prevent it from
rising anymore. "Tyler, we've had too much to drink." My body wanted
him and he could tell. 


He looked down at me with his blue eyes. He lifted his hand
off my thigh and slid his fingers through my hair. "I believe that I'm
thinking pretty clearly." He kissed me again and I let my hips rise into
him. I did want him. 


But at the same time my mind was screaming "no."
Austin had always made me feel insignificant. All he had ever wanted was my
body, and I had given it to him. I liked the feeling of Tyler wanting me, but I
didn't want to sleep with him on our first date. My flirtations had gone too
far. 


He moved on top of me and pushed my skirt up a little. 


"Tyler, please." I began to sit up.


"No need to beg for it, babe." He unbuttoned and
unzipped his pants. He pushed me back down onto the bed and lifted my hands
above my head, holding them firmly in place.


"Tyler, get off of me." My mind was suddenly
beating my body. 


"Don't be a tease. You know you want this as much as I
do. I promise to take it slow. Just the way you like." He began to kiss my
neck.


I pulled up my leg and kneed him in the groin. He rolled off
of me, grabbing the spot I had hit.


"What the hell, Penny?!"


"I asked you to stop." Tears had begun to stream
down my face. I got up off the bed, stumbling slightly.


"You're such a bitch!"


I made my way over to the door and slammed it behind me. A
few people turned to stare as I ran down the stairs.









Chapter 4


Thursday


I stumbled out of the frat house. It was drizzling and I had
no coat or umbrella. I silently cursed Melissa for making me wear this
miniscule outfit. No wonder Tyler had acted the way that he did. This wasn't
me. Austin had messed with my head and completely demolished my self
confidence. I was embarrassed and ashamed of what had just happened. The tears
began to mix with the drizzle. I had to focus hard on not falling over because
of my stilettos and the booze. 


The drizzle turned into rain as I made my way onto Main
Street. 


"Miss Taylor, is that you?"


My whole body froze at the deep voice. I was wearing the most
inappropriate outfit I had ever worn, and now my white tank top was drenched
and completely see-through. "Um...no. You have the wrong person." I
quickly started walking again, but my high heels prevented me from moving too
fast.


"Penny, stop!"


I turned around and stared up at Professor Hunter, who was as
unbelievably sexy as ever. He was wearing a pair of jeans that hugged him in
all the right places, and a leather jacket with a plain white t-shirt beneath
it. He looked the same as he did in class, except that he had a 5 o'clock
shadow and an umbrella. 


"Professor Hunter, I'm sorry..." I let my voice
trail off and I folded my arms across my chest to help hide my most likely
exposed breasts. 


He lowered his eyebrows when I said his name, just like he
had in his classroom. "You like to apologize when you've done nothing
wrong." 


I probably imagined it, but it felt like his eyes lingered
for a moment on my legs. He moved toward me so that I'd be under his umbrella
with him. "Is everything alright, Penny?"


My eyes were probably red from my angry tears. I was hoping
he wouldn't be able to tell in the rain. "I'm fine."


"Then what are you doing out so late all by
yourself?"


"I could ask the same of you." I rolled my eyes at
myself for being so immature.


"I was just going for a walk."


"Me too," I responded quietly.


He laughed. It was an enticing sound. I drew a little closer
to him and let my arm brush against his. 


"Are you cold, Penny?"


Cold and mortified. I nodded up at him. I liked the
way my name rolled off his tongue. 


He handed me the umbrella as he slid out of his jacket. Then
he held his jacket out for me and I slipped one arm in and then the other. The
leather held the scent of his cologne. He took the umbrella and held it above
both of us again. He was such a gentleman. 


"Well you really shouldn't be out alone this late,
Penny," he said. "Especially in those walking clothes."


"Neither should you."


He laughed again. "Is your dorm near here? It would make
me feel much better if I escorted you home."


"I live in Sussex."


"This way then," he said, and placed his hand on
the small of my back for just a second.


We walked in silence for a few minutes. Every now and then
I'd stumble a little in my heels and his hand would briefly touch the small of
my back again. Each time he did, I felt like my heart would beat out of my
chest.


"I'm not good at giving speeches," I said, finally
breaking the silence. "I feel like I should just drop your class."


"I wish you wouldn't. If you ever need extra help, I
have open office hours. I really am a fairly easy grader for Comm." 


"It's going to be extra painful when you fail me,
though."


"Why extra painful?" He said "extra"
slowly, almost seductively. 


"Because you...I mean I. Well, you're..." I let my
voice trail off. I wanted to say, "Because you're gorgeous and I have a
huge crush on you." I can't believe I almost let him hear me say that.


"Well it does seem that you aren't great at giving
speeches," he laughed again. "Like I said, you can come by any
time."


We walked along the length of the green. I had dreamt of
having a date escort me back to my dorm room. But I only dated immature boys,
not men. Professor Hunter was a man. I found myself once again wondering how
old he was.


"Have you been a professor here for long?"


"Not long at all. I do love it here, despite how much it
rains. Besides, you never know what you'll find during a long walk in the
rain." He smiled down at me.


Is he flirting with me? It seems like he's flirting with
me! 


Before I knew it, we were at my dorm. I stepped out from
under his umbrella and let the rain fall on me again.


"Here," I said and pulled off his jacket.


His eyes drifted for just a second to my wet tank top.
"No, you can keep it."


"I've been stealing all your clothes. Soon you'll have
nothing left."


"That does seem to be your plan." He had a
mischievous look in his eyes.


"I insist," I said as I held out the jacket to him.


He took it reluctantly.


"I'm not in trouble, am I?"


"You're a senior, you're of legal age to drink, and
you're allowed to wear what you like. Why would you be in trouble?"


But I wasn't a senior, I was a sophomore. And I wasn't over
21, I was only 19. I took a deep breath. He didn't need to know that.
"You're right. And I was only walking, after all. Thank you for escorting
me home, Professor Hunter."


He lowered his eyebrows when I said his name, just like he
always did. But this time the action made me hold my breath. I was wrong about
how he looked. He didn't look angry, his eyes looked hungry. I had to remind
myself to keep breathing.


"I'll see you at 8 a.m. sharp, Miss Taylor."


"It's a date." My eyes got huge and I put my hand over
my mouth. Had I really just said that out loud? I turned quickly away
from him and fumbled with my sensor pass to open the door. Finally it clicked.
I threw the door open and quickly went inside. I turned around at the last
moment to see Professor Hunter staring at me intently, surprisingly not at all
perplexed. The door closed with a thud.


 









Chapter 5


Friday


I woke up a few hours later and threw up in the waste bin.
Melissa had made it home at some point because she was laying in bed, but I
must have been asleep when she came back. She was still dressed in her skimpy
outfit.


The sun was starting to rise. I tilted my alarm clock and saw
that it was almost 7. So that I wouldn't wake Melissa, I switched the alarm
off. I took a makeup remover cloth from its case and wiped off what was left of
my eye shadow and mascara. Then I grabbed my bathroom stuff and quietly exited
the room. 


I brushed my teeth twice and used triple mouthwash to help
remove the awful taste. Then I jumped into the shower to try to wash away the
awkward night. I couldn't imagine facing Professor Hunter. And I didn't even
want to think about what awful assignment he had planned for today. Comm 212
was going to be the death of me. Then there was also Tyler who I had to try to
avoid. I had made such a fool of myself last night. And I knew it was my fault.
I didn't intend to lead him on, I was just so upset about Austin and then I
wanted to make my awkward crush for my professor disappear. But I had told
Tyler to stop. He was the one in the wrong. 


I let the water fall on my head and took a deep breath and
grabbed my stomach. It felt like I needed to hurl again. I swallowed hard and
rinsed out my conditioner before switching off the shower. The cold air sent
goose bumps up my legs and I quickly wrapped a towel around myself. I tucked
the edge of it into the top of the wrap to keep it in place and headed back to
my room.


After finally getting a comb through my unruly curly hair, I
pinned back my bangs and put some makeup on. A little more than I would usually
wear to an 8 a.m. on a Friday. I pulled on a pair of tight jean shorts and a
tank top and slid my feet into flip flops. I glanced at my phone and saw that
it was quarter to 8. Searching through my closet, I found a sweatshirt and
pulled it over my head before grabbing my backpack and heading out the door. 


The sun felt good on my face. I entered Smith, the building
where Comm was held, and made my way up the stairs. Luckily I was one of the
first to arrive again, and I went to my seat in the far corner. A few minutes
passed before Tyler entered the classroom. I turned and looked out the window.
I silently willed him not to sit next to me.


The seat next to me squeaked slightly and I closed my eyes. Why
me?


"Penny?" 


I looked over at Tyler. He had dark circles under his eyes.
He was sitting on the edge of his seat, as close to me as possible.


"Geez, Penny, I'm sorry. I don't even remember what
happened last night, besides for the fact that I obviously acted like an
idiot." He gave me a small, forced smile.


"Well, I do remember." I wished I could just tuck
my head into my sweatshirt and disappear.


"I really am sorry."


The door closed and I looked over. As Professor Hunter walked
into the room, I couldn't help but stare. He was wearing black square rimmed
glasses. His hair that was usually pushed up a little looked like it hadn't
been touched. The top was even a little curly. He was wearing the same leather
jacket that he had almost let me keep. He took off his brown satchel and put it
on his desk, then unzipped the jacket and placed it on the back of his chair,
revealing a green V-neck t-shirt . The casual air about him made him even more
endearing, if that was possible. 


He shoved his hands into his jean pockets. "Doesn't
everyone look alert today?" He smiled. "So, I think the best thing to
do is probably hear about your nights. The more comfortable we are with each
other, the easier it will be to stand up here later in the semester and give
fantastic speeches. Everyone up to share?"


Some of my classmates groaned. I looked around. I probably
wasn't the only one that was slightly hung-over. 


Professor Hunter glanced at me for a moment as he sat down in
his chair. He pulled out the class list from his bag and called out the first
name. The first few people swore they were just studying. Some people mentioned
that they weren't lame and had gone partying.


"Tyler Stevens?"


Tyler stood up and stared straight ahead. "Honestly I
got drunk and made a fool of myself. I was with this smart, beautiful girl, and
I probably blew my shot with her." With one hand he reached up and
scratched the back of his neck as he looked down at the floor.


"Sounds like an unfortunate series of events,"
Professor Hunter responded. I looked up at him and he was staring right at me.
I gulped.


Tyler sighed and looked at me as he sat back down.


"Penny Taylor," Professor Hunter said. While I
stood up, he pulled out a small ceramic pig from his satchel. "I came
prepared today. You'll have to trust that I have some pennies in here."


I wish I could control my blushing, but I knew my face was
turning red. My heart was beating so fast. "I went for a walk in the rain
with a stranger I met at a coffee shop."


Professor Hunter raised his eyebrows. "Sounds rather
enchanting, Miss Taylor."


"It was."


He looked at me for a second more before looking down at his
paper and calling the next name. I quickly sat down and looked at my hands. I
could feel Tyler's eyes on me.


After Professor Hunter had called every name, he stood back
up. "Well, it seems as though we have quite a few interesting characters
this semester. And now I have a feel for things that you can all use
improvement on. Speaking of which..." He rummaged in his satchel and
pulled out a stack of papers. "I forgot to hand out the syllabus on Wednesday."
He pulled the top packet off and dropped the rest on a boy's desk in the front.
"Take one and pass it."


The boy grabbed one and handed the stack to his neighbor. As
the papers began to cycle, Professor Hunter sat on top of his desk.


"So your first presentation isn't for a few weeks, but
you'll probably want to at least pick a topic soon so you can start mulling it
over. All you need to do is pick a person that has inspired you in some way and
tell us all about it. But please, I'm tired of hearing about everyone's
grandparents, so try to think outside the box. And next week I'll start talking
about how to give effective speeches, so you'll definitely want to incorporate
that advice. Any questions?"


"A girl in the front row's hand shot up."


"Yes?"


"Do we need your approval for our topic?"


"Not for this one. For later projects though, yes. But
if you do have any questions you can always email me. My email is on the
syllabus. And my office hours are listed on there too, if any of you have any
questions or need some guidance on an assignment." 


The two girls in front of me giggled. I clearly wasn't the
only one that was affected by his good looks.


The pile of syllabi had reached Tyler, but there was only one
copy left. He kept it for himself. I cursed silently. Why me? Now I'd
have to go talk to Professor Hunter. I looked up at him and he was still
holding a syllabus in his hands. He had a smile on his face. Had he
purposely not let me get one?


"Any other questions?" he asked.


A normal person would probably raise their hand right now and
say they didn't get a syllabus, but my heart was beating much too quickly. He
made me so nervous.


"Okay then. Make sure to brainstorm this weekend. If you
have an idea in mind on Monday, then my advice will be more beneficial. Have a
great weekend." 


I heard the pull of zippers on backpacks and feet shuffling.
I slowly put my notebook, which was still empty, back in my bag. I pulled my
sweatshirt off and stuffed it in my backpack as well. As I was doing so, a
shadow fell on me. I looked up and saw Tyler hovering next to my desk.


"Second chance?" he asked sheepishly.


"I'll think about it," I responded.


A smile spread across his face. "Give me your phone real
quick."


I handed it to him and stood up. He typed in his number and
handed it back to me. "Have a good weekend, Penny," he said and
walked away.


I lifted up my backpack and made my way to the front of the
class. Professor Hunter and I were the last ones in the room. He was sitting on
his desk again now, flipping through the last syllabus. He didn't look up as I
approached.


"Excuse me, Professor Hunter?" I said nervously.


"How can I help you, Miss Taylor?" he asked and
looked up from the pages.


"I didn't get a syllabus."


"Well here you go then," he said and handed me the
one he was holding.


"Thank you."


"So a walk in the rain with a stranger was a highlight
to your eventful evening, was it?"


"It was the only good thing about last night,
actually."


"I had my suspicions after you referred to this class as
a date."


I placed my hand over my eyes, and then slowly let it slide
from my face. "I thought I had dreamt that." I was completely
mortified.


"I didn't realize I had made an appearance in your
dreams, Miss Taylor."


"That's not what I...I mean you didn't. Well I
meant..." 


Professor Hunter laughed his enticing laugh. "Have a
good weekend, Miss Taylor. Maybe on Monday I'll ask everyone to share a
memorable dream they had over the weekend."


I felt my jaw drop slightly. The door creaked open and
students for the next class started walking in. "Professor Hunter," I
said, and quickly turned and walked out of the classroom.









Chapter 6


Sunday


Despite Melissa's protests, I had spent the weekend in sweat
pants, holed up in our dorm room with occasional trips to the dining hall. On
Sunday night Melissa had practice with her a cappella group. I had just
finished putting large curlers in my hair for volume. I could pretend it was
for Tyler, or at least someone my own age, but that would be a lie. I was
trying to look good for Professor Hunter. He made me feel unbelievably
self-conscious. If he really did ask the class to share a memorable dream from
this weekend I would die. The only dreams I seemed capable of having were of
kissing him under that umbrella in the pouring rain. And him pressing my body
against his with his strong hands. What is wrong with me? 


I sighed, laid down in my bed, and turned on the T.V. Instead
of looking at the screen, I grabbed my phone. I scrolled to the "T's"
in my contact list. Tyler wasn't listed. I went down to the "Y's" in
case he accidentally forgot the "T," but he wasn't listed there
either. I slowly scrolled up through the list until I found him:
"Apologetic Tyler."


I laughed out loud. He was near the top of my contacts list.
That had to be on purpose. I clicked on his name and then on the message
option. "Apologetic Tyler?" I typed. "That's a start." I
added a smiley face emoji and pressed the send button.


It would be awhile before he texted me back. That was just
how texting seemed to work. He'd see it right away, but he'd want to pretend he
was busy doing something else and text me back in a bit. Or if he was like
Austin, I'd never hear from him again. I put my phone down on my bed. I hated
these games.


My eyes wandered to the T.V. screen, but I couldn't seem to
absorb the funny scenes from America's Funniest Home Videos tonight. I picked
up my phone right when I heard it buzz.


Tyler: "I'm hoping you'll eventually drop the
'apologetic' and I can be normal Tyler again. What is the lovely Penny up to
tonight?"


I had just complained about games and I found myself putting
the phone down. This is ridiculous! I picked it back up and wrote:
"I'm trying to decide on a topic for my speech. Have you chosen yet?"
My finger hovered over the send button for a second, but I pressed it.


He would most likely think I was pathetic for answering right
away. When my phone didn't buzz after a minute, I knew it would be awhile. I
put my phone down, hopped off my bed, and found the Comm syllabus on my desk. I
looked down at my desk chair. I usually used my computer and did most of my
homework in bed, so Professor Hunter's sweater was still folded on the chair.
He said his syllabus had his office hours, so I'd go as soon as I could to
return it. My heartbeat quickened with just the thought of being alone with
him.


I sat back down on my bed and looked down at the first sheet
of the syllabus. Professor James Hunter. James. Even his name was sexy.
I found myself wondering if he went by Jim or Jimmy. I decided against it
though. Professor Hunter seemed sophisticated, and James Hunter was a very
sophisticated sounding name.


I read through the first page of the syllabus. It was the
same as every other professor's, outlining expectations and grading policies. I
flipped to the assignments and read about the first speech. Who am I going
to talk about? I didn't want my speech to be boring. I wanted Professor
Hunter to notice me. So far my answers to his questions seemed to make him want
to talk to me. And our awkward conversations made me feel alive. My gut told me
to talk about something safe. For some reason though, I found myself
brainstorming about how I could twist the assignment into talking about the
stranger in the coffee shop. It was bold, probably way too bold. But I began to
wonder if he would like it. He seemed to enjoy my answers so far. I wanted him
to stare at me intently again.


My phone buzzed and I picked it up. 


Tyler: "Thought I'd do it about my grandfather just to
piss off Hunter. I'll make it real funny though. After all, there's this girl
in class that I really want to impress."


I smiled as I reread his text. He was bold. And if he was
willing to push the limits, maybe I should too. I texted him back: "I'm
looking forward to hearing what you come up with. See you tomorrow, Apologetic
Tyler."


I skimmed through the rest of the syllabus to find Professor
Hunter's office hours. When I found the page, it felt like my heart stopped. 


"Penny, are you okay?"


I hadn't even noticed that Melissa had come back. She dropped
her keys on her bureau, walked over to her bed, and sat down on it
cross-legged. 


"Yeah," I said quickly and closed the syllabus. I
tossed it onto my desk. "Just looking through some notes."


"Well you'll never believe who I ran into," she
said.


"Who?"


"You're supposed to guess, Penny!"


"I have no idea."


"Austin."


"Please tell me you just ignored him."


"No, I went over and talked to him."


My eyes bulged. "You're joking, right? Melissa please
tell me you're joking?"


"I walked over to confront him about being a huge jerk.
I was going to stick up for you! And you know the first thing he said to
me?"


"I don't want to know."


"He asked for your number."


"Why would he ask for my number? He has it. And even if
he did lose it, I've called him twice since I've been back and he's completely
ignored me."


"Well, he said he got a new phone."


"And you believed him? When people get new phones they
usually keep their old numbers." I rolled my eyes.


"Well I don't know, he seemed sincere about it. Anyway,
I did stick up for you. I refused to give him your number."


"Thanks, Melissa."


"So he gave me his new number instead."


"He gave you his number? He's so full of himself."


"No, not like that. He gave it to me to give to
you." She pulled a slip of paper out of her pocket and waved it in the
air.


"I don't want it."


"Geez, aren't you even going to see if it's a new
number?!"


"It doesn't matter. There are a million other ways he
could have contacted me. If he really wanted to see me, he easily could
have." I folded my arms across my chest.


"Fine," Melissa said. "Well I will just leave
this here," she placed the paper on her nightstand, "in case you
change your mind. You're welcome by the way. I'm going to go take a
shower." She hopped off her bed, grabbed her shower caddy, and walked out
of the room.


As soon as the door closed behind her, I jumped off the bed.
Instead of grabbing the piece of paper like I know she wanted me to do, I
picked up my syllabus and turned to the page that had Professor Hunter's office
hours and read the note he had written in it:


 


Miss Taylor,


I hate to think that you make walking around in the middle of
the night a habit. But if you find yourself alone in the rain again, please do
not hesitate to call me if you feel you are in need of an escort. 


- J. H.


 152-726-0133


 


After reading it for the fifth time, I pulled the paper to my
chest. Oh my God! I grabbed my phone and quickly added his number. It
took all my willpower to not text him. I flipped my syllabus back to the first
page and placed it on my desk. It was hard to tell if he was being a
responsible adult figure or completely flirting with me. I liked to think it
was the latter. Part of me thought I had imagined the look in his eyes when he
had walked me home. But maybe he was hungry...hungry for me. When I heard
Melissa's hand on the doorknob, I quickly switched off the lights and pulled my
sheet and comforter up over me and closed my eyes, pretending to be asleep. I
hadn't told her about Professor Hunter walking me home on Thursday night. I
wanted to keep just this one thing to myself and my fantasies.


I fell asleep thinking of Professor James Hunter kissing me
under his umbrella. 









Chapter 7


Monday


My alarm started beeping, disrupting the images of Professor
Hunter that were swirling around in my head. I almost hit the snooze button,
but then I remembered it was Monday. This morning I'd get to see the man
himself. I turned off the alarm and slid out of bed.


Once I was done washing up in the bathroom I came back to my
room and undid the rollers in my hair. The volume looked great. I pumped some
mousse into my hands and tousled my hair slightly. Then I put on my makeup,
which included some mascara and even a bit of eye shadow. After one glance in
the mirror, I quickly wiped some away. I wanted to look sophisticated, not
trashy. The look was surprisingly hard to accomplish. I pulled on a skirt that
was short, but not inappropriate, and tucked my tank top into it. I grabbed a
long necklace so that it would dangle between my breasts. Turning back to the
mirror, I scrutinized my reflection. It was too much. I pulled on a jean jacket
to make myself not look so provocative. 


A quick glance at the time and I was out the door. I was
relieved to see that it wasn't raining today. As I made my way to my seat, I
noticed that Tyler was already sitting at the desk next to mine.


"Wow, you look great," he said as I sat down next
to him.


I smiled and crossed my legs away from him. "How was
your weekend?"


"Horrible."


I turned to him. "I'm sorry, Tyler, did something bad
happen?"


"Oh, no. It was just horrible because you weren't a part
of it." He shrugged.


He was trying hard. Too hard. I looked over at the door, but
it was just a student that walked in. "What did you really do this
weekend, Tyler?" I asked.


"Just hung out at the house. Actually your text was the
highlight. Did it take you awhile to find my number?"


"I was definitely confused at first," I laughed.
"Apologetic Tyler is right where you belonged though." 


I turned away from Tyler as Professor Hunter walked into the
room. He had ditched his glasses, and his hair was smooth again. He was wearing
a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and there were a few buttons undone
at the top. His shirt was tucked into his khaki pants and he had a brown belt.
I found myself wishing I could unhinge his belt. 


"Today I thought it might be fun to talk about a recent
dream we've had," Professor Hunter said as he put his satchel on the desk.
He smiled to himself. "And I'll kick us off." He rubbed his hands
together and bit his lower lip as he concentrated. "Ah, I remember
one." He put his hands in his pockets. "Last night I dreamt that it
was pouring outside. And I just had this feeling that I was waiting for
something to happen. Something exciting." He leaned against his desk and
looked down for a second, as if in retrospect. He slowly lifted his head and
made eye contact with me. 


I swallowed. When I did, my throat made a weird squeaking
noise. It suddenly felt hot in the room. His eyes were smoldering. He turned
his attention back to the rest of the class. No one seemed to notice that he
had looked at me. Does he look at everyone that way and I just don't notice?
I didn't think so. He was referring to the night we had spent together in the
rain. He was referencing the note he had left me. It didn't seem like he had any
intention of being a responsible adult. There was no denying that Professor
Hunter was flirting with me now. I swallowed hard again.


My heart began racing, like it always did when I had to speak
in class. He was already going through the names. A few people had funny dreams
and I watched him laugh. His smile was intoxicating. I took a deep breath. I
knew what I was going to say. 


When he finally called my name, I quickly stood up.
"I've actually been having the same dream now for several nights." I
tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "It's always raining, but
there's a man there holding an umbrella above the two of us so that we don't
get soaked." I stared into Professor Hunter's eyes. "And he kisses
me." He lowered his eyebrows slightly as if what I said bothered him. Or
was he giving me that hungry look again? Today I couldn't read him at all.


I heard someone in the room snicker. 


I quickly sat back down. 


Tyler leaned over and whispered in my ear: "You just
can't stop dreaming about me, huh?"


I laughed quietly. Did I take it too far? My heart was
racing. I didn't want Professor Hunter to think I was forward, because I
wasn't. I was giving him the wrong idea. In my mind it was a game, but he
wouldn't see it that way. I could feel my face turning scarlet. I did take
it too far. 


When Professor Hunter was done listening to the other students'
dreams, he stood up and walked over to the board. He picked up a piece of chalk
and wrote the word "emotion."


"The best advice I can give you is to make your speech
personal. You want to draw emotion from your audience. You want to hook
them." He made a fist when he said the last line.


He had me hooked. I listened intently to every world that
escaped from his lips.


"That's why this first speech is easy. You're all
writing about someone you admire, someone who has helped shape who you've
become. It's personal. Make your classmates aware of that. Don't ever be afraid
to show emotion."


He looked out at all of us. "Many psychologists will
tell you that there are hidden meanings in your dreams, but I've never seen it
that way. They're quite black and white. The first thing that comes to your
mind when you think of your dream is what it truly means. And it's emotional.
Fear," he looked at a boy on the other side of class. "Anger,"
he looked at the girl that had snickered at me. "Desire," he glanced
briefly at me. "So when you think of who you're going to talk about,
figure out the emotion that they make you feel." He glanced at the clock.
"And I will see you all on Wednesday." He walked away from the board.



"Catch you later, Penny," Tyler said as he stood
up.


A girl in the front row quickly got up from her desk and went
up to speak to Professor Hunter. I delayed by rearranging things in my backpack
for as long as possible, but the girl was still talking to him. She had long
black hair and tan skin. She was wearing a shirt that revealed her stomach. Is
that the kind of girl he thinks I am? I closed my eyes. That wasn't me. I
looked down at the outfit I was wearing. Tyler was right, I was a tease. I was
actually a good girl and Professor Hunter didn't even realize. I blew it.
Besides, a girl like that had to be more his type. I didn't have that much to
offer.


I had another class that I needed to get to. I got up and
walked past his desk. I didn't want to look at him, but I couldn't resist
glancing over. He tilted his head so he could see me over the girl's shoulder
and we made eye contact for just a moment. He raised his left eyebrow as he
watched me exit the room. 









Chapter 8


Monday


I opened up my text book and pulled out my notes. Statistics
was not going to be my forte. I was great at math in high school. Calculus had
actually been one of my favorite subjects. But the foreign professor who was
teaching Stat was hard to understand. I was going to have to teach it all to
myself. 


Melissa came into the room with a huge smile on her face.
"You will not believe the day I had!"


"What happened?" I turned to face her, pulled the
notes off my lap, and placed them on my bed. I leaned over and grabbed my soda
from my desk and took a sip.


"You know that professor you have a huge crush on?"


I almost choked on my soda. "I don't really."


"Yes you do! Come on, Penny. I mean...you kept his
sweater for God's sake."


"I'm going to return it later this week." I was
planning on it. But I truly did want to keep it. "Did you find out
something about him, or what?"


"Well first of all that he's gorgeous. This girl in one
of my classes was talking about this hot professor she has, and it turns out
it's the same guy. You didn't tell me that he's basically a model."


"He is really handsome."


"You mean smoking hot! Anyway, apparently he got fired
from his last teaching job."


"Why?" I tried to ask it nonchalantly, but I felt
like I was begging for the information.


"The girl didn't know. Weird though, right? I mean what
does a professor have to do to get fired? Punch the dean or something?"


"You're just making things up." But I knew what a
professor could get fired for: having sex with a student.


"Well yeah, it's probably just a rumor." Melissa
shrugged. "Thought you'd find it interesting. Anyway, and then I met up
with that cute guy, from the party we went to last Thursday, and we had dinner.
He's such a gentleman. He even pulled my chair out for me."


"That's nice." My mind was no longer on the
conversation. There was no reason to jump to conclusions about Professor
Hunter. He may not have even been fired. He looked so young; this was probably
his first job as a professor. 


Maybe Professor Hunter didn't have the wrong idea about me.
No, I wasn't a bad girl, but I wanted to be bad for him. Doesn't that make
me bad? I wanted to do things with him that would surely get him fired. I
looked down at my phone. I could text him right now. He gave me his number. He
flirted with me every day in class. He even confessed that he dreamed about me
too.


I clicked on his number and typed out: "I enjoyed our
first date. But you stood me up today." I smiled to myself. Would he
find it funny? It didn't matter. I wouldn't send it. He gave me his number
because he was worried about my safety. I was a pathetic girl walking around in
barely anything in the middle of the night. Any normal adult should be worried
about me. I needed to delete his number before I made a terrible mistake.


My phone buzzed and I fumbled it in my hands. It made a light
bleeping sound to let me know that my message had been sent. I almost screamed
"NO!" out loud. I gulped. Oh my God, what did I just do? I
felt like I was hyperventilating. Is there any way to undo a text? What if I
get kicked out of school?!


"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to send that," I quickly
typed out. I was about to hit the send button when my phone bleeped to let me
know I had received a message.


"Miss Taylor, that was never my intention."


I put my phone down on my bed and stared at it. He had
responded to me right away. He even knew it was me. So that probably meant he
didn't give his phone number out to everyone. I deleted the message that I had
typed out. I pictured him sitting in sweat pants, lounging on a couch, waiting
desperately to see what I had to say next. I was going to be bold and bad.


I texted back: "You dreamt about me."


A minute later he responded: "I can't control my dreams,
Miss Taylor."


He wanted to control his feelings for me. He wanted me to
pull back. But I didn't dare. I had confidence when I wasn't staring directly
into his deep brown eyes. "I don't want you to." I pressed send.


I placed my phone on my bed and pulled my hair into a
ponytail. My foot began to tap impatiently. I pulled my Stat book onto my lap
again and began to read the page I had left off on. I had to stop halfway and
start over because my mind was wandering.


"Trust me, you do," his response read.


I took a deep breath, completely flustered. What did he
dream of doing to me? "I don't trust you," I texted. Geez why
did I say that? That was a conversation ender, if anything is.


"Miss Taylor, are you in need of someone to walk you
home?" 


I sighed. He was angry. I didn't want to make him angry. I
wanted him to think I was sexy and alluring. "I wish that I was, Professor
Hunter," I responded.


I stared at my phone for ten minutes. No reply. I sighed and
rolled over, away from my Stat work. Next time I wouldn't play with his temper.









Chapter 9


Tuesday


The following night I tossed and turned again as I tried to
fall asleep. I had shoved Professor Hunter's sweater into my backpack that
afternoon and marched over to his office hours. But there were three girls
waiting in line to talk to him. I had rolled my eyes and stormed back to my
dorm. I was kidding myself. He probably did get kicked out of the last college
he worked at. He probably slept with every girl that batted her eyelashes at
him. He was a tool.


But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't get the image of
him out of my mind. Whenever I closed my eyes I imagined his hands on me. I
wanted to taste his lips. I wanted him in every way. I had never felt this
primal before. I truly felt like I needed him.


 


***


 


When my alarm went off I slowly rose out of bed. I was exhausted
from my fitful sleep. I quickly got ready for class. I pulled on yoga pants and
a t-shirt and slowly made my way across campus. When I reached Professor
Hunter's classroom, I took a deep breath and walked in the back door. Class had
already begun. I passed by all the full desks and plopped down in my usual
spot. Tyler was nowhere to be seen.


I stared at Professor Hunter defiantly. He was wearing his
glasses again, and he had left his hair alone. He turned to the board and
underlined the word "emotion" that he must have written before I had
arrived. 


"Today we are going to drive this point home. And first
we are going to share what emotion we are currently feeling. And say the word
in the way that the emotion has affected you. For example, if I was upset, I'd
probably frown a little and say it in a rather pouty way."


Most of the class giggled. He stared at me and I kept a
straight face. Had I made him upset? He had certainly upset me.


"Very well," he said. He called out the first name
and went through the list.


"Tyler Stevens?" Professor Hunter called.
"Absent," he said to himself, and made a note on his paper.


"Penny Taylor?"


I stood up quickly. "I feel foolish." I closed my
eyes. "And frustrated. Foolish and frustrated." I sat down without
looking at him. I kept my eyes on my desk for the rest of class.


When Professor Hunter dismissed us, I hastily grabbed all my
things and went out the back door so that I wouldn't have to walk by him.


 


***


 


After my final class of the day I made my way back to my
dorm. I just wanted to lay down in my bed and disappear. When I opened my door
I almost ran to my bed. I collapsed on top of it and buried my face in my
pillow. I had completely ruined it with Professor Hunter. But I still wanted
him. I wanted him so badly.


This was ridiculous. He was completely off limits anyway. I
sat up and leaned off my bed to grab the piece of paper from Melissa's
nightstand. It was a new number. Austin hadn't been lying. He still could have
tried to email me or send me a message on Facebook or something though.


I grabbed my phone and slid my finger across the screen.
Professor Hunter's name popped up. I clicked on the message. "Now I know
how it feels to be stood up. Lesson learned." The text was time stamped at
10 minutes after Comm had ended. That was over eight hours ago. 


"Is that an apology?" I typed out. But I deleted it
before I sent it. I put the slip of paper with Austin's number back on
Melissa's nightstand. I knew what I had to do if I wanted Professor Hunter to
want me as much as I wanted him. I was going to play hard to get. And that
started with me ignoring him.


Melissa entered the room just as I was turning off my cell.


"Did you want to go get dinner?" she asked ,
putting her backpack down.


"Yeah, I'm starving." I jumped out of bed and
grabbed my clutch. 


We walked over to the dining hall. After waiting in line for
pizza, I sat down across from her. I could have eaten pizza for every meal.
Melissa was eating a salad.


"So..." Melissa said.


"So, what?"


"So...did you call him?"


"Did I call who?" My heart was beating fast. Did
she know about Professor Hunter? Was it that obvious? 


"Austin? Who else? Oh wait! Are you dating Tyler now?
Penny that's so exciting! I saw him at the party, you two were really cute
together."


"No. No, I didn't call either one of them."


"Penny, come on. I heard Sigma Pi is having another
party this Thursday that we have to go to. Tyler likes you!"


"I know he does," I sighed. "I just don't know
if I like him." 


"Well you have a few days to decide between the two. Because
we're going out this weekend no matter what. And you're going to want a date
because Josh asked me to be his girlfriend!"


"Who's Josh?"


"What do you mean? Josh, Josh. The one I met at the
party last Thursday. You met him too, he was the one who came up and talked to
us right away."


"Oh, yeah, sorry. Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome,
right?"


"That's the one. Anyway, I wanted to go on a double date
with you and well, whoever. So who is it going to be?


"And when is this date taking place?" I could feel
myself grimacing. I didn't want to ask Tyler out and send him the wrong
message. And I didn't want to call Austin again. I didn't do well with
rejection.


"Saturday night."


"Okay, I'll think about it."


"That's all I can ask."


We ate our meals quietly for a few minutes. Then we started
complaining about our new classes and laughing. As we walked back to the dorm I
tried to impersonate my foreign Stat teacher. Melissa laughed so hard she
dropped her ice cream cone on the ground.


"I know, that's how I feel listening to him. How am I
supposed to learn anything?"


"You just have to hope everyone else can't understand
him either, and that there will be a huge curve."









Chapter 10


Thursday


A few minutes before Professor Hunter's office hours ended, I
peered around the corner and looked into his office. He was sitting at a desk
with earphones on. His door was open and there weren't any girls waiting to see
him, except for me. I took a deep breath and walked to the door. He didn't seem
to notice me. He was wearing a white dress shirt. The top few buttons were
undone and he had a loosened tie around his neck. The sleeves were rolled up,
revealing his tanned, muscular forearms.


I tapped on the door.


Professor Hunter looked up and his eyes bulged slightly. He
pulled the headphones off and set them on his desk.


"Miss Taylor, come in," he said. He walked over to
the door and closed it behind me. His office smelled strongly of his cologne.
He shoved his hands into his pockets. "I didn't expect to see you."


"I didn't expect to be here."


"You're angry with me," he said slowly.


"I'm not." I pulled off my backpack and leaned
against his desk.


He looked at his watch. "My office hours are almost
over."


I was making him uncomfortable. "I tried to come the
other day when they first start, but you had quite the line."


He reached his hand up and ran it though his sleek hair. I
wanted to do that for him. He walked over so that he was only a few feet away
from me. "Part of the duties of being a professor," he shrugged.


"Right." I picked up my backpack and pulled out his
gray sweater. I had pathetically snuggled up to it in bed last night, but he
didn't need to know that. All he needed to know was that I was brave enough to
waltz into his office hours and bring it back. "I came to return this."


He stared down at the sweater and then let his eyes slowly
wander up to mine. I could feel my face flushing.


"You can keep that."


"It's yours," I responded. I hadn't expected him to
reject it. That wasn't part of my master plan.


"Certainly it looks better on you."


I gulped and placed the sweater on his desk. He drew closer,
reached around me, and picked it up. He grabbed my hand and placed the sweater
on my palm. His hand stayed on mine as he stared down at me. This wasn't what I
had expected. It was way better.


"It's a gift, Penny." 


"I like when you call me Penny."


His breathing sounded heavy. "Miss Taylor, you should
probably go."


I wanted to grab his tie and pull him toward me. But he had
just called me Miss Taylor instead of Penny. Did he want me? I gripped
the desk with my free hand to stop it from shaking. A wave of his cologne hit
me. It was growing hard to breath.


A knock sounded on his office door. 


Professor Hunter's hand fell from mine instantly, and he took
a step back. He looked at the ground for a moment, and put his fingers through
his hair. With his hand still in his hair, he slowly tilted his head back up
and looked at me from under his thick eyebrows. The hunger. Then he
glanced back down at the sweater.


I swallowed hard, picked up my backpack, and shoved the
sweater inside.


He walked casually over to the door and opened it as I zipped
my backpack and pulled it over my shoulder. 


A girl walked in. She was wearing a charcoal pencil skirt and
a matching blazer. Her high heeled shoes made her almost as tall as Professor
Hunter. She was wearing bright red lipstick. "Ready to go, James?"
she asked, and then spotted me. She glanced down at her watch. "Sorry, I
thought office hours were over. I can wait outside." She smiled at him.


"We just finished up," he said to the mystery girl.
"I'm ready to go." He was tightening his tie when he turned back to
me. "See you tomorrow, Miss Taylor." He said the words without really
looking at me.


I walked over toward them. "Thanks for your help,
Professor Hunter," I said and made my way out of his office. Who the
hell is she? I glanced back at them. She was laughing about something and
she touched his arm. My stomach churned. She wasn't a girl, she was a woman.
And clearly, she was his girlfriend. They were both dressed for a fancy date.


 


***


 


I added Austin's new number into my phone and then tossed the
scrap of paper in the trash. Melissa insisted that I needed a date for
Saturday. Austin was a good option. Tyler was persistent and I didn't want to
string him along, whereas I could just go on this one date with Austin and I'd
probably never hear from him again. Two days seemed like a good amount of time
to ask for a date. Not so far in advance that I seemed like a lonely loser, and
not too close to the date that I seemed desperate. 


Or maybe I should invite Tyler. I believed that he was
sorry. Plus, he had been so sweet recently. I placed my face in my hands. This
was so dumb. All I wanted to do was invite Professor Hunter. But he had a
girlfriend. And he was my professor. I was so pathetic.


I looked up when Melissa walked into the room.


"Great news," she said excitedly.


"Will I think it's great?"


"That depends."


"On what exactly?"


"On if you already have a date for Saturday."


Oh no, what did she do? I just looked at her, hoping
she would continue. When she didn't, I said, "I don't."


"Well you do now. I ran into Austin again, and he's
coming."


I didn't want to see him. I felt sick to my stomach.
"Where do you even keep running into him?"


"First of all, you're welcome. Coincidence? Fate? You
can decide on Saturday." She sat down at her desk and opened up a book.
She seemed mad at me.


"Sorry, Melissa. I'm sure Saturday will be fun. Thanks
for asking Austin for me."


She turned around with a big grin on her face. "No
problem," she shrugged, and went back to studying.


Crap! I laid back on my bed. I should have invited
Tyler when I had the chance. Josh and Tyler were in the same fraternity. They
were probably friends. There was no way Josh would fail to mention to Tyler
that I had been on a date with another guy. Tyler was going to hate me. For a
second I thought about calling Austin to un-invite him. That would feel so
rewarding! I smiled to myself. I wanted him to feel rejected like I had all
summer. Too late now, though. A part of me, even if it was rather small, did
want to see him again. 









Chapter 11


Friday


I couldn't compete with the mystery woman from Professor
Hunter's office. There wasn't anything to really suggest that they were
together, though. Maybe it was just one date. Could I compete? Did I even
want to?


The woman had been sophisticated. She had even been wearing
nylons. I rolled my eyes to myself. She had been sophisticated, but that didn't
mean that I needed to be. I opened up my backpack and pulled the sweater out.
Luckily Melissa was still sound asleep, because I didn't want her to judge me. 


I pulled his sweater over my head. It was pouring outside, so
I slipped my red rain boots on and grabbed my matching red umbrella. He had
implied that he thought the sweater looked better on me. I took a deep breath
and walked out of my dorm room.


When I reached class, Tyler was already sitting in the desk
next to mine.


"Are you feeling better today?" I asked him as I
sat down.


"I didn't miss class because I was sick. I just needed a
day off."


"Classes only just started," I laughed.


"Well I needed an excuse to get together with you so I
could copy your notes." He was leaning on the edge of his desk, staring at
me rather seductively.


I laughed again. "Professor Hunter basically just
defined the word emotion. You're supposed to make your audience feel something
when you give a speech. I didn't take notes."


"Penny you're making this impossible. Do you have plans
this weekend?" There was something endearing about the way he was looking
at me. Confident yet eager at the same time. 


I sighed. "My roommate is forcing me to go on this
strange double date with her." Hopefully that would make it seem rather
innocent. And it was true, I didn't want to go.


Tyler smirked at me. "If you want to ditch it, I'll take
you out to dinner."


"If you knew Melissa, you would know that that isn't an
option. Sorry Tyler," I said and smiled at him.


"The rejection hurts," he said with a smile. He
placed both his hands on his chest and let his head fall back like I had just
hit him with a fatal blow.


"Oh, come on," I said, and lightly shoved his
shoulder. "Rather dramatic."


"Rain check?" he asked.


I nodded. I looked up as Professor Hunter entered the room.
He was wearing his glasses and his hair was sexily disheveled. A tight black
t-shirt and light jeans made him look so casual and approachable. I tried not
to think about the fact that he may be dressed casually because he was up late
with the mystery woman.


It was hard to pay attention to what he was saying. His
sweater that I was wearing smelled like him and it was like I was in some kind
of trance. Does he notice that I'm wearing it? 


Today's assignment was to talk about our weekend plans.


On Tyler's turn, he looked down at me while he spoke: "I
will be spending the weekend wallowing in my room, because this girl I'm
crushing on is too busy to hang out with me."


"Oh my God," I mouthed silently to him.


"Penny Taylor," Professor Hunter called.


When I stood up, it looked like his jaw dropped slightly. He
quickly closed his mouth and looked down at his paper.


I wanted to make him jealous. Tyler had already set me up.
"This weekend I'm going on a double date with my roommate and her new
boyfriend."


Professor Hunter seemed to wince when I said
"date."


I quickly added, "But I'm absolutely dreading it,"
before sitting back down. I was bad at playing hard to get.


Tyler leaned over. "I wish you didn't have to go
either," he whispered.


Professor Hunter called the next name on the list without
looking back over at me. When he was finished listening to the other students,
he walked over to the board. He wrote "lust" on the board in all
caps. 


"You want your audience to hang on every word that comes
out of your mouth. It's kind of like in a relationship. You want that instantaneous
lust you sometimes get."


I doubted anyone else noticed it, but during his speech he
seemed to be blatantly staring at me. 


 "I don't necessarily mean it in a sexual way. Although,
there is a reason that sex sells."


A heard a few girls giggle.


"You want to capture your audience's attention. You want
them to yearn for more. And that, in my opinion, is the hardest thing about
giving an effective speech. Because you can't force lust. It has to come
naturally."


Am I forcing it? It didn't feel forced to me.


"Anyway, something to ponder over the weekend. Class
dismissed."


"I guess I'll see you on Monday. If you change your
mind, you have my number." Tyler winked at me.


I smiled back at him as he walked away. Wearing Professor
Hunter's sweater to class had taken a lot of courage. But now it was time for
the hardest part. I tried to walk as seductively as I possibly could in rain
boots, and slowed down slightly when I passed by his desk so that he'd notice
me. 


"Miss Taylor, if you would, please wait a moment."


I froze. He had noticed. I never expected him to talk to me
after yesterday, though.


"You're wearing my sweater."


"I've been told I look good in it."


He was silent for a moment. "You have a date this
weekend," he said casually. He didn't ask it as a question, but said it as
a statement. I felt like there was a trace of anger in his voice.


I gulped. That was none of his business. Especially since he
had a girlfriend. "And how was yours?" I replied, with more sass than
I intended.


"Hmmm?" he said, and raised his left eyebrow.


"I have another class I need to get to."


"So do I." 


My heart was racing. 


"Well then." I turned.


"Penny?" The tips of his fingers brushed the back
of my wrist.


It sent shivers through me, and my body actually shook. Play
hard to get! I went toward the door. Before I walked out I turned just my
head, and said, "Have a good weekend, Professor Hunter."









Chapter 12


Saturday


I looked down at my phone one more time. For some reason, I
had this hope that Professor Hunter would text me and beg me not to go. Or show
up and whisk me away. I carefully clicked on his name, trying not to smudge my
nail polish. Even though it was foolish, I couldn't help wanting to text him.
He was most likely on a date with his girlfriend. The thought made me want to text
him even more.


"Penny, you need to get ready to go. We need to leave in
just a few minutes if we're going to be there on time."


I hopped off my bed. "I am ready."


"What the hell are you wearing?" Melissa said as
she looked at my outfit. I was wearing jeans and a tank top. Apparently I was
underdressed because she was wearing a new dress. It had a high neckline in the
front, but there was no back until just above her butt. 


"You look great, Melissa," I said, trying to change
the subject.


She sighed in response and walked over to her closet.
"Penny, you need to look hot. Don't you want Austin to be upset about what
he's been missing?"


"I don't care about what Austin thinks." 


"Just a second. Here," she said and tossed me a
black dress.


"But..."


"Penny, you're not wearing jeans to dinner. You'll make
me look ridiculously overdressed. And I bought this specifically for
tonight."


"So bossy," I mumbled under my breath. 


"Yep, now change."


I pulled on the dress, strapped on my black stilettos, and
stood up. "Fine, now I'm ready."


"Perfect. That'll make him drool."


I couldn't help but smile when I looked in the mirror. The
super short, sleek black dress I was wearing had a neckline that plunged to my
belly button. The designer must have had a vague sense of modesty, because the
dress had a black mesh material between the neckline so that I wasn't
completely exposed. There was a slit up the side, and if it was any higher, the
dress wouldn't be suitable to wear out. I completed the look with a pair of
dangly earrings that helped elongate my neck. I felt sexy. 


"Ah, I'm excited! Let's go," Melissa said.


We made our way out of the dorm. We walked arm in arm along
the brick walkway, as was our custom, so that neither one of us fell over in
our heels.


"So, are you nervous to see Austin?"


"I'm still mad at him."


"And you should be. But he clearly misses you, or he
wouldn't have agreed to come."


I felt myself starting to sweat. "Melissa, I am nervous.
Do I really have to do this?"


"You cannot back out at the last minute!"


"I feel like I'm going to be sick."


"Well, just don't get sick on him."


"Melissa!"


"Okay, okay." We stopped for a moment and she
turned to face me. "Here's what you have to do. Just remember to act
confident. And most importantly, don't say that you've missed him. That gives
him all the power. You need to make him want you, not the other way
around."


I took a deep breath. "Play hard to get?" 


"Exactly." She grabbed my arm and we started
walking again. 


We stopped again in front of Kildare's, the restaurant we were
going to. It was only 8 o'clock, so even though we were underage, we'd still be
allowed in. 


"You ready?" Melissa asked.


"As ready as I can be." 


Melissa stepped into the restaurant first. "Hi,"
she said to the hostess. "We're looking for two...oh, never mind. I see
them!"


Josh was waving for us to come over to a booth. He stood up
as we approached and so did Austin. My stomach started to churn. I couldn't be
confident. This was Austin. The Austin. The one that strung me along all
of last semester and "didn't do labels." With his short, light brown
hair, grayish blue eyes, and that sexy scruff on his chin, he had this way
about him that made me act foolish. 


He had me wrapped around his finger, and he knew it. I had
slept with him, hoping that would get him to stay. But that wasn't the case. He
just wanted me for my body. So I kept giving it to him. His position on
"labels" never changed. And then when the semester ended, I stopped
hearing from him. All summer I waited. When I got his, "Babe, it's hard being
here without you. I miss you," text, I came back to campus as soon as I
could. And he had completely disappeared. I felt my knees trembling. I knew I
was hurt, but I hadn't realized how angry I was. 


Be confident, Penny. I thought about the way I'd been
acting with Professor Hunter. Austin had nothing on Professor Hunter. If I
could act sassy and confident and strong around him, than this should be a
piece of cake. I can do this.


When we reached the boys, Josh pulled Melissa close and
kissed her passionately. This was already awkward. I looked up at Austin.


"Babe, that dress..." Austin said. He grabbed my
waist and pulled me to him. He leaned down for the kiss but I turned my head.
It didn't seem to deter him. He pecked my cheek. "Penny, where have you been
hiding?"


"I've just been really busy. How are you, Austin?" How
could he ask me that? He was the one that had been ignoring me. I wished he
would let go of my waist.


"Better now that you're here." He reached down,
grabbed my chin, and tilted it toward him. "I've missed you, babe. It was
a long summer without you." He smelled like strawberries and beer. I had
used his strawberry scented shampoo before on the occasions that I had spent
the night at his apartment.


"I..." I stopped myself before I told him that I
missed him too. I needed to take Melissa's advice, and that meant not telling
him that I missed him. "I had a great summer. Well, crap job, but you know
how it is," I shrugged.


He let go of my chin. Ignoring my comment, he said, "You
really look stunning. You always did know exactly what I like."


I restrained myself from rolling my eyes. This wasn't even my
dress. He slid into the booth and I sat next to him. Josh and Melissa sat down
across from us. 


"How long have you two been dating?" Josh asked Austin
and me.


"A little over six months," Austin replied. 


His words were hard to make out, because at the same time, I
said, "We're not really."


Austin and I looked at each other. I turned back to Josh. 


 "It's complicated," I said.


"Ah." Josh turned to Melissa and made an apologetic
face. I could tell that he was flustered that she hadn't told him the
situation.


"It's not that complicated," Austin said and
wrapped his arm around my shoulders. He scooted closer toward me so that our
bodies were touching. I looked up at him and he looked down at me. "I'm
sorry," he mouthed.


I gave him a small smile. That's what I had wanted. For him
to apologize. I sighed with relief. Maybe now I could relax a little and enjoy
the night. 









Chapter 13


Saturday


I took another bite of the chocolate cake and glanced up at
Austin. The two of us were alone in the booth because Melissa and Josh were
still dancing. We had taken a break to have dessert. Austin was starting to
stare at me, with his cloudy blue eyes, in that way that made my knees weak. He
had already been through a few beers and I knew what was on his mind. I looked
back down at my plate. I didn't know how much longer I'd be able to resist him.


"I got a new place," he said.


"Same roommates?"


"No, actually." He had started rubbing the back of
my neck with his thumb. The familiarity of it was soothing and somehow arousing
at the same time. 


Austin knew that I didn't like when he smoked. It made him
act like an idiot. And his old roommate, Benji, was usually the one persuading
him.


"How's Benji doing?"


"I haven't seen him."


I hadn't expected that. He had apologized to me, plus he was
done hanging out with his loser friends? Maybe he had changed. Being a senior
seemed to make him take things more seriously now. I took another bite of cake,
and Austin suddenly started laughing.


"What's so funny?" 


He just kept laughing. "You have chocolate on your
face."


"Where?"  I wiped the side of my mouth with my
hand.


He leaned toward me and slowly wiped the other side of my
mouth with his thumb. He then placed his finger in his mouth and sucked off the
chocolate. I could feel my heart rate accelerating. Why is that so hot?


"Did you want to come see my place?" he asked.


I gulped. He didn't really want me to come see his place. He
wanted me. And I loved when he wanted me. 


"Let me run to the ladies room real quick," I said,
and slid out of the booth. I closed the stall door and just stood there. I
didn't actually need to use the restroom, I just needed a second to think.
Melissa had told me to be strong and I was about to cave. I needed to go back
out there and tell him I wanted to call it a night. If he really had changed at
all, he'd respect that. I walked out of the stall, washed my hands, and fixed
my hair in the mirror. 


When I excited the bathroom, Austin was still sitting at our
booth alone. But he was turned around, talking to the booth of girls behind
him. All four of the girls laughed at something he just said. I felt my heart
rate accelerating. I walked back over to our table. He continued chatting to
the booth of girls and didn't even notice my return. 


Without even realizing what I was doing, I grabbed my glass
and tossed what was left of my water in his face.


 "Penny, what the hell?"


"Have a good life, Austin." I turned around and walked
briskly out of the restaurant.


I heard footsteps behind me. "Penny, wait," Austin
pleaded.


I ran down the stairs outside the entrance of the restaurant.
My heels clicked on the brick sidewalk of Main Street.


"Penny, I'm sorry."


"Yeah I know, you already said that tonight." I
turned around to face him. "What exactly are you apologizing for anyway?
Are you trying to say that you somehow 'accidentally' ignored me all summer? Or
are you referring to the girls you were just flirting with on our date? Or maybe
all the times you've stood me up? Or are you just sorry for being an arrogant
asshole in general?"


"Just..." 


"Just what, Austin? Just give you another chance? Why,
because you didn't mean all those things you said about 'labels'? You've
changed and you want to be my boyfriend now?" 


"You know that's not what I want. But I do want
you."


"And every other girl on campus?" I was seething. I
turned to walk away again.


"That's not what it's like. Damn it, Penny, won't you
just listen to me?" He grabbed my arm. 


My heel got stuck in a gap between the bricks as he pulled
me. It snapped off and I fell to my knees. His hands were on me in an instant
to help me to my feet.


"Get off me!" I yelled and pushed him away. I
stumbled to my feet. The tears were starting to well in my eyes.


"Geez, Penny, lighten up."


"Save your advice, Austin. I don't care. We're
done."


"Until you call me again, begging to see me."


He did get my calls! It took every ounce of restraint
in me to not slap him. 


"Well, until then," he said. He turned away and
walked back up the restaurant steps.


"Grow up, Austin!" I yelled. Without turning around
he put his hand up in the air to acknowledge he had heard me, and disappeared
back inside the bar. He hadn't changed at all.


I was done with boys. I wanted a man. And I wanted that man
to be Professor Hunter. It was time to find out if he wanted me. Before I could
chicken out, I took my phone out of my clutch and texted Professor Hunter.
"Any chance I can get a lift?" 









Chapter 14


Saturday


Not even a minute passed before I got his response:
"Where are you?"


"Outside of Kildare's."


My phone bleeped. "I'll be right there." 


I put my phone back in my clutch and sat down on the curb. My
knees were bleeding and I was holding my broken heel in my hand. I smiled when
it began to drizzle. It was like my fantasies were coming true. After several
minutes of nervous waiting, a black Audi coupe rolled up next to me. Even his
car was sexy.


Professor Hunter leaned over and opened the car door from the
inside. I climbed inside and shut the door.


"Did I wake you?" I asked. He put the car in drive
and drove off. His hair was sleek from the rain. He was wearing dark jeans and
a gray hoodie. The zipper of his hoodie wasn't pulled up all the way, and he
clearly wasn't wearing a shirt underneath. His outfit made him look even
younger. He really couldn't be much older than me. 


"Yes," he replied.


The rain quickly picked up. In the silence, the drops began
to splash loudly on the windshield. I could tell he was a little grumpy from me
disturbing his sleep.


"You live near here?" I asked.


"Yes."


"Where?"


The car pulled to a stop at a red light. He leaned across me
and opened up the glove compartment. I gulped. I wanted to kiss him so badly.
He grabbed a tissue and placed it gently on one of my cut knees. Ignoring my
question, he asked, "Do you want to talk about what happened?"


"I fell, that's all," I whispered. His breath
smelled minty. I had woken him up and he had taken the time to brush his teeth.
Was he going to kiss me? He let go of the tissue and sat back in the
driver's seat. I blotted my knees with the tissue.


"That's all?" he said, staring at me.


I lifted my stiletto from my lap and shrugged.


 When the light turned green he stepped on the gas. "You
enjoyed your date then?"


"No."


We drove on in silence again. We were almost back to my dorm.


"Is that what you wanted to hear?" I added.


"I don't desire for you to be unhappy, Miss
Taylor."


"Why did you give me your number, Professor
Hunter?"


He pulled to the curb outside of my dorm and turned the car
off. "You seem keen on putting yourself in dangerous situations." He
glanced quickly at my outfit and then got out of the car.


My face flushed. Professor Hunter ran through the rain and
opened up the door on my side. I slowly stepped out, not wanting for this
moment to end. I kept blowing all my chances with him.


Instead of turning to walk me to the door he just stood
there, staring at me. It was like he was waiting for something. I remembered
the dream he recounted in class. He was waiting for something exciting to
happen. And it was pouring.


"Professor Hunter..."


There was that look again. It took my breath away. And for
the first time I realized that it wasn't anger or hunger. It was hunger and
anger. He leaned down and placed his hands on the car, on either side of me.
Our mouths were less than an inch apart. He opened his lips slightly like he
was about to say something. I could feel the heat of his breath in the rain. He
drew a fraction of an inch closer. 


"I can't seem to stop thinking about you," I
whispered.


Instead of responding, he quickly grabbed the back of my neck
and let his lips meet mine. His kiss was full of passion, passion that he had
been holding back just as much as I had. He pressed his body against mine and
lightly pushed me so that my back was on the cold, wet steel of the car. He
leaned into me. The contrast of the heat from his body and the coolness of the
car sent a spark through me. I had never wanted someone so badly before. I let
my hands wander beneath the back of his hoodie. His skin was so soft.


His lips pulled away from mine and he groaned softly in my
ear. "Penny, you need to try to stop." He stepped back and lifted the
hood of his hoodie over his head. He rubbed his forehead as he walked around
the car. With one last smoldering glance, he got into his car.


I stood in the rain as I watched him speed off.









Chapter 15


Sunday


"Penny?" Melissa nudged me. "Penny it's nearly
dinner time, do you want to get up and get something to eat with me?" Her
voice was etched in concern.


"I'm tired," I groaned and tried to turn over.


"Penny, you have to get up. Tell me what happened last
night." She pulled the sheets off of me. "Oh my God, Penny, are you
bleeding?!"


I looked down at my knees. The rain had made the blood
trickle down my shins. It looked like something out of a horror film. I started
laughing.


"Penny you're freaking me out."


"I'm fine," I sat up. "I just fell last
night."


"Penny I have to ask you a serious question, so stop
laughing. Did Austin hurt you?"


"No," I said immediately. "Geez, no."


"Okay, good. Then get up. We're going to the dining
hall." She tossed a pair of workout shorts and a tank top at me. "You
can tell me all about last night while we eat."


There was never any reasoning with her. I wasn't even upset
about Austin. I just didn't want to get up. I wanted to relive Professor Hunter
kissing me over and over again. As soon as I got up I knew I'd have to face the
truth. He didn't want me to pursue him anymore. It was our first and last kiss.
I touched my lower lip with my index finger. The fairytale was over.


I sighed and got out of bed. After cleaning my cuts with
peroxide, Melissa and I made our way to the dining hall. I walked around
aimlessly with an empty plate. Nothing seemed appetizing. I finally copied
Melissa and got a salad.


"So tell me what happened," she said right when I
sat down. "We came back to the booth and you were gone. I had assumed it
meant you two had made up." She raised both eyebrows. "But now that
I've seen you...not so much."


"He had me, you know. Like he always does. I went to the
bathroom to try and talk myself out of going back to his place. And when I came
back out, I saw him talking to these girls and I just snapped. I don't even
know what came over me."


"So you had a fight?"


"I threw a glass of water in his face." I cringed.


"Seriously?! I can't believe I missed that. Great move,
by the way. What did Austin do? Geez, I can picture his face." She laughed
to herself.


"I ran out of the restaurant and he followed me."


"You know that you're basically describing a romantic
comedy, right?"


"Yeah, except we had a huge fight. We both said some
pretty horrible things."


"Hence the staying in bed all day?"


"No. It's weird but I'm actually okay with it. I just
felt so tired afterward, you know? But I'm not sad or upset. I'm so over
him." 


"Well look at you. I'm proud of you, Penny. You finally
stood up for yourself."


"Ha, yeah." I took a bite of my salad. I began to
wonder if I should talk to her about Professor Hunter. She always had great advice.
But I couldn't do it. There was something between me and Professor Hunter that
seemed so private. I felt like I'd be betraying him if I told her. If I told
her it almost seemed like it would be over. But it is over. 


 


***


 


When I got back to my room I opened up my laptop. I had to
finish my psychology paper for tomorrow. I pulled up the document and finished
typing about the implications of Pavlov's experiments with this dogs. "You
can potentially twist someone into something they are not. The implications are
dangerous." It wasn't my best writing, but I hit the print button.


While my paper was printing, I opened up my email. There was
an unread one from Professor Hunter titled "Comm 212 cancelled." Oh
my God, I made him quit? I quickly clicked on it.


The first line read: "Comm 212 will be cancelled
tomorrow."


I breathed a sigh of relief. My heart was racing. I read the
rest of the email: 


 


"Please read the attached article about the importance
of improvising during a speech. You have to react to your audience, so it's
important to be able to think on your toes. I know that originally speeches
were supposed to start next Monday, but I've decided to throw a wrench in
things. Speeches will start this Wednesday instead. The speeches are only
supposed to be two to three minutes, so it shouldn't take more than two days of
class. Everyone with last names beginning with A through M will be going
Wednesday, and everyone else will go on Friday. So, you still have plenty of
time to prepare, but I wanted to give you more of a sense of thinking on your
toes. I'm looking forward to hearing about the influential people in your
lives."


- Professor J. Hunter


 


He had kissed me like I had never been kissed before, and
then told me to stop thinking about him. Was class cancelled because of me? I
pulled out my phone and clicked on his name. "I hope that everything is
alright, Professor Hunter." I knew I was being defiant, but I pressed the
send button anyway. He was sending me mixed messages, and I preferred to believe
that the kissing me part of last night was what he really wanted too.


I climbed onto my bed, pulled my computer to my lap, and
opened up Facebook. I clicked on the search bar and slowly typed James Hunter
into the box. A photography company from Maryland, some grunge band, and
several guys that were certainly not Professor Hunter popped up. I pressed the
backspace key until his name disappeared.


I was about to ex out of Facebook when a message came up at
the bottom of the screen. I clicked on it.


Tyler: "Mixed feelings about tomorrow. Class cancelled =
awesome. Not getting to see you = major suckage."


I wrote back to Tyler: "What really sucks is that we
have to give our presentations on Friday."


Tyler: "That's not really what I'm worried about."


Me: "So what are you worried about then, Tyler?"


Tyler: "Well, I'm waiting for you to spill the beans
about your date. Let me down easily."


Me: "Honestly, it was a complete disaster."


Tyler: "Sorry, that sucks."


Me: "I feel like you aren't sorry."


Tyler: "Yeah, not even a little. Actually I think I can
make you feel better. I wanted to cordially invite you to dinner...any night of
your choosing."


I looked down at my phone. Professor Hunter hadn't responded.


 Tyler: "And I won't take no for an answer."


Me: "How about lunch one day?" As friends.


Tyler: "Let's do it Wednesday. And then we can make fun
of all the speeches."


Me: "Haha, okay, Tyler."


Tyler: "I'm going to go before you change your mind.
Night!"


I smiled to myself and shut down my computer.









Chapter 16


Wednesday


As soon as my alarm sounded Wednesday morning, I was out of
bed and getting ready. I needed to look super casual for lunch with Tyler so
that he wouldn't get the wrong idea. I took off the baggy t-shirt that I had
slept in and replaced it with a tank top and an off the shoulder, light weight
sweater. I pulled on a pair of old skinny jeans with holes in the knees and
slipped on my favorite Keds.


I put a little frizz control lotion in my hands and scrunched
my wavy hair to give it some added texture. When I looked in the mirror I felt
a tiny bit of hope. Professor Hunter had never returned my message. But maybe
he just didn't like the flirtatious version of myself. This was the real me. I
felt uncomfortable wearing short skirts and revealing dresses. So I'd try and
see if he liked this side of me better.


After eating a bowl of cereal, brushing my teeth, and
applying minimal makeup, I locked the door behind me. I went into Professor
Hunter's class and sat at my usual spot in the corner. Tyler walked in with a
huge smile on his face.


"So where do you want to go for lunch?"


"Can I meet you at Russell Dining Hall at 12:30?"


"We don't have to go to the dining hall, Penny. I'll
take you somewhere, my treat."


"But it's steak sandwich day."


Tyler laughed. "Okay, I guess I can't pass that
up."


I smiled. Professor Hunter walked into the room. He was his
usual handsome self, but it looked like he hadn't shaved in a few days. This
morning he didn't even glance at me. He had told me to stop thinking about him,
but I couldn't. Clearly he had stopped thinking about me, though. It stung.


"It's presentation day!" He pumped his fist into
the air.


Most of the class groaned. 


"It's not going to be that bad. Okay, first up is
Raymond Asher. Let me just fix this." He grabbed a podium from the corner
and placed it in the middle of the room. "And I'll get out of your
way." He made his way to the back of the classroom, and I watched his
every step. The only empty seat was the one right in front of Tyler. He sat
down and placed his satchel on the floor, still not glancing at me at all. I
hadn't realized that I had been holding my breath.


Raymond walked confidently to the podium. He placed both
hands on either side of the top of it and leaned in a bit. It looked like he
had done this hundreds of times. Was I unaware of a prerequisite to this class?
I was getting nervous and I wasn't even presenting until Friday.


Raymond gave a funny presentation about his grandfather who
was "clearly better than any of Professor Hunter's grandparents" and
deserved a proper shout out. 


Tyler leaned over a little to me. "Crap, he stole my
idea."


I laughed quietly. It looked like Professor Hunter's back
stiffened.


Without commenting on Raymond's speech, Professor Hunter
called out the next name. He never spoke after any of the speeches, just
finished writing his notes and called the next name on his list. I heard a wide
array of stories about friends, siblings, parents, and significant others. They
started to all blur together.


At the end of the last speech, Professor Hunter said,
"Great job today. Class dismissed." He was still scribbling notes.


"I'll see you at lunch, Penny," Tyler said and
stood up.


Crap. Now Professor Hunter knew I had a sort of date.


Professor Hunter looked down at his paper and tilted his head
a little to the left. He wanted to hear what I had to say. It was the first
time all day he had acknowledged my existence.


"Don't be late, I have a class at two," I said.


"I wouldn't dare." Tyler laughed and walked out of
the back door of the classroom.


I stayed seated. My heart rate was accelerating. When the
class had emptied, Professor Hunter turned and put his papers into his satchel.


"I'm sorry about the other night, Miss Taylor. I was out
of line." He still wasn't looking at me, just fumbling with his notes.


"I'm not sorry."


He shook his head back and forth. "You don't need to be,
it was my mistake."


"I mean that I'm not sorry that it happened."


Sitting in that desk made him look just like a student. Why
couldn't he have just been a student? He finally turned his head to look at me.
He looked angry. For some reason I could tell he wasn't mad at me though. He
was angry at himself.


"Enjoy your lunch date, Miss Taylor. I will see you in
class on Friday." He abruptly stood up and walked away.


 I wanted to get up and walk with him, but something kept me
in my chair. I gulped. There was something about that anger in his eyes. I
suddenly felt extremely cold. The realization hit me hard. This wasn't a game.
Flirting with him wasn't the same as it was with guys my own age. Professor
Hunter had an air of danger around him. He was intriguing because he terrified
me.









Chapter 17


Wednesday


Tyler and I met outside Russell Dining hall at 12:30, which
was a horrible mistake on cheese steak day. The line was already ridiculously
long. 


"Hey."He gave me a big hug.


"We better get in line," I said and pulled away.


We went into the dining hall and stepped into the back of the
line. 


Tyler turned to me. "Wanna play 21 questions?"


"Yeah, sure. You can go first."


"Okay. Why did you agree to have lunch with me?"


I laughed. "Because your persistence is charming. Why
did you want to have lunch with me?"


"Well isn't that obvious? Because I like you. You're
cute and funny, and you can be pretty assertive when you need to be."


I cringed. "I'm sorry about kneeing you in the
crotch."


"Ha, I deserved it. Please. Next question. How many
boyfriends have you had?"


"One. No. Well, yes. But not really..."


He laughed. "Simple question."


Why did I agree to play this game?! "It's a
complicated answer."


"Fair enough. Your turn."


"How many girlfriends have you had?"


"Three. What's your major?"


"Marketing. What's your major?" 


"Penny you're cheating. You're not supposed to just
repeat every question I ask."


"Oh. Okay. Well, then. What's the most embarrassing
thing you've ever done?"


"I don't get embarrassed easily."


"Well you're the exact opposite of me then. But if you
had to just choose one thing that a normal person would probably find
embarrassing?"


He laughed. "Well, one time at camp I wet my pants while
I was sleeping. And my sleeping bag got completely soaked. So after everyone
woke up I switched it with my bunkmates so that everyone would think he did
it."


"Tyler! That's not embarrassing for you. That's
embarrassing for the boy you played the prank on."


"I don't know...I mean, I just told you I used to wet my
bed."


I laughed. "Okay, fair enough. Next question."


"What's the most scandalous thing you've ever
done?"


I thought about my back against the car and Professor Hunter
pressing against me. "Pass!" I almost yelled. I knew my face was
turning red.


"Ooohh," Tyler laughed. "Jackpot. Penny you
have to tell me, it's part of the game."


I was bad at thinking on my toes and even worse at lying.
"Errr...one time I...Oh, please, Tyler..."


"Okay, fine. You don't have to tell me now. But I will
get it out of you eventually." He was smiling. 


"Do you have another question?" I asked.


"Which sounds better to you: sweatpants, popcorn, and a
movie? Or a dress, great food, and dancing?"


"Sweatpants and a movie, hands down."


"Okay, that's going to be our next date then."


I smiled. Why couldn't I just forget about Professor Hunter?
Tyler was sweet and funny. And he wasn't my teacher. I studied his face. He was
handsome. Actually, he was really handsome. 


"What do you want to do after you graduate?" I
asked him.


"Geez. I don't know." He rubbed his chin.
"You'll have to hold me to answering that later too."


"Fair enough. We each only get one pass, though."


He nodded in agreement.


Since he had already used his pass, I needed to think of
something juicy to ask him. We were at the front of the line so I used the
extra time to brood over different questions I could ask him. Once we both got
our sandwiches, we sat down across from each other. 


"Still your question," he said.


A girl walked up to our table and touched Tyler on the
shoulder. She had long, straight blonde hair and huge breasts. They were
basically falling out of her shirt.


"Hi, Tyler," she said. 


"Hey, Claire," he said quietly. She leaned down and
whispered something in his ear. His face remained expressionless and then the
girl walked away.


I couldn't help myself, I was a little jealous. I guess I
liked Tyler more than I had realized. But it no longer seemed like I was his
type.


"Are you dating anyone else right now?" I asked.


"Anyone else? Are you saying that we're dating?"


My face flushed. "Just answer my question. Are you
dating anyone?"


"I wouldn't say that."


"What would you say, then?"


"That I've gone on a few dates this semester."


I took a huge bite of my steak sandwich. It was good, but not
good enough to make me forget about the blonde bimbo. I had gone on a date with
Tyler. One date. And he'd tried to go all the way with me. Had he had sex
with her?


"Is she one of the girls that you've been seeing?"


"Yes. Okay, you've asked a bunch of questions in a row.
I believe it's my turn. In your words, have you been dating anyone else?"


"I thought we weren't supposed to repeat
questions."


He shrugged. I knew that he was trying to make a point. He
already knew that I had a date last weekend. And despite that, I wouldn't say
that I was dating anyone else. But I began to wonder if Professor Hunter
counted too. I certainly wanted to be dating him. And I had kissed him.


"I haven't really been seeing anyone, no," I
replied slowly.


"But you've gone on a date. So...I don't really
understand why you're upset. We're on the same page here."


I leaned forward. "How many girls have you slept with
exactly, Tyler?"


He leaned forward. "I'm going to pass."


"You're not allowed to pass."


He stared at me.


"That many, huh?"


"Look, I know why you're asking. You want to know If
I've been with anyone since I started talking to you."


"So...?"


"Penny..."


"Oh my God, Tyler. You're such a slut," I
whispered.


He gave me a mischievous smile. "I'm just messing with
you, Penny. No, I haven't slept with anyone this semester. And only three girls
total. There, that's not so bad, right?"


"What is wrong with you?" I leaned across the table
and lightly shoved his shoulder.


"You're fun to mess with. You're so gullible." 


"Very funny." I shook my head at him.


"Besides, now I got a question answered without even
having to ask it," he said.


"Oh, yeah? And what is that?"


"You like me."


I kept my mouth shut.


"You got so jealous. You should have seen your face,
Penny."


I put a stray strand of hair behind my ear. "Look,
Tyler, I just broke it off with this jerk, and I feel like I'm not really in a
place to date anyone right now. I'd love it if we could be friends,
though."


"Yeah, I know."


"Wait, what?"


"Josh told me. I guess Melissa told him about it or
something."


Damn it, Melissa! She had such a big mouth. 


"I like you, though. So I hope you can forgive me,
because I'm just going to keep trying. Besides, I've heard that you think my
persistence is charming."


"Okay, Tyler."


"So what is your speech going to be about?" I asked
him.


"Well that asshole stole my idea. But I think I have
something else planned. You'll have to wait and see. What about you?"


"I have no idea."









Chapter 18


Friday


I looked down at my notes. My hands were already shaking. I
had chosen to wear casual clothes again today, jeans and a tank top. But I was
probably wearing an inappropriate amount of eye makeup and I had taken the time
to straighten my hair. I wanted Professor Hunter to listen to my speech and
think I wasn't just some clumsy, flirtatious girl.


"Penny," Tyler said and grabbed my hand.


I looked up at him.


"Don't be nervous, you're going to rock it. And try to
pay attention today. I think you're going to like my speech." He winked at
me.


When Professor Hunter walked in I moved my eyes back to my
notes. Seeing him would just make me even more nervous. I felt like I was going
to throw up. Being nervous was way worse than a hangover. Professor Hunter
called out the first name and made his way to the back of the room. Again, he
sat down in front of Tyler. 


I completely spaced out during all the speeches. I just
stared at my notes, hoping that someone would pull the fire alarm. I even began
to wonder if I should go to the bathroom and pull the alarm myself. Ultimately
I decided against it because I figured everyone would be able to deduce that it
was me.


Before I knew it, Professor Hunter called Tyler's name. My
heart started racing. I was next. For a second I put my nerves aside so I could
listen to Tyler's speech. 


He didn't look at all nervous when he reached the podium.
Tyler looked at me and began his speech:


"I've gotta be honest with all of you. I'm going to be
incredibly sappy for the next few minutes, because I have met THE most amazing
girl. She's sweet and funny and super cute."


I put my hands over my mouth and began shaking my head back
and forth. Oh my God! 


"And she is quite inspirational. Let me give you some
examples. She usually says no when I ask her on a date."


The whole class started laughing. 


"But it's okay, because she does laugh at all my jokes.
She also kneed me in my junk that one time."


Everyone laughed again.


"But she's apologized. So that was nice of her. As you
can see, she's a handful. Wow, now that I think about it, is she really that
inspiring? I know it sounds crazy, but I really think so. And hey, at least
she's inspiring me to be persistent."


His speech garnered a good applause. He walked confidently
back to his seat. After he sat down, he leaned over and said, "You're up, Penny.
By the way, your face is bright red." 


Professor Hunter called my name a moment later and I felt
like I was going to faint. I grabbed my paper and stood up. When I walked
passed his desk, I smelled his cologne and felt even more light headed. Forgetting
to watch where I was going, I tripped over a backpack in the aisle and fell
sideways into someone's desk. The desk screeched a few inches to the right and
the girl sitting there looked like she had just been woken up. I was surprised
she didn't scream.


"I'm so sorry," I said quickly, and finished
walking to the podium. The screeching sound seemed to echo as the girl moved
her desk back where it belonged.


The majority of the class was still laughing at me once I
reached the podium. Why me?! 


Professor Hunter rubbed his forehead and looked up at me
slowly. I felt my knees begin to shake. It looked like he wanted to laugh at me
too. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I heard someone cough. Crap,
how long had I been up here already?! 


"Okay so that was embarrassing." Good, own it!
"Anyway, I...," my throat caught. I swallowed and began again.
"I have been inspired by so many people that it's hard to choose just one.
Which got me thinking that we actually choose the people that are going to
influence our lives. It's our choice. We're able to choose who is going to
influence us because we choose which strangers become more than acquaintances.
We get to choose that. So really, aren't we all as individuals the ones that
inspire ourselves the most? 


"Acquaintances come in and out of your life all the
time. And yes, we can certainly be influenced by mere acquaintances, because
some are a positive force and others are a negative energy. Sometimes I think
that pain is what defines you; the way you react to adversity. I actually have
been inspired by many strangers in my life. The elementary school bullies. They
helped me grow. They made me stronger. The professor who gave me my first D
last semester."


A few students laughed at my joke.


"I've learned to study harder," I smiled to myself.
"Acquaintances can be impactful. But there's usually a reason that they
remain at a distance. Whether it's because you're uncomfortable with the idea
of befriending them, or they just hate you." I shrugged. "I'm
stronger because of the acquaintances that have come in and out of my life. 


"But it's the people that become more than acquaintances
that really inspire us. The people we choose to grow with. Sometimes it's best
to remain strangers. But more often than not, if you choose to let them in,
they'll inspire you in more ways than you can possibly imagine."


Professor Hunter's lips were parted. He closed them and I saw
his Adam's apple rise and then drop as he swallowed. He looked down and began
scribbling on the piece of paper in front of him. I stood there awkwardly until
he called the next student's name. I looked down as I walked back to my desk to
make sure I didn't trip on anything.


Before I reached Professor Hunter's desk, I quickly glanced
up and saw him smirking. He looked at me and raised one eyebrow. When he did
that it almost felt like a challenge. He liked my speech. Maybe I wouldn't have
to forget about him after all.


Tyler put his elbow on the edge of his desk and leaned over.
"You decided to talk about me too, huh? I liked it." 


I stared over at Professor Hunter. Tyler had whispered, but
Professor Hunter was right in front of him. Did Professor Hunter hear that?!
I was talking about him in my speech, not Tyler.


Professor Hunter's shoulders slowly rose as he took a deep breath.
When they fell back down, I heard a sigh escape from his lips. He ran his hand
through his smooth hair and started scribbling on the next piece of paper.


After the last speech, he dismissed the class. I said goodbye
to Tyler, but remained seated, fiddling with things in my backpack. When the
class was empty, I stood up and walked in front of Professor Hunter's desk.


"Did you enjoy my speech, Professor Hunter?"


He looked up at me. "Miss Taylor, you'll have to wait
until Monday for your grade, just like the other students." 


Great, I was now lumped with all the rest of his students in
his mind. I looked down so that he couldn't see that I was hurt by his words.


He lightly touched my elbow. I looked back up at him. 


"But I will say that it was rather enlightening."


I almost melted under his touch.


His fingers lingered for another moment and then he let his
hand fall to the desk. He stood up so that he was now towering above me. He
leaned forward as he went to grab his satchel. When his head was level with
mine he paused. Our faces were only a few inches apart. He flashed me a smile.
"Have a good weekend, Penny," he said and then grabbed his satchel
and quickly exited the room, leaving me speechless. His intoxicating scent
lingered in the air for a few moments after he disappeared.









Chapter 19


Monday


I had eagerly waited for the weekend to end, but now that it
was over I was incredibly nervous. Professor Hunter had definitely liked my
speech. I had made him smile. Originally, I thought that Tyler's comment had
upset him, but then Professor Hunter had acted the way he had before our kiss.
He seemed to like me again. 


I took great pains getting ready for class. I added a few
curls to my hair with my curling iron, and then ran my hands through them to
give them a looser, more natural look. After scrutinizing my closet, I ended up
wearing a turquoise high low skirt and a black tank top. It was casual, yet
still chic. I wanted Professor Hunter's eyes on me, and he didn't seem opposed
to the more casual look. I strapped on a pair of sandals, and without another
look in the mirror, I went to class.


Tyler was already in his seat. When I sat down he was all
smiles. "Well, you look fantastic," he said.


"Thanks, Tyler."


"So, do you want to have lunch again on Wednesday?"


"Yeah, I'd like that. Do you think we'll get our grades
today?"


"Probably. I think he was just grading them while
everyone presented. Why, are you nervous that you failed?"


"Should I be?" My jittery nerves were taking a
quick turn into panic mode.


"No, Penny, it was a great speech. You seemed a little
nervous presenting, but so did everyone else. Besides, you did exactly what he
wanted, you thought outside the box. I wouldn't be surprised if you got an
A."


A moment later, Professor Hunter walked into the classroom. I
turned to face him. He was wearing his usual sweater and dress shirt combo with
a pair of dark jeans. He seemed to get sexier every time I saw him. His hair
was sleek and sticking up a little at the top today. He was clean shaven again.



"So I have the grades here," he said and lifted a
stack of papers out of his satchel. "You'll get them at the end of class.
The main problem that I saw with the first speeches was the amount of eye
contact."


He grabbed the podium from the corner and placed it in the
middle of the room. "Okay, I'm going to give you two examples, and I want
you to tell me which speech is better." He pulled out a piece of paper
from his pocket and began reading it word for word without looking up:


"My older sister always inspired me growing up. She did
everything first, fearlessly. And I admired her for that. Her insane courage
was something that I lacked, but reveled in. She always pushed the boundaries
and knew what she wanted. And she was determined enough to go after all her dreams.
I just wished she had rubbed off on me a little more. Don't get me wrong, I
love being your teacher. But I like to follow the rules. I like to play it
safe. Because of her, though, sometimes I feel compelled to take those risky
chances. Sometimes I make huge, stupid mistakes and don't look back. She
inspired me to be strong." 


Am I one of those huge, stupid mistakes? He wants to move
forward with me!


"Okay, let me try that again. And let's see if you can
see a difference." This time he gave the same speech, but only looked down
once. For most of it, he gazed around the room. He made gestures with his
hands. He delivered his joke a little louder and smiled to himself afterwards.
He paused as the class laughed, clearly reacting to them. And he added another
joke in since the class seemed to enjoy the first.


"So, which speech was better?"


A hand shot up in the front of the room.


"Yes, Miss Lang?"


"The second one. In the first one, you didn't make any
eye contact. And you were pretty monotone throughout."


"Right. Was there anything else about the second one
that was better?"


Another hand shot up.


"Mr. Potter?"


"You emphasized different parts of the speech and also
had more personality during it. You used hand gestures and stuff."


"Right. So how many of you preferred the first speech
over the second one?"


No one raised their hands.


"So why did half of you give me a speech like that first
one, if you can so easily tell that the second one is better?"


Again, no one raised their hands. He turned around and wrote
"fear" in all caps on the chalkboard. "Not everyone was lucky
enough to have a sister like mine growing up, to help teach you how to be
fearless. It's completely normal to get up here and stutter and have your knees
shake. But what's there to be scared of? Me? Certainly not. Like I told you
before, I'm a fairly easy grader."


I had forgotten that he had said he was an easy grader. Maybe
Tyler was right. Maybe I would get an A. 


"So are you scared of your peers? You shouldn't be.
You'll never see the majority of them ever again after you graduate. And
chances are, they aren't even listening. They're probably day dreaming about
their next class or that guy or girl they have a crush on. Not that I'm
encouraging this behavior. We should all be listening to each other's speeches
so you can get ideas on how to improve your own. But I'm getting sidetracked.
My advice for you all for your next speech is simple. Stop worrying so much.
Take a walk on the wild side and be fearless."


He walked away from his podium and lifted up the stack of
papers on his desk. "As soon as you get your grade, you can leave. If you
have any questions about it, feel free to email me or stop by my office hours.
I went easy on everyone this time, but make sure to take the advice I give to heart
and try to improve for the next project. And most importantly, don't forget to
make eye contact."


He began to wind around the classroom handing out the papers.
When Tyler got his he said, "Score!"


"What, did your weird speech about me earn you an
A?"


"Well, an A-. I guess I've found my muse." He
winked at me. "See you Wednesday, Penny."


I continued to watch Professor Hunter walk around the room.
Every now and then he'd call out a name that he wasn't sure of. Finally he
walked to the back of the room and placed my paper face down on my desk.


I turned it over and my eyes skimmed for the grade. At the
bottom of the page, in bold letters, a C- was scrawled. 


What the fuck?! I quickly read through the whole
sheet:


 


Student: Penny Taylor


Topic: Yourself/Acquaintances


Miss Taylor,


It didn't seem like you were properly prepared for this
presentation, despite being one of the last students that had to present. You
stumbled over your words. You failed to make sufficient eye contact with the
audience. You failed to harness your audience's attention. And the general lack
of confidence you portrayed left your audience wanting. 


You only loosely followed the topic of the presentation, and
the topic that you did choose did not seem constant. Your examples were
scattered and unrelated. The presentation as a whole was unfocused. You failed
to nail your point home, Miss Taylor, mainly because it was unclear what that
point even was. 


Grade: C-


 


Bullshit! I rubbed my fingers across the words and
felt the raised texture of the whiteout beneath them. The original words and
grade had clearly been changed. I could still see traces of the A underneath
the C-. What had he originally written? I read his comments again. I could feel
my anger rising. I looked up, but Professor Hunter was gone.









Chapter 20


Monday


After my second class of the day, I stormed over to Professor
Hunter's office. I knew that like me, he had a class after Comm 212. But maybe
he didn't have another one after that. I needed to talk to him now. It couldn't
wait until Tuesday's office hours. 


When I arrived, his office door was closed. I looked down at
my phone to check the time. I had basically run over here. He could still show
up. I started to pace outside of Professor Hunter's office, fuming. After
several minutes passed, I went back up to his door. Just because it was closed
didn't necessarily mean that he wasn't inside. I banged on the door with the
fist that was holding my grade. 


No answer. I knocked once more, but had the same result.


I sighed and looked down at my phone once again. It had been
nearly a half hour since my last class had gotten out. He wasn't coming. I
sighed and put my phone back in my bag. This was stupid. I needed a day to calm
down. Then I'd come to his office hours tomorrow like a normal person, instead
of whatever crazy, angry person had temporarily taken over my body. 


I was just about to leave when I heard footsteps approaching.
I looked behind me and saw Professor Hunter strolling toward me with a cup of
coffee in his hand.


"Can I help you, Miss Taylor?"


I stayed by his door. When he reached me, I held up the paper
with my grade on it. "Yeah, what the hell is this?" 


He gave me a sharp look. "My office, now." He
pulled out his keys from his pocket and unlocked the door. I stormed inside and
he calmly followed me. He closed the door behind us and casually strolled over
to his desk. He took a slow sip of his coffee and placed it on top of the desk.


"What can I do for you?" he asked.


I was still standing near the door. My hands were on my hips.
"You said you were tired of hearing everyone talking about the same people
in their lives. You said to think outside the box. That's what I did.
This," I held the paper up again, "is bullshit, Professor
Hunter."


"Please take a seat," he replied calmly.


I ignored him and walked behind his desk so that I was right
next to him. I picked up the paper and quoted him: "You failed to harness
your audiences' attention. I was one of the last people to go, and I still made
them laugh!" 


"Penny..."


"It was unclear what your point was," I quoted him
again. "My point was that I choose who gets a chance at inspiring me. I
said that several times, Professor Hunter. Maybe you weren't listening."


"Penny..."


"And this C- used to be an A. I can see it through the
whiteout. You changed my grade. You changed it because you overheard Tyler say
that the speech was about him. Well it wasn't about him. It was about
you." I poked him hard in the middle of his chest. "I don't know why
I ever let you kiss me. Is this a game to you, Professor Hunter?" 


He drew closer to me. He looked so angry. "Penny, I'm
fully aware that this isn't a game. This is my career that we're talking
about."


"And this is my G.P.A." I crinkled the paper in my
fist and threw it on the ground. My heart was beating fast. He was glaring down
at me from under his thick eyebrows. The hunger in his eyes was a temptation I
could no longer resist. I had been lying to myself this whole time. I wasn't a
good girl. I was bad. And boldness suddenly came easily to me. 


I reached up behind his neck and pulled his head down.
Without hesitation, he tilted his head the rest of the way down and kissed me
deeply. When our lips touched my whole body tingled. He placed his hands on my
back and slowly let them drift to my ass. I loved his hands on me. He squeezed
my ass hard and lifted me up. I wrapped my legs around him as he shoved my back
against the adjacent wall. He buried his face in my neck and let his lips trace
my collarbone. It sent shivers down my spine. I slid my fingers through his
thick hair. 


He lifted his head. "I told you to stop thinking about
me." His breathing was heavy. He pressed his body even more firmly against
mine.


"I can't possibly."


 "You're infuriating, Penny," he whispered into my
ear.


"Then punish me, Professor Hunter."


He moaned slightly at my words and pulled me off the wall.
His arm bumped into a filing cabinet and sent a vase toppling off the top. It
smashed against the ground, but he didn't flinch. Holding me firmly against him
with one hand, he shoved the contents on his desk to the floor with his free
arm. A stapler and a container of pens crashed to the floor. Papers slowly
drifted to the ground as he dropped me down on top of his now empty desk. He
immediately reached up my skirt and grabbed my thong. In one swift movement, he
pulled it off and let it slide down my legs and onto the floor. He bent down
and kissed the inside of my knee. Slowly, he let his lips trail up my inner
thigh. I wanted him. I needed him inside me. 


And right when his kiss would have answered my needs, he
pulled me to a seated position and grabbed the sides of my tank top. I raised
my hands over my head and he slowly lifted it off of me, pushing against my
bare skin with his palms. With one hand he undid my bra and threw it across the
room. The anger remained in his eyes. He tugged his sweater off and let me
clumsily undo the buttons on his dress shirt. I reached up to his shoulders and
pulled the shirt off his muscular arms, revealing his perfectly sculpted torso.
I couldn't believe this was actually happening. I gulped as he leaned over top
of me and pushed my naked back onto his wooden desk. I could feel his erection
on my leg, trying to break free of his jeans. My hands wandered down his rock
hard abs to his erection. I unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. Oh God, his cock
was huge, almost falling out of his boxers. I wanted him so deep inside of me.


He leaned over and lightly sucked one of my nipples as he
squeezed the other, then he brought his lips to my ear. 


"You're going to want to scream," he whispered.
"But don't make a sound." He moved back down to my other thigh. Again
he traced his lips along my inner thigh, torturing me. I felt his warm breath
lingering. And the next second his tongue answered my needs in one slow stroke.



Oh my God! No one had ever done that to me before. I
felt my hips rise, wanting more. But he pressed me down and spread my thighs
even wider, letting his tongue explore even deeper inside of me. I felt his
tongue circling me. His left hand slid up my thigh to join his tongue. Before
it did, he leaned up to me and whispered in my ear.


"Just this once, Penny." He bit my earlobe as he
pressed down firmly on my clit with his thumb. 


I gasped. I hadn't expected that, but it felt so good. My
hips rose, wanting him inside of me, but he pushed down on me forcefully. 


"Do you understand?"


"Yes," I replied breathlessly.


He grabbed my thighs and pulled me to the edge of his desk so
that my legs were dangling off the sides. His finger slowly entered me and I
began to writhe under his touch. He was teasing me. It was just the tip of his
index finger, encircling me. I groaned softy when his tongue once again found
my clit. He slid his finger all the way inside of me, and before I realized it
another of his fingers had joined in. He moved them in and out, slowly,
torturing me even more. Faster and faster. His tongue was in tune with his
fingers. He was driving me crazy. My whole body shook as he took me over the
edge.


When his fingers pulled out I moaned again. I was greedy. I
wanted more. His thumb drummed against my clit as he leaned toward me.


"I know how to please, Penny," he said slowly,
licking his fingers that had been inside of me. God was he sexy. He walked
around the desk, trailing his fingers along my naked torso. He lifted my arms
above my head. 


I groaned. I couldn't stand it anymore. I had wanted this
ever since meeting him in that coffee shop. I needed his huge cock inside of
me.


"But you asked me to punish you." He pulled on my
hands and my back slid across his desk. My head dropped off the edge so that I
was looking at him upside down. He let his boxers fall to the ground and
brought his dick to my face. I opened up my mouth, inviting him in. If this was
only a one time thing I wanted to taste him. His pre cum was salty and
delicious. I let my tongue caress and enjoy. He was too big for my mouth but
all I wanted was to satisfy him. He thrust himself in and out. I tightened my
lips and enjoyed the moan that escaped from his. I was wet all over again,
wanting him more than ever. He leaned over and squeezed my breasts. I knew he
was close. Soon he would explode in my mouth. 


He climbed up on top of the desk, leaned over, and sucked my
clitoris. If I didn't have his dick in my mouth I would have screamed with
delight. He landed a few strokes with his tongue that sent shivers through me.
Before I realized it, I was no longer giving him head. He was in total control,
fucking my mouth. And I loved every mind-blowing second of it. I wanted to
surrender myself completely to him, but I couldn't resist reaching up and
grabbing his ass. I needed to touch him everywhere while I had the chance. It
was as firm as his abs. There wasn't an ounce of fat visible on Professor
Hunter's body. He pulled his delicious cock out of my mouth, climbed off the
desk, and spun me around so that my ass was on the edge of his desk again. He
leaned down and grabbed a condom out of his wallet. I could barely breathe. 


"Profess Hunter," I panted.


"I've wanted you ever since you fell into my arms at that
coffee shop." He slid the condom in place, grabbed my hips, and quickly
thrust himself inside of me.


I moaned. It wasn't slow and loving. It was fast and rough.
He was in complete control of me and I wasn't protesting. My back arched as his
fingers dug into my hips. He went faster and faster, deeper and deeper. I loved
being punished. My toes curled. I was just about to feel complete release when
he stopped. 


"Please," I begged.


"I asked you to be quiet," he said.


He pulled out of me and turned my body so that my stomach was
now on his desk, with the tips of my toes barely on the ground. I let him pull
my skirt off. I felt his hands cup my ass as he admired my naked body. No one
had ever made me feel this sexy before. He parted my legs, grabbed my hips forcefully,
and entered me again. My breathing hitched. He slid himself slowly in and out.
His fingertips traced the back of my thighs. 


"Professor Hunter," I moaned.


He grabbed my hair and pulled my head back. The sensation
made me tense and Professor Hunter moaned as I tightened around him. He slid
his free hand along the arch in my back, giving me chills. I couldn't wait
another second. I placed my hands on the side of the desk and pushed so that
he'd be deep inside me once again.


He grabbed my breasts and squeezed them. I arched my back so
that I was no longer on the desk as I reached one arm back and let myself pull
on his hair. He kissed my raised arm gently and then pushed me back onto the
desk. 


"Stay still," he said forcefully.


He held me down and spanked me hard. I wouldn't resist his
dominance again. I wanted him to own me. He placed another hard slap on my
other ass cheek. I wanted him to claim every inch of my body. The sensation of
pain and pleasure was bringing me to the tipping point. Then it was suddenly
faster and harder than before. I could feel my hips digging into the edge of
his desk. No one had ever been this deep inside of me. His fingernails dug into
my skin. He spanked me again and I clenched myself around him. 


He groaned and reached one hand down to find my clit. 


"Yes!" I moaned.


He stroked it possessively. I let myself come as his cock
seemed to harden even more in its release. My whole body shuddered as my orgasm
washed over me.


He was panting. "Mmmmm," he sighed. He pulled out
and turned me over. He stared down at me. I suddenly felt unbelievably exposed.
He bit his lip and ran his hand through his hair.


"Penny."


"Professor Hunter."


His Adam's apple rose and fell. He pulled the condom off and
tossed it in the trash.


"I like being punished," I said.


"I like punishing you." He pulled his jeans back in
place and slowly buttoned his shirt, leaving the top few buttons undone. He
rolled up the sleeves. 


I didn't want it to end. I didn't want his body to be hidden
underneath his clothes. 


"I have a class that I must get to or I'd be tempted to
have you again." He lifted his satchel over his shoulder. "By the
way, you gave a fair argument. I'll reconsider your grade." 


I felt my jaw drop slightly as he let his eyes rest on my
exposed breasts. I wanted to say something enticing and sexy but my mind was
foggy. This had surpassed even my wildest fantasies of him. 


"Please lock the door when you leave." He let his
eyes linger on my body for one more moment before walking out of the office and
closing the door behind him.


He left me naked and alone in his office, more addicted to
him than ever.









PART 2









Chapter 21


Monday


It looked like a tornado had just swept through the small
office. Papers were scattered all over, some seeping in the coffee that had
spilled on the floor. A broken vase lay on the ground in fragments. Just
this once. How could he expect me to give him up now?


I put my arms across my naked body to cover myself and
climbed off of Professor Hunter's desk. My bra was in the corner next to a
filing cabinet. I maneuvered around the obstacle of pens on the ground and
quickly clasped it back on. My skirt, tank top, and underwear were laying by
his desk. The shirt was partially wet from landing in the pool of coffee on the
floor. I put it on anyway.


I let my breath escape after I had finished dressing and
looked around the room. This was the only professor's office I had ever been
to, but I assumed it was similar to everyone else's. The only thing that seemed
out of place, beside for the office supplies strewn all over the floor, was the
suitcase in the corner. Was he planning on going somewhere? I ran my finger
along the edge of his desk as I walked behind it and sat in his chair. His
scent was everywhere. I took a deep breath. Just this once. Why did I
agree to that? Looking at the desk, thinking of what we had just done, made me
want him all over again.


I stared at the closed drawers. Every inch of me wanted to go
through them and his suitcase. But I didn't want to snoop. I wanted him to
trust me. If he trusted me then maybe this could be more. I leaned back in his
chair and felt the softness of the sweater he had left behind. A smile spread
across my lips. It didn't need to be just this once. It couldn't be just this
once. When I stood up I was a little sore. A chill ran up my spine as I
remembered him inside of me. I grabbed a sheet of paper and a pen from the
ground, sat back down, and wrote him a note:


 


Professor Hunter,


Thank you for listening to my argument. But I don't think
I've learned my lesson. You might need to show me that again.


P.S. I borrowed your sweater. 


 


Just in case someone came in before him, I decided against
signing it. I pushed the note into the middle of his empty desk and placed the
pen on top of it. I got up and shoved his sweater into my backpack. I turned
the lock on the inside of the door, smoothed my tank top, and then walked
confidently out of Professor Hunter's office, closing the door behind me. Just
this once my ass. 


 


***


 


I was sitting on my bed daydreaming. The T.V. was on so that
Melissa wouldn't grow suspicious of the glazed look over my eyes. She was too
good at identifying my different moods. Just thinking about what had happened
earlier made my heart race. 


My phone buzzed. When I looked down I gulped. It was
Professor Hunter. I had been hoping all day that he'd text me, and now he
finally had. The message read: "I see that you've taken another one of my
sweaters."


I felt the smile spread over my face. I typed out, "I
was a bit chilly after you left me naked and alone in your office, Professor
Hunter," and pressed send. 


Professor Hunter: "I apologize for my abrupt departure.
But you barged into my office at a rather inconvenient time."


Me: "And when would be a convenient time?"


I heard Melissa's book slam shut, and I jumped slightly.


"You should see the look on your face, Penny. Who on
earth are you talking to?!" Melissa asked and flung one of the pillows off
her bed and at my face.


I dodged the pillow and looked up at her, but I couldn't get
the stupid smile off my face. "No one," I said, and quickly exited
out of my message thread with Professor Hunter and slid my phone under my
covers.


"Oh my God, Penny. I've never seen you like this. Tell
me!"


"No one, Melissa. I was just looking through some old
messages." I could feel my face blushing. I was such an awful liar.


"Bullshit! If you were looking at old messages than I
would have seen you acting like this whenever you got them in the first place.
Give me your phone." Melissa hoped off her bed and ran over to me.


Oh crap! I couldn't let her see the messages that I
had been sending to Professor Hunter. "Tyler!" I almost screamed.
"It's Tyler, okay."


Melissa squealed and jumped onto my bed. "I was hoping
this would happen! You and Tyler are so cute together. And this is so perfect.
Since Josh and Tyler are friends, now the four of us can hang out all the
time!"


I tried to hide my sigh. "Right now we're just having
fun flirting, okay? No double dates yet. Please, Melissa? I'm begging
you." 


"Fine," she rolled her eyes and hoped off my bed.
"But you'll be happy to know that Sigma Pi is having another party this
Friday. So we can at least get ready together."


"He hasn't asked me to come," I protested.


"Then just ask him about it."


"But we're taking things slow. If he hasn't asked me, he
probably doesn't want me to come."


"Don't be ridiculous, Penny. Just ask him then. Clearly
you're both into each other."


"But..."


"If you don't do it, I'll text him for you." She
had that stubborn look on her face. She always seemed to get whatever she
wanted.


This was a complete disaster. I didn't see a way out of this
one. If Melissa got my phone she'd open up my messages and see that I had been
texting Professor Hunter. Game over. But wasn't it already over? I
silently wished that just this once really meant this is just the
start. 


"Okay, fine," I conceded. "We're going to
lunch on Wednesday, so I'll ask him then." I had planned on canceling
lunch after what had happened this afternoon. Now, not only was I not
canceling, but I was making yet another date with Tyler. I felt awful. 


Melissa seemed content with my response. "Let's go
shopping sometime this week, okay? I don't think you have anything appropriate
for the party's theme."


"Oh God, what is the theme?"


"Guess."


"Conservative outfits throughout the ages?"


"Toss me that pillow back so I can throw it at you
again!"


"Just tell me the theme."


"It's going to be a luau!" 


"You mean like tiki torches and everyone running around
in bathing suits?"


"Yep." She clapped her hands together in
excitement.


"Yeah, I'm not going to that."


"I swear, Penny, you're going to end up being a lonely
cat lady if you keep acting like that. Take a risk every now and then."
Melissa sighed and sat back on her bed.


 I couldn't help but smile. If she had any idea what I had
done with Professor Hunter she'd be high-fiving me instead of scolding me. I
had to resist the urge to tell her. 


"I'll ask Tyler about it on Wednesday like I said.
Goodnight, Melissa." I switched off the light on my desk and pulled the
covers up under my neck. Pretending to be asleep, I closed my eyes and listened
to Melissa turn off her light and get in bed. When I heard her light snoring, I
lifted my covers over my head and pulled out my phone. 


There was a message from Professor Hunter. "It would be
most convenient after you graduate in the spring."


I held my breath. The lie of me being a senior was looming
over my head. He had assumed I was a senior like everyone else in his Comm
class seemed to be. And he had escorted me home one night because I was drunk.
I couldn't tell him the truth. But what would he do when he found out I was
only a sophomore? Maybe he wouldn't care. He liked me. He didn't want it to be
just a one-time thing either. He wanted to date me after I was no longer a
student.


"What happened to just this once?" I replied.


A minute later I got his response. "We can discuss it
over dinner. I will pick you up on Saturday at 8."


I pulled my phone to my chest and smiled. I had a date with
Professor Hunter. A date! I liked how affirmative he was. I gulped,
remembering his lips on my neck. 


"I'll be waiting," I typed back and pressed send.
He was as addicted as me. I fell asleep dreaming about our tryst. 









Chapter 22


Wednesday


On Wednesday morning I was twenty minutes early for class. I
drummed my fingers across my desk as I impatiently waited for Professor Hunter
to come through the door. As the clock slowly ticked forward, students
eventually started to arrive.


Tyler sat down next to me. "So how did you do on your
first speech?" he asked.


I felt my face blushing. "Really well, actually."
It didn't feel like a lie. Hopefully Professor Hunter would change my grade to
the A it originally was. 


"I knew it," he said and nudged my shoulder
playfully. "What are you feeling for lunch today?"


I had been so consumed by Professor Hunter that I had nearly
forgotten about lunch. And Melissa. Oh no, the luau. "Do you want
to just get pizza somewhere?"


"Pizza sounds perfect. How about Grottos?"


"I was hoping you'd say that. It's my favorite." I
smiled.


The class drew quiet when Professor Hunter entered the room
and I stopped breathing momentarily. He pulled his satchel off over his head
and placed it on his desk. He was more dressed up than usual in dress pants and
a button down shirt. A tie was tucked behind a vest that matched his pants. 


"I only had a few people complain to me about their
grades, so I'm glad that we're all on the same page. I think we'll all be
seeing even better speeches for the next assignment. Speaking of which, have
any of you read ahead in the syllabus to find out what the next speech is
about?"


A girl in the front center of the classroom raised her hand.


"Yes, Miss Snyder?"


"We're supposed to tell you about why we chose our
majors."


"Precisely. There's usually a pretty personal reason why
we choose the majors that we do. Whether it's about who you want to become,
impressing your parents, or maybe just not knowing what the heck you want to do
after you graduate. I find this topic to be quite beneficial for seniors,
because maybe a look inside that true reason will help you decide which jobs
you should be starting to apply to. So today let's go around and state what
your majors are and one thing you love about them. Raymond, you're up."
Professor Hunter sat down in his chair.


When Tyler stood up, I realized that I had been daydreaming.
I had been staring at Professor Hunter and had completely tuned out everyone.
When he called my name I slowly stood. I loved the feeling of his eyes on me.


"I'm majoring in marketing."


Professor Hunter seemed to sit up straighter as he listened
to me.


"And mostly I love the creativity behind it." I sat
down. I couldn't think of anything super exciting and interesting to enchant
him with today. Hopefully I'd be able to think of something better for the actual
speech.


When class was dismissed I dillydallied as usual. Before
Tyler left he asked, "Meet at Grottos at 12:30?"


"Sounds good."


He smiled and walked out of the room. I went straight for
Professor Hunter's desk once the class had emptied out.


"I'm surprised to hear that you're majoring in
marketing, Miss Taylor."


I didn't want to be formal. I wanted him to kiss me, but I
knew that he couldn't. Not here. But I could barely control myself when I
looked at his lips. "Why does that surprise you?"


He stood up and pulled his satchel over his shoulder.
"I'm just surprised that it's taken us this long to run into each other,
since I'm a marketing professor."


I gulped. I was only taking my first marketing class this
semester. Should I tell him I'm only a sophomore? No. I didn't want him
to call off our date. I'd tell him soon, though. 


"I guess we weren't supposed to meet until now," I
replied.


"I take it you're a believer in fate then?"


I nodded. "And you?"


He took a step closer to me. "I don't know what I believe.
But I know what I want."


I was about to ask him what he wanted, but I didn't need to.
I stopped breathing as he stared at me with his intense brown eyes. He wanted
me. Again. 


He was making me so nervous. "I'm going to be late for
my next class, Professor Hunter."


"I'm not stopping you."


But he was stopping me. When he looked at me like that I
couldn't move. I just wanted to enjoy having his eyes on me.


"Why are you so dressed up?" I couldn't resist the
temptation to ask him. He looked like he was dressed for another date with the
mystery woman from his office. If he was hiding a girlfriend, I could hide my
age.


"I have a work function after I'm done classes
today."


"Oh?"


He lifted up his arm and looked at his watch. "You don't
want to be late, Miss Taylor. And neither do I." He smiled at me, shoved
his hands in his pockets, and casually strolled out the door.


He was being so secretive. I couldn't help but feel jealous
of the mystery woman as I quickly tried to make it to my next class on time.









Chapter 23


Wednesday


I walked up to Grottos' entrance and found Tyler leaning
against the wall outside and looking at his phone. 


"Hey," I said.


He smiled up at me and shoved his phone in his pocket. He put
his arm out for me. I laughed and put my arm through his, and he escorted me
into the restaurant.


"Table for two," he said to the hostess.


"Right this way," she replied.


We followed her to a table and I sat down and picked up the
menu.


"What kind of pizza do you like?" Tyler asked.


"I guess I really don't need to look at this," I
laughed and put the menu down. "Cheese. I always order just cheese."


"Sounds good to me."


When the waitress came over I ordered a cherry Coke and Tyler
ordered a Sprite and a large cheese pizza.


"So," Tyler said and scooted forward a bit on his
chair. "I guess I'm going to have to figure out the answer to the question
I passed on."


"Hmmm?"


"You had asked me what I want to do after I graduate.
I'm going to need to figure that out for our next speech."


"Oh, right!" I smiled. "What did you say your
major was again?" I should have already known the answer from class today,
but I hadn't been paying attention.


"Do you always daydream during Comm?" 


I laughed. "I don't daydream. If you haven't noticed, I
get incredibly nervous talking in front of the whole class." It was a lie.
I always seemed to be daydreaming about Professor Hunter. During Stat I hadn't
even tried to make out what the heck my foreign professor was saying. I was
just picturing the hunger in Professor Hunter's eyes.


"Yeah, which is incredibly cute." 


I couldn't help blushing.


"I'm double majoring in finance and economics," he
said.


I was a little surprised. "Really? I wouldn't have
guessed that in a million years. You must be really smart."


He laughed. "Does that surprise you?"


"It doesn't surprise me that you're smart. It's just
that you're really funny and endearing. Why such serious majors?"


"Yeah, I don't know. They just seemed like logical
choices I guess. And I really don't have a clue what I want to do when I
graduate."


"You'll need to do some soul searching before your
speech then."


"I guess so. Anyway, this was leading me to the fact
that you're going to need to answer the question that you passed on."


"What was that again?" I asked, pretending to look
confused.


The waitress came over and placed our drinks on the table. 


"I know you remember the question." 


I took a sip of my soda and stared innocently at Tyler.


He laughed. "I asked you what the most scandalous thing
you've ever done was."


When he had first asked me the question in the dining hall, I
completely freaked out. Professor Hunter had just kissed me. But now it was so
much more than that. A kiss didn't seem nearly as scandalous. Before I even
knew what I was doing I was answering his question:


"I kissed a professor once." I tried to say it
nonchalantly. 


Tyler laughed. After a few seconds of silence he said,
"Wait, are you serious?"


"Well, he kissed me, actually."


"Which professor was it?" I could hear a hint of
jealousy in his voice. 


The waitress arrived and placed the pizza down on the rack in
the middle of the table. "One cheese pizza," she said with a smile.
"Anything else I can get for you?"


Tyler continued to stare at me.


"No thanks," I said to her and she walked away.


"Penny? Which professor?"


Why couldn't I keep my mouth shut? It just felt so good to
finally tell someone. "Yeah, I'm not going to tell you that. That's the
most scandalous thing I've ever done though. Consider the question
answered." I grabbed a slice of pizza and put it on my plate.


"Where did you kiss?" Tyler asked.


"Not answering that."


"How long ago was it?"


"Not answering that."


"Were you trying to get your grade changed or
something?"


"No!" Kind of.


"Was it just the one kiss?"


"Tyler!" 


"Fine. But for a scandalous story, you left out a lot of
the scandalous details."


"I think kissing a professor counts as scandalous
enough." I took a bite of the pizza. "Sooo good."


Tyler smiled at me and grabbed a slice for himself. "You
are quite intriguing, Penny."


As I ate my pizza, I thought about the luau I was supposed to
ask him about. I couldn't say no if he invited me, or Melissa would be
suspicious of me. Would Professor Hunter be mad if I went? He couldn't be. He
was probably dating other people too. And were we even dating? I was so
confused. And I could always say I was sick at the last minute.


"So my roommate, Melissa, is getting along really well
with your friend Josh."


"Yeah, Josh really likes her." Tyler was looking at
me curiously.


"What?"


"Well. I know you're still getting over your ex. And I completely
understand that that takes time. But it physically hurts me to know that
someone as beautiful as you is just sitting in your dorm room every weekend.
It's a sin."


I blushed. "I like staying in."


"How about you make an exception this Friday?"


"What did you have in mind?" Oh good, he was going
to ask me. Asking him just so I could cancel later seemed horrid.


"My frat is having this luau thing. I was hoping you
could come."


"As friends?"


"As my date, Penny. God you're infuriating."


That's what Professor Hunter had said to me right before our
second kiss. Right before the mind blowing sex that I was sure could never be
topped. Am I really that infuriating? 


 "I'll come as your friend," I replied.


Tyler smiled and shrugged. "It starts at 10. Did you want
to meet me there?"


"Yeah, I can walk over with Melissa."


"Great." He looked pleased with himself despite my
denying it was a date. 


My stomach churned with guilt. Tyler was so sweet. I always
laughed with him and had fun. I felt like I could always be myself around him.
And he really was handsome. His crystal blue eyes always made me smile. But he
deserved someone who wasn't daydreaming about their professor half the time.


When the check came I rummaged through my backpack for my
share. Tyler pulled out a twenty and placed it on the table.


"I'll pay for half," I protested.


"Don't be ridiculous." He stood up and put his hand
out for me to grab.


I took it and let him pull me up out of my chair. 


"Thanks for lunch," I said.


"Hey, what are friends for?" he said with a smile. 


 









Chapter 24


Friday


My new bikini was hanging in my closet. I already knew I was
going to cancel, but pretending to be excited and shopping with Melissa would
hopefully only help make my sudden upset stomach more believable. I didn't like
deceiving her, but she could be so relentless. If she ever became suspicious of
me she'd easily be able to get the truth out of me. And Melissa couldn't find
out. I didn't want Professor Hunter to get in trouble. And I certainly didn't
want to get in trouble.


I laid down in my bed and tucked the covers under my chin.
During class earlier I had watched Professor Hunter's lips move but I couldn't
seem to concentrate on the words that he spoke. Instead, I pictured him shoving
everything on his desk to the ground and having sex with me right in the
classroom. I pictured him pressing my naked back against the chalkboard. 


I gulped. He said we could talk about it tomorrow night at
dinner. But if he really was just going to end whatever it was that was going
on between us, he could have done it already. He wanted to have dinner because
he wanted to keep seeing me. Or start seeing me. I was already nervous just
thinking about it. If he took me to a fancy restaurant he would order wine or
something and wonder why I was just drinking water. I'd have to tell him I was
only 19. This was going to be a disaster. I needed to see what he had to say
though. Because I couldn't stop thinking about him. If Professor Hunter felt
the same, maybe there was some way we could make this work.


Melissa walked in the room with a huge smile on her face. But
as soon as she saw me in bed she put her hands on her hips. "Penny, what
are you doing?"


"I don't feel well." I tried to make a pained
expression.


"You just don't want to wear that bikini. You'll live.
Get up."


"Melissa, my stomach is really upset."


"Are you throwing up?"


"Well, no, but..."


"Good. There's two hours until the party starts. Have
some Tums." She tossed me a bottle from her bureau. 


I unscrewed the cap and popped two in my mouth. Fortunately
they were also a calcium supplement or I'd have to spit them out when she
wasn't looking. 


"You're probably just nervous to see Tyler. It's called
butterflies. There's absolutely nothing wrong with you."


She wasn't going to let me get out of this easily. I quickly
got out of bed, clutched my stomach, and ran for the door. Melissa looked up at
me from her desk. 


"Penny, are you..."


I didn't hear the rest of her sentence because the door had
closed behind me. Keeping my hands on my stomach I walked to the bathroom. If
there was one thing Melissa hated it was hearing about bodily fluids. This
would make her stop bugging me. I sat in the bathroom stall for ten minutes
before heading back to the room.


I groaned as I entered our room and plopped down on my bed.


"Penny?" Melissa sounded concerned.


"I really don't feel well. I just ruined a toilet,"
I lied.


"Oh my God, Penny. You're disgusting. Please spare me
the details."


"I don't even understand how all of that was in
me."


"Ew! Stop. Please, Penny. You're grossing me out."


"Sorry, I just really don't feel well."


"Okay, okay. Just stop talking." Melissa walked
over to the fridge and pulled out a ginger ale. "Here, hopefully this will
help." She opened up the top and placed it on the desk by my bed.


"I'm really sorry I can't come." I lifted the soda
and took a small sip.


 "Don't even mention it. Look, you should probably get
some sleep. I'm just going to get ready there." She tossed some things in
her backpack and lifted it over her shoulder. "Anything you need before I
go?"


"Will you let Tyler know I'm sick? And that I'm sorry
that I couldn't come?"


"Yeah of course."


"Thanks, Melissa."


 She picked up the trashcan and put it next to my bed.
"Just in case. Feel better, Penny!" she said with a smile and hurried
out of the room.


 


***


 


Shark Tank was all I needed to be happy on a Friday night.
Well, that and thoughts of Professor Hunter. I had already picked out my outfit
for tomorrow night. And Melissa was right, there were butterflies in my
stomach. They just weren't for Tyler. I was a little nervous to see Professor
Hunter again, but mostly I was worried about dinner. I had practiced saying
"I just want water" in the mirror. He couldn't know I was under 21.
Not yet. Not before we had explored what this really was between us. I just
hoped he wouldn't press the issue. 


The sharks were starting to get irritated with each other.
Just as Kevin O'Leary went on a rant about his elite wine club, my phone
buzzed. I picked it up and swiped my finger across the screen.


Tyler: "Hey, I'm sorry to hear you can't come
tonight."


"Yeah, I'm sorry too, Tyler," I responded.
"Some other time," I added and pressed send.


Tyler: "There is something you can do to make it up to
me."


I laughed. "And what might that be?"


Tyler: "Come let me in."


Me: "Wait, what?" Shit, is he here? He was
supposed to spend the night having fun at the luau and meeting someone else.
What was he doing here?


Tyler: "I'm standing outside Sussex. Melissa told me
this was your dorm. Hopefully she didn't lie to me."


I jumped out of my bed, pulled on a pair of sweatpants over
my pajama shorts, and put a bra on under my tank top. I was such a bad liar;
this was going to go horribly. He would probably know I wasn't sick. I pulled a
few tissues out of their box, wadded them up, and tossed them around the room. 


Crap. I had an upset stomach, not a cold. I grabbed
all the tissues and shoved them in the waste bin. I picked up the dirty clothes
off the floor and put them into the hamper. I smoothed my hair down and looked
in the mirror. This was a disaster. I quickly slid on my slippers and went to
go let him in.


Tyler smiled when I opened the door. "Hey, Penny,"
he said.


"Hi, Tyler. I really don't feel well."


"That's why I'm here. Friends help each other feel
better when they're sick." He emphasized the word "friends." 


"But I don't want to get you sick."


He pretended to cough. "I haven't really been feeling
very well either."


"It's my stomach," I laughed.


"Oh. Well, my stomach has been really upset too. So we
can just be sick together." He walked through the door I was holding open
for him. "So, where's your room?"


I laughed. "If you insist." I walked back up the
stairs and he followed me. I opened the door to my room and let him in. 


"So remember when I promised you that our next date
would be sweatpants, popcorn, and a movie?"


"Tyler..."


"Yeah, yeah, I know. This isn't a date. But..." he
rummaged in his backpack and pulled out a bag of un-popped microwave popcorn.
"I figured since you were sick you might be wearing sweatpants." He
looked down at my legs. "And I was correct. I made sure to wear some
too." He was wearing dark gray sweatpants and a white t-shirt. He put the
popcorn in the microwave and pulled a DVD out of his bag. "And I brought a
movie."


He really was a sweet guy. "Tyler, I can't ask you to
miss your party for this. Melissa made it seem like it was going to be lots of
fun."


"Trust me, there is nothing I'd rather be doing."
He handed me the disc. I looked down and saw that it was The Princess Bride.


"This is my favorite movie."


"Yeah. I'd be lying if I didn't confess that Melissa
told me. But I already owned it, because I like it too." He smiled at me
as he pulled the popcorn out of the microwave, then sat on the end of my bed.


I put the movie in and sat down next to him.


"Popcorn?" he asked and put the bag down between
us.


"You're a really good friend, Tyler."


"Yeah I know." He laughed and put his arms behind
his head and leaned against the wall. 


"No seriously. I've never really had a guy friend that
was genuinely nice just because he cared."


"Honestly, I'm just paying my dues." He winked at
me. "But I like being friends with you too. And since we're just friends,
I can do stuff like this and not get in trouble." He slid over and put his
arm around my back. 


"Is that right?"


"I'm just here to take care of you." He tapped his
shoulder that was closest to me.


"So I guess since we're friends I'm supposed to rest my
head on your shoulder?"


"Well, I mean if you want. I just had an itch. But I
promise I won't read into it." 


I leaned my head on his shoulder. In the movie, Westley was
just saying goodbye to Buttercup so he could go off and find a fortune so that
they could get married. 


"I never understood why she was always so mean to him at
first," Tyler said.


"Because she didn't realize that she loved him
yet."


"Right," Tyler said. He rested his head on top of
mine.









Chapter 25


Saturday


My head rose and fell with his breath. I was dreaming about
Professor Hunter again; dreaming about being wrapped in his strong arms. I
listened to his slow, steady heartbeat. I could lay here forever in his
embrace. I let my hand wander beneath his shirt and felt his abs. His body
seemed to tense from my touch, which made his muscles even more pronounced. He
was so sexy.


"Are you feeling any better?" he whispered.


I almost jumped out of my skin. Tyler. I was with Tyler, not
Professor Hunter. We must have fallen asleep watching the movie. I pulled my
hand out from under his shirt and sat up.


"You lovebirds must have been exhausted. It's almost
noon," Melissa laughed. 


Oh my God, Melissa's here? All I wanted to do was
disappear back into my dream. I felt my face flushing. "We fell asleep
watching a movie," I said quietly. I didn't want to look down at Tyler and
I didn't want to make eye contact with Melissa so I just stared at my lap.


"Sure," Melissa said.


I heard Tyler yawn as he sat up beside me. "Good
morning, Melissa."


He rubbed his hand on my back. "Penny?"


"Yeah. I do feel better. Thanks, Tyler." I still
didn't look at him. What had I done? This was the opposite of what was supposed
to happen last night. And why had I just touched his abs? He had really nice
abs. What the hell is wrong with me?


"Did you want to get something to eat?" Tyler
asked.


"Yes, we'd love to," Melissa answered for me. Her
coming to the dining hall with us was going to be a disaster. Everything was a
disaster!


Tyler hopped off the bed. "Do you mind if I borrow
this?" He lifted up the mouthwash from my dresser.


"No, go ahead." He took a swig and walked out of
the room.


"Oh my God, Penny! Spill it."


"Nothing happened." I slid off the bed and quickly
changed into jean shorts and a t-shirt. I tried hard not to make eye contact
with her.


"I don't believe that for a second. You both slept so
long. Like you just had sex long."


"I was sick."


"Yeah sure. Why aren't you giving me the details? Was he
small or something?"


"No!"


"So he's big?"


"Melissa!" I smoothed my hair and pulled it back
into a ponytail. "We're just friends."


"He doesn't look at you like you're his friend."


I grabbed my shower caddy and went to the bathroom without
hearing what else she had to say. I brushed my teeth and washed my face without
looking in the mirror. This was getting out of hand. I needed to find Tyler a
girlfriend so that I could stop lying to both him and Melissa. My addiction to
Professor Hunter wasn't going anywhere. I was already breaking rules if I was
going to date him. I didn't want to have to feel bad about anything else on top
of that.


 


***


 


"Okay, Tyler," Melissa said as she sat down across
from us in the dining hall. "I can't get the truth out of Penny, so I'm
going to ask you instead. You guys had wild sex last night, right?"


"Not wild sex, no." Tyler laughed. 


"But you did have sex?" Melissa asked. My face was
turning scarlet.


"No. We're just friends." He shrugged and smiled at
me.


"Ugh, you're both ridiculous." 


Tyler laughed again.


"I hate to break it to you, Tyler, but friends don't
usually sleep together."


"We didn't sleep together sleep together. We just fell
asleep together."


"So, you're trying to tell me that you don't like
Penny?" Melissa never backed down easily.


"No, I hate her guts. She's the worst."


"Hey!" I said and nudged his shoulder. 


"So, Penny, you're telling me that if you found out
Tyler was dating someone you'd be okay with that?" Melissa was staring at
me. 


Tyler silently took a bite of his bagel.


"Yes. I'd be happy for him."


"Prove it," she replied.


"Wait, what?" Tyler asked.


"Go ask a girl out. There are at least fifty in here
right now. I'm sure one of them would say yes. I can point out a few that have
definitely checked you out since you've sat down."


"Look, I don't want..."


"See. That's because you like Penny. Boys and girls
can't be just friends. It doesn't work. I have homework to do. I will let you
two soak in your denial." Melissa left the table.


"Your roommate doesn't like to be wrong," Tyler
said once Melissa was out of earshot.


"Tell me about it," I sighed.


Tyler finished his bagel and turned to me. "So is that
what you really want? For me to be dating other people?"


"Well we're friends. I want you to be happy."


"Right." He pushed his scrambled eggs around with
his fork. "Well I actually have lots of homework I have to get to too. I'm
glad you're feeling better." He stood up and grabbed his tray.


"Tyler?"


He walked away without looking back at me. 









Chapter 26


Saturday


As I got ready for my date with Professor Hunter, I tried not
to think about hurting Tyler's feelings. I truly did want him to be happy. And
I wasn't the person that could do that for him. He deserved better. I just
hoped we could remain friends because he had become one of my closest friends
since we had met.


Professor Hunter hadn't told me where we were going, but I
assumed we were going out to eat. Fortunately Melissa was out to dinner with
Josh, or else I would have had to sneak around and get ready in the bathroom. I
put on a strapless, summery dress and added a brown belt above my waist. I
strapped on a pair of high heeled sandals and looked at myself in the mirror. I
added some red lip stick because I liked to think that it made me look a little
older. 


My alarm went off, letting me know that it was 8 o'clock. I
grabbed my clutch and made my way to the curb behind Sussex where Professor
Hunter had dropped me off before. His sleek black car was already waiting
there. Before I reached the car Professor Hunter stepped out. He was wearing a
perfectly fitted black suit with a white dress shirt underneath and a black
tie. Just seeing him made my knees shake. 


He walked around the car and opened up the door for me. 


"Hi, Professor Hunter."


He grabbed my face in both his hands, leaned in, and kissed
me deeply. We were supposed to discuss us, but instead all I wanted to do was
rip off all his clothes again. He pulled away far too soon.


"Good evening, Penny." He tilted his head,
motioning for me to get in the car. "We should get going. We have a
reservation." I slowly stepped back and got into the car. He closed the
door behind me.


He sat down in the driver's seat and we sped off into the
night. 


"Where are we going?"


"Someplace where we can be alone."


His words sent chills down my spine. "But I haven't had
anything to eat." He made me so nervous.


He had a funny look on his face. "Yes, I'm taking you to
dinner."


I was a little confused, but I decided to wait and see. I
always loved surprises. "So you wanted to discuss what you meant by just
this once?"


"I meant what I said."


"Oh." I turned to look out the window. We were on
I-95, cruising by all the other cars. The trees were a blur. I felt like I was
going to be sick. "I don't understand why you asked me to dinner
then."


"Because I've changed my mind."


I tried to slow my breathing. "Why?" I turned back
to look at him.


He took his attention away from the road for a second.
"Because I can't stop thinking about you, Penny." 


I gulped. "I can't stop thinking about you either."
We drove in silence for a few moments. I couldn't believe this was happening.
"Did you grow up around here?"


"No. I'm from New York."


"What made you come here to teach then?" I was reminded
of Melissa saying that he had gotten fired from his last job. Had he worked as
a professor in New York?


"I needed a change." 


"Did you live in the city?"


"Yes."


"I understand why you needed a change then."


He laughed. "Not a fan of New York City?"


"Everything is so loud and busy all the time. And
everyone seems so depressed on the subway."


"I wouldn't know, I rarely rode the subway." 


"I'm sure the taxi's aren't much better. And there's not
enough grass."


He laughed again. "Well it is very different from here.
Is this where you grew up?"


"I live about an hour away. Well, an hour from school. I
don't really know where we are now."


We pulled up to a huge building. There was a tennis court to
the right and a pool beside it. Behind them I could just make out a golf course
in the dark. A valet quickly came to my door and opened it for me. 


"Welcome, madam," he said and put out his hand for
me to grab. No one had ever called me madam before. I took his hand and he
pulled me out of my seat and closed the passenger side door. Professor Hunter
stepped out of the car and the valet walked over. 


"Hello, Mr. Hunter," the valet said with a huge
smile. "I've heard so much about you."


Professor Hunter handed the valet the key. "Thank
you." Professor Hunter walked over to me and put his hand on the small of
my back. He escorted me into the building.


My heels clicked on the white marble floor. The biggest
chandelier I had ever seen hung above us. A woman with her breasts pushed up to
almost her chin walked up to us. "Mr. Hunter. Your table is ready."
She seemed nervous to be talking to us.


We followed her down a hallway and entered an elegant
restaurant. I wasn't dressed nearly fancy enough. Most of the women wore lace
dresses and the men were in suits like Professor Hunter. It felt like they were
all staring at me. But as we made our way to the back of the restaurant I
realized that they were staring at Professor Hunter. I didn't blame them, he
was so handsome. But I felt a little jealous. 


The woman showed us into a private room in the back. There
was a roaring fire and an elegant loveseat to one side. In the middle of the
room was a table with a beautiful flower arrangement in the center. A bottle of
wine and two glasses were already on the table. Oh no, they are going to ask
me for my I.D.


Instead of questioning my age, the woman said, "Your
waiter will be right with you," and walked out of the room, closing the
door behind her.


I turned to Professor Hunter. "Where are we?" 


"My country club."


Memberships for country clubs were usually extremely
expensive. I hadn't realized that Professor Hunter was wealthy. That was
probably why he never rode the subway. Professor Hunter walked over to the
table and pulled my chair out for me. 


"No one's ever pulled out a chair for me before." I
sat down and stared at him as he sat down across from me. I was experiencing a
lot of firsts tonight.


"Then you haven't been dating the right people."


Dating. Were we dating? "And I've never been to a
country club before. Do you come here often?"


"This is actually only the second time that I've been
here."


"Oh, so you just joined?" That explained why people
were staring. They had never seen him before. They were wondering who the new
person was.


"Yes. Earlier this week actually."


Just at that moment the waiter walked in and hurried over to
the table. "Good evening. My name is Jerrod. It is my pleasure to be
serving you tonight, Mr. and Mrs. Hunter." 


I was about to tell Jerrod that we weren't married when
Professor Hunter gave me a mischievous smile. Jerrod started telling us about
their daily specials but I couldn't stop staring into Professor Hunter's eyes.
Jerrod uncorked the bottle of wine and poured us each a glass while he was
talking.


After Jerrod was done his spiel, Professor Hunter said we would
need a minute to look at the menu. I skimmed through mine, trying to find the
cheapest thing as Jerrod left the room. Most of the meals were as much as the
used text books I always bought for classes. I didn't feel comfortable letting
Professor Hunter pay for this.


"Penny?" He reached over and grabbed my hand.


"Professor Hunter, I've never had food that costs this
much. What did you say this place was called? The name isn't even listed on the
menu." I picked up my glass with my free hand and took a sip of the wine. 


"I was thinking Hunter Creek Country Club."


I coughed, choking on my wine. Hunter. The way he was
greeted, the way that people stared. I already felt like he was out of my
league, but now I felt completely inferior. What was he doing with a girl like
me? "Professor Hunter, do you own this country club?"


"It seemed like a good place for a first date."


So you bought it? "What exactly did you do in New
York?"


"I was a professor."


"For how long?"


He lowered his eyebrows slightly as he looked at me.
"Less than a year."


"And before that?"


"I owned a startup. Would you mind if I ask you a
question?"


The mystery of who Professor Hunter was had barely started to
unfold and he wanted to talk about me? I wasn't the one that was interesting.
"What did you want to know?"


"Everything."


The way he said it made me blush. He had already seen me
naked. He had already had me in the most intimate way. "There really isn't
that much to know," I said.


"I don't believe that's true. You enjoy challenging me
and aren't afraid to speak your mind. I find you unbelievably refreshing
."


I took another sip of wine. I felt so nervous under his gaze.



"So why is it that you don't feel like you're
interesting?" he asked. 


I gulped and looked up at him. It was because of Austin and
all the times that he made me feel insignificant. "Honestly, you're the
first person that's ever made me feel like I'm the only girl in the room. I'm
not used to feeling like I matter."


Jerrod came in to take our order. I looked back down at the
menu. I scanned the menu for something that wouldn't get stuck in my teeth.
Professor Hunter reached his hand out and grabbed mine again.


"Penny, I've heard that the crab cakes are wonderful
here."


I smiled, relieved that I didn't have to choose. "That
sounds perfect."


Professor Hunter ordered for us. When Jerrod left the room,
Professor Hunter put his elbows on the table and leaned in slightly. "When
we're together, I can assure you that I don't see anyone else in the room. You
always have my undivided attention."


"That must make grading other student's speeches quite
difficult."


Professor Hunter laughed. "It does."


His words should have comforted me, but all I seemed to be
able to focus on was when he had said "when we're together." I was
reminded of the woman from his office. I wasn't necessarily the only person he
was dating. If we even were dating. 


Professor Hunter reached in his pocket, pulled out a penny,
and slid it across the table. "A penny for your thoughts?"


I smiled up at him. This was why we were here. To talk about
what we wanted. "The last guy that I dated didn't believe in labels. So
really, I'm just wondering, where it is that we are? I mean, I'm not trying to
pressure you. It's only because I'm curious. I just want to know where you
stand on things." 


Professor Hunter started laughing. He was laughing at
me. I could feel my face turning scarlet.


"Where I stand on things? Penny, I don't relish the idea
of sharing you, if that is what you're referring to."


"I don't relish the idea of sharing you, either,
Professor Hunter."


The expression on his face grew serious. "What do you
mean?" he asked slowly.


"I know that you have a girlfriend. That woman from your
office. You were going on a date. It was obvious."


He sighed and smiled at me. Did he look relieved? 


"That wasn't a date," he said.


"No?"


"We had a work function that we were both attending. I
am not interested in Professor Keen. I am only interested in you. But since
you've brought it up, if I were dating Professor Keen, you'd prefer that I'd
stop, yes?"


"Yes," I replied instantly. 


"Then you won't mind me asking you to stop dating Tyler
Stevens." He raised his left eyebrow as he looked at me.


"Tyler and I are just friends."


He sat back in his chair. "Then I guess neither of us
have anything to worry about."









Chapter 27


Saturday


"There is one more thing, Professor Hunter."


Jerrod opened the door and brought in our entrees. I took a
bite before he had even left the room. 


"This is amazing." I had completely forgotten that
I had asked Professor Hunter a question. I took another bite of the crab cake.


"What is it that you wanted to ask me?" Professor
Hunter asked. 


I finished chewing. "My roommate, Melissa. She can be
rather, well, persistent. She always wants me to go out on the weekends and
tries to get me to go on double dates and stuff."


"And?"


"And what am I supposed to tell her?"


"That you're dating someone."


"But she'll want to know who it is."


"So tell her about me. Maybe leave off the professor
part though." He smiled at me. He had no idea how hard this was going to
be for me to do.


"You want me to tell her I'm dating an older, wealthy,
unbelievably handsome gentleman who is way out of my league?"


"And you'll want to say my name is James, not Professor
Hunter. Which you should probably start doing in public as well."


I was wondering when he'd ask me to call him by his first
name. "She won't believe a word of it."


"Hmmm. You'll have to mention that it's the best sex of
your life as well. Maybe you can distract her with those details."


I felt my face begin to flush. I hoped he thought it was
because of the fire. I had been wondering if sex was on his mind. I still
barely knew him, but I knew I wanted him again. He was right, it was the best
sex of my life. It wasn't even comparable to anything I had with Austin. Austin
was like a jack rabbit. He always finished in just a few minutes. I didn't even
know what an orgasm felt like until I met Professor Hunter.


And I think I knew how to get what I wanted. "Thank you
for dinner. That was one of the most amazing things I've ever put in my
mouth." 


His Adam's apple rose and then fell. "Certainly not the
best, though. Do you need to be reminded?"


He was making me wet with just his words. I remembered him
ramming his huge cock in and out of my mouth. I gulped. "I may need a
refresher."


Jerrod walked in holding two dessert menus. "Are either
of you interested in dessert this evening?" He placed the menus down in
front of us.


"I'd absolutely love some dessert," I said, looking
at Professor Hunter. 


"Could you give us awhile to discuss our options?" He
smiled politely at Jerrod. As soon as Jerrod closed the door Professor Hunter
was on his feet. He pulled out my chair for me. I was about to stand up.


"Sit back down," he growled.


I quickly obeyed. There was hunger in his eyes. It was the
same intensity he had back in his office.


"I already know what I want for dessert," he said
and dropped to his knees. He removed my panties and spread my thighs with his
strong hands.


"But Jerrod will be back in just..."


His tongue found my clit and my words quickly turned into a
moan. He sucked on it hard and then let his tongue enter my wetness. 


My hips rose slightly, wanting him deeper inside of me. He
moved his mouth back to my clit and let his fingers fill me. I gasped at the
sudden pressure.


"What were you saying, Penny? That you want me to
stop?" He pulsed his fingers faster.


"No. Please, don't."


"Don't what?" He was teasing me. He wanted me to
beg for it.


"Don't stop. Please don't stop," I moaned.


He let his fingers go deeper still. I wasn't going to be able
to hold on much longer. The door creaked and Professor Hunter quickly stood up.
He lifted his hands above his head and yawned, pretending to stretch. Damn
it, Jerrod! 


Jerrod walked over to us. I was having trouble slowing my rapid
breathing. I was awkwardly panting. Oh, shit. My panties were dangling
around my ankles. Does Jerrod notice? I quickly tucked my feet under my
chair.


"What is it that you decided you wanted again,
Penny?" Professor Hunter asked me.


My face was flushed. It had to be obvious what we had just
been doing. I looked at Professor Hunter in horror. I hadn't even looked at the
menu. He had a challenging look in his eyes. 


I gulped. I knew what he wanted me to do, but I could feel
Jerrod staring at me. Oh please don't notice my panties!


I took a deep breath. "I'm actually in the mood for
something warm and salty." I raised an eyebrow at Professor Hunter. Game
on.


Professor Hunter bit his lip.


"Well, we have salted caramel squares," Jerrod
said. "If you'd like, we can heat them slightly. I'll have to ask the chef
though. I'm not sure if they'll melt."


I felt like I was the one that was melting, trying hard not
to unravel under this awkward exchange.


"I'd rather have something sweet," Professor Hunter
interjected.


"Well our lava cake is made from scratch and it is warm
and sweet. Best of both worlds then."


"That sounds perfect," I said. Jerrod needed to
leave the room right that second.


"We'll split the chocolate lava cake then,"
Professor Hunter said, without taking his eyes off me, and handed Jerrod the
menus.


"Very good choice, sir," Jerrod said. He collected
the menus and walked back out of the room.


"Your juicy cunt is the most amazing thing I've ever had
in my mouth. And I'm not done with it yet." He got back down on his knees,
grabbed my ass, and pulled me into him. One long, slow, stroke with his tongue
brought me to my breaking point. I let the orgasm wash over me as his tongue
still slowly encircled me. He placed one gentle kiss on my clit that sent
shivers down my spine, and then slid my panties back up my legs. He stood up
and pulled me to my feet with him.


"We almost got caught," I said breathlessly.


"We're not out of the clear yet." He unzipped his
pants and unbuttoned the flap in his boxers, letting his enormous erection
spring to life. "I still need to remind you what the best thing that's
ever been in your mouth is." 


Ever since his office all I ever wanted in my mouth was him.
I wanted to suck on his length and bring him to orgasm this time. I wanted to
taste him. I sunk to my knees between his legs and let my tongue slowly trace
around his tip. I let my lips slide down his shaft. This was my chance to show
him I knew how to make him groan too. I could feel myself growing wet again as
his dick throbbed against my lips. I held my breath as I went all the way down,
letting his massive cock enter my throat. 


"Penny," Professor Hunter moaned.


When his fingers intertwined in my hair and he began guiding
me I didn't mind. I wanted him to come. And I liked when he fucked my mouth. I
loved how in control he was. His cock throbbed against my lips again as he
thrust in and out of my mouth, faster and faster.


Hot, salty liquid shot into my mouth. I drank him down,
lapping up every ounce of it. I licked my lips and locked eyes with him as I
zippered his pants. He pulled me to my feet.


"Are you convinced now?" he asked.


"There's nothing I'd rather do than that."


"Are you sure about that?" He grabbed my ass and
pulled me in close. I could feel his muscles underneath his shirt. And he was
right. There was something I wanted more. I wanted him deep inside of me. I
wanted him to make me scream his name.


"No." I felt my body trembling.


"Tell me what you want then." He lifted my legs and
wrapped them around him. He carried me over to the loveseat and laid me down on
its silky cushions. 


I gulped. What did he want me to say? Everything in my mind
was dirty and unspeakable.


He leaned over me and whispered in my ear. "I think I
know exactly what you want. Because you like a little danger. You liked having
Jerrod's eyes on you when you were seconds away from coming. You like breaking
the rules and the idea of getting caught turns you on even more. And right now
all you want is my dick so deep inside of you that you scream."


My heart was pounding. 


"But I have no intention of giving you what you want. At
least, not yet." 


"Professor Hunter," I panted.


He got off the loveseat and put his hand in front of me. I
didn't want to get up. I wanted him on top of me, pushing my dress up my thighs.



"I think we need some fresh air, Penny."


I didn't know what he had in mind, but I grabbed his hand and
let him pull me to my feet. I'd follow him anywhere. He kept my hand in his as
he led me out of the private dining room. It seemed like everyone in the
restaurant turned to look at him as we walked through. He squeezed my hand and
smiled down at me. God was he sexy.


We exited the restaurant in the back and stepped onto a huge
terrace. It was chilly and there were only a few people standing by a fire with
glasses in their hands, enjoying an after dinner drink. Professor Hunter
escorted me past them and we made our way down a set of stairs. His strides
were longer than mine and it was hard to keep pace with him. If I walked any
faster I'd be jogging.


We reached a row of golf carts. He leaned in and turned the
key. "This will do." He smiled at me.


"Are we allowed to use those? We're going to get in
trouble."


Professor Hunter laughed and got behind the wheel. "Get
in."


Of course he could use them. He could do whatever he wanted.
He owned the place. I climbed in next to him and as soon as my butt hit the
seat he pressed down on the gas pedal. He stuck to the small paths and wooden
bridges on the course for awhile and then veered off into the grass. We rolled
up next to a small waterfall and he cut the engine. Lightning bugs flittered in
the dark sky around us. It felt like I was in a dream. And even though we were
surrounded by fresh grass and beautiful flowers, all I could smell was his
sweet cologne. Every inch of me felt alive when I was next to him.


I got out of the cart and walked over toward the little
waterfall. The water splashing against the rocks was surprisingly loud. I saw
Professor Hunter's reflection in the rippling water as he came up behind me and
wrapped his arms around me. He moved my hair to one side and kissed the back of
my neck. My whole body tensed. Oh my God, he wants me right here. In the
middle of the golf course. But he was right. I liked the danger of it. The
thought of getting caught made it even more exciting. One of his hands slipped
down the front of my dress and his fingers wrapped around my breast. His other
hand crept up my thigh and under my dress. He moved my underwear to the side
and slid a finger inside of me.


Oh, God yes. Fuck this is hot. I pushed my hips back
and let my ass rub against him. It didn't take long before I could feel his
dick harden.


"Don't pretend for a second that you don't get excited
by the idea of someone catching me deep inside of you." He slid another finger
inside of me and began to pump his hand. "I can feel how much you love it.
The way you clench around me. But at least now you can scream as loud as you
want and no one will hear over the water." He moved his fingers faster.


Yes! How could I feel so much satisfaction with just
his hands? 


"Tell me what you want."


But I wanted more. I wanted his hard cock inside of me again.
It was all I could think about. "More."


"More what?"


I wasn't used to talking dirty. But I wanted to please him.
And I wanted him to please me. "I want your dick inside of me."


He removed his hands from me. My knees felt weak as I turned
to face him.


"James," I said breathlessly.


"Oh, Penny." He cupped my chin in his hands and
lifted my face so that I'd be looking at him. He was shaking his head back and
forth. "We are not in public right now."


I gulped.


He had a wicked look in his eyes. "You have a lot to
learn."


"Then teach me, Professor Hunter."


He dropped his hand from my face. "Take off your
clothes."


I looked around. I could see the fire on the terrace. We were
far away, but could they see us? "But..."


"Take off your dress before I rip it off," he
growled.


I undid the belt around my waist and pulled the dress off
over my head. The cool air made me shiver.


"Take off all of it."


I unhinged my bra and let it fall to the ground. I bent down,
pulled my panties off, and stepped out of them. I reached down to un-strap my
shoes but Professor Hunter lifted my naked body over his shoulder.


"Professor Hunter!" I laughed.


He responded by lightly nipping at my exposed ass cheek. I
felt the leafy limbs of the weeping willow tree on my back as he carried me
beneath it. There was only a little light, dancing around as the breeze made
the branches sway. I began to sit down. I wanted him to take me right now;
right here under this tree.


"Don't sit down." He quickly grabbed my hand.


"Why?"


"The fertilizer will give you a bad rash."


I laughed. "Wait are you serious? Why do you know
that?"


He shrugged.


"Professor Hunter!"


"Put your hands on the trunk of the tree."


"Have you had sex on a golf course before?"


"Penny, put your hands on the trunk."


His voice was serious. God, he was so sexy when he talked
like that. Demanding. Forceful. He was glaring at me from under his thick
eyebrows. So sexy. I followed his instructions.


"Spread your legs." His voice sounded tight. I
could tell he wanted it just as badly as I did. 


I spread my legs. The cool air against my wanting pussy was
invigorating and somehow made me crave him even more.


"Arch your back," he instructed and pulled my hair,
making me follow his instructions.


The wind blew and I felt the goose bumps rise all over my
naked body. But I didn't shiver. All I felt was the ache of desire. I heard the
rip of foil and before I could even process what was happening, he grabbed my
hips and thrust himself deep inside of me.


I groaned. I was still sore from the last time his huge cock
had been inside of me. But the pain slowly mixed with pleasure until I no
longer knew where the line was. His dick was relentless, fucking me harder than
last time, harder than I knew I could take. 


"Yes!" I screamed.


My swollen breasts bounced with each powerful thrust. I
pushed my palms against the trunk of the tree, moving my hips in time with him.
His fingers dug into my flesh. I liked it rough and he knew it. He reached
around my waist and grabbed my clit between two fingers and squeezed. Hard. Fuck
yes! I felt myself clench around his throbbing cock as a wave of release
washed over me.


He pulled out and turned me toward him. I knew he wasn't
nearly done with me yet. I wanted to make him come. I wanted him to lose
control for once.


I grabbed his tie and pulled his face down to mine.
"James," I said as seductively as I could muster and bit my lip. 


He grabbed my ass, lifted me up, and pushed my back against
the trunk of the tree. He raised one eyebrow and thrust his length back inside
of me. My bare back rubbed against the rough bark of the tree but I didn't cry
out. I didn't want him to stop. I never wanted him to stop. 


"What are you trying to do to me?" he moaned. He
pushed into me and pinned me in place as he let his hands wander away from my
ass. I wrapped my legs firmly around him as he squeezed my breasts and rubbed
my hard nipples. He grabbed my arms and raised them above my head. I was
immobilized by his touch. His dick began to move in and out again, slowly this
time. He leaned in and kissed me. He bit my lip playfully and then slammed his
cock into me hard.


"Professor Hunter!" I whimpered. 


He went faster and faster, making my bare ass bounce against
the bark. So raw. So intense. So right. I felt his cock throb inside of
me as our orgasms collided. My whole body was trembling as he pulled me into
his chest. Even after his release, his cock was huge inside of me. His
breathing was as ragged as mine. I liked the feeling of his hot breath on my
neck. He pulled out and set me down on my feet. 


He zipped up his pants. He was still in his full suit. I
suddenly felt so naked and exposed. I put one arm across my chest and my other
hand in front of my aching pussy. 


"You have nothing to hide from me," he said and
moved my arms to my sides. And he was right. I was exhausted. Spent. His.









Chapter 28


Saturday


I ran my fingers through my hair. "Do I look okay?"
I asked as I stepped out of the golf cart.


"Penny, you look stunning." 


"I mean, does it look like we just had sex?" I
whispered, even though no one was around. My dress was wrinkled and a little
damp from the dew on the grass. I tried to smooth the fabric with my hands, to
no avail.


He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "Penny,
it looks like I just fucked your brains out."


"Professor Hunter!" I lightly pushed on his chest. 


"That's how I prefer you to look." He tightened his
tie. "Now, I believe I owe you a piece of cake." He lifted me into
his arms and carried me back to the terrace. I loved how strong he was. One
couple was seated next to the fire and the man smiled and nodded at Professor
Hunter. Professor Hunter put me back on my feet and draped his arm across my
shoulder as he escorted me back into the restaurant.


I kept my eyes on the ground. I couldn't bear to see anyone
looking at us, especially if what Professor Hunter said was true. If anyone
knew what we had just done, we'd be kicked out. Or I guess we wouldn't. I was
having a hard time getting used to the situation. It seemed like if you owned a
country club you could basically do whatever you wanted without consequences.
Just because he owned this place, though, didn't make what we had just done
appropriate.


"Let's eat dessert out here," Professor Hunter said
and slid into a booth. 


Was he trying to torment me? I sat down across from him. I
could feel the eyes on me, but at least there weren't that many diners left in
the restaurant. It only took a minute for Jerrod to find us.


"Ah, I thought I'd lost you two." Jerrod was
smiling. Did he know? I ran my fingers through my hair again.


"I just wanted to give the Mrs. a tour," Professor
Hunter said and winked at me.


"Of course. Did you two still want the chocolate lava
cake?"


"Yes, Jerrod, thank you."


"We kept it warm for you. I'll be right back."


A moment later Jerrod came back carrying the cake and two
glasses of water.


"Anything else I can get for you?"


"That will be all for us this evening."


"It was a pleasure meeting you both. I hope to see you
again soon."


"Have a good night, Jerrod," Professor Hunter said.


I watched as Professor Hunter took a bite of the cake. How
was it possible that he could even make eating look sexy? I grabbed my fork and
took a bite. Delicious. 


"There is one more thing we need to discuss," I
said.


"And what is that?"


I leaned forward slightly. "My grade," I whispered.


"What about it?" He had a devilish grin on his
face.


"You gave me a C- when I deserved an A."


"Penny, it would be very unprofessional of me to give
you favoritism."


"As unprofessional as what you just did to me on the
golf course?"


He put his fork down on the plate. "Touché."


"So you'll change it back?"


"Penny, I've always had it recorded as an A."


What? "But. My paper. It said C-."


"And you think if I wanted to whiteout every single word
on a sheet of paper I wouldn't just get another one?"


"You were just trying to upset me?" I could feel my
temper rising. 


"No, I was trying to seduce you."


A shiver went down my spine. The danger that I felt when I
was with him was real. Had he been planning this whole thing ever since we had
met in the coffee shop? 


"So everything played out just like you wanted?" I
felt a little hurt. This had been a game to him this whole time. 


"No. Not at all. Like I told you before, I can't stop
thinking about you. I thought if I let myself give into the temptation then I
could move on. But I'm more addicted to you than ever."


He pulled out a hundred dollar bill from his wallet and
placed it on the table. "I guess I should get you home. Your roommate is
probably wondering where you are." He grabbed my hand and pulled me to my
feet.


I almost asked him if we were supposed to wait for the check.
But he owned the place. Certainly he got free meals. The money he left on the
table was probably just Jerrod's tip. Professor Hunter was very generous.


Professor Hunter escorted me out of the restaurant and back
toward the entrance of the country club. The woman with the large breasts was
still standing at the reception desk. "Have a good evening, Mr.
Hunter."


"You too," he said to the woman and nodded at her.


It was annoying how she didn't even acknowledge my existence.
As if sensing this, Professor Hunter squeezed my hand.


As soon as the valet saw us come out of the country club, he
hurried off. I began to shiver as we waited for him to get the car. Professor
Hunter took off his suit jacket, draped it over my shoulders, and pulled me in
close. 


"Maybe your roommate will find your story more
believable if you wear this back to your dorm."


I leaned into him and took a deep breath of his cologne. Is
this really happening? "I barely believe that I'm dating you, so it'll
be hard to convince someone else that it's true."


He rested his chin on the top of my head and only moved away
when the valet handed him the keys to his car. He opened up the door for me and
walked over to the valet.


"Thank you," he said and slipped some money into
the valet's hand. Professor Hunter climbed into the driver's seat. The car
started before I even buckled my seatbelt. 


After he turned out of the country club, he put his right
hand on the center console. Without hesitation I let my hand slide into his,
and his fingers intertwined with mine.


"What will happen if someone finds out that we're
dating?" I asked.


"It's frowned upon, but the university's policy isn't
explicitly stated in their handbook. It's more a question of ethics than
anything else." 


"You've looked it up?"


He looked at me. "Yes."


"So you won't actually get in trouble?"


"That depends on a lot of things."


"Like what?"


"Well, if there was even a whisper of sexual harassment,
I would get fired. Or if someone in your class found out about us and thought
you were getting favoritism, they could file a complaint. Or..."


"I'm not going to tell anyone, Professor Hunter."


"Then I don't think we have anything to worry
about."


"Would you still have pursued me if the university's
policy was explicitly against it?"


He paused for a moment. "Yes," he finally said. He
squeezed my hand.


"Even though you could get fired?" I realized the
question was ridiculous as soon as I let it slip. Professor Hunter clearly
didn't need this job. If he could randomly buy a country club, he probably
didn't need to work at all.


"I know that you want this just as much as I do. I believe
that my ethics are sound, so no one can make me question them."


We drove in silence for a few minutes.


"What did your startup company do?"


"Tech."


He was being so vague. "What happened to it?"


"I sold it. But I still have a seat on the board."


"Then why are you teaching?"


"For the same reason I left New York. I needed a
change."


"And if it wasn't because of how loud and busy the city
was, then what was it? A midlife crisis?"


"How old do you think I am, Penny?" he laughed.


"Actually, I thought you were probably a grad student
when I met you in the coffee shop. You can't even believe how shocked I was
when I found out you were my Comm professor."


He laughed again. I wasn't sure there was a sound in the
world that I liked better than his laugh. 


"So take a guess," he pressed.


"Well, Professors have to go to grad school and then get
their master to teach right?"


"Yes, but I didn't do that. I was busy running a company
in my early twenties. They granted me an honorary degree at the last university
I worked at if I agreed to teach a few entrepreneurship classes in their
masters program. I have the same arrangement here."


"So, maybe you're 29?" Please don't be over 30.


"Close. I'm only 27."


Only 27. If I was 22 like he thought I was, there would only
be five years difference between us. An eight year difference seemed worse. But
my birthday was soon. I'd be twenty in a few weeks. I needed to tell him. This
was the perfect opportunity.


He pulled up outside of my dorm and cut the ignition.
"What, you're sad that I'm not older?" 


I laughed. "No. No, that's not it. I just..." I
took a deep breath. I needed to tell him. 


He leaned in and kissed me. "Like I said, you have
nothing to worry about."









Chapter 29


Sunday


As soon as I locked the door, Melissa switched the lights on.


"Where the hell have you been?! I texted you like ten
times, Penny!"


I pulled Professor Hunter's suit jacket tighter around
myself. I just wanted to be back in his arms. "I..." 


"Oh my God. Oh my God! Were you on a date?"


"No." Crap, why did I just lie? I'm so bad at
this!


"Penny, you're wearing a men's suit jacket."


"Yeah, sorry. I meant yes. Yes, I was on a date."


"I knew it! You and Tyler were being so ridiculous
earlier, but you just needed a little persuading. He ditched that party on
Friday night just to hang out with you. There were tons of girls there. He
chose you. He's like the complete opposite of Austin. I'm so happy for
you."


"No, not with Tyler."


"What?"


"I wasn't on a date with Tyler."


I could tell she was getting annoyed with me.


"Yeah, I heard you. I meant who were you with?"


 "It was someone new."


"Penny, who?"


"His name is James." I could feel myself start to
blush, remembering when I had challenged him and called him James on the golf
course. I walked over to my dresser and pulled out a pair of sweatpants and a
t-shirt and began to change.


"Well, where did you meet?"


I should have known I couldn't get off that easily. "My
Intro to Marketing class," I lied.


"No wonder you like him," she said and picked up
his suit jacket from the back of my chair. "He wears the same cologne as
that professor you had a crush on. Yummy."


Oh shit! "Oh, really? I hadn't noticed." 


Melissa laughed. "Don't pretend you didn't snuggle up to
your professor's sweater at night."


I didn't know she had seen me do that. "Okay, fine, I
did notice. That's actually what first attracted me to him." That seemed
reasonable enough.


Melissa no longer looked mad at me, just super curious. I'd
rather her be mad and not speak to me. I was going to have a hard time keeping
track of all these lies.


"So tell me about him," she said and sat back down
on her bed.


"I'm pretty tired. Can I tell you about him
tomorrow?"


"Yeah, not happening. You made me worry about you
till...what time is it? It's 2 a.m., Penny! I think I deserve at least a few
details."


"Okay." I sat cross-legged on my bed and looked at
her. If I stuck to true things, it wouldn't really be lying. "Well he's
unbelievably handsome, apparently wealthy, and he's a little older than
me." I thought about Professor Hunter's suggestion of telling her how it
was the best sex of my life, and blushed. 


"Wait, how much older? I thought you said you met in
class? Is he like a foreign exchange student or something?"


Why am I so bad at this? "I meant I met him after
my marketing class. I ran into him on Main Street. Literally."


She knew how clumsy I was, so she seemed to accept that
answer. "Why didn't you tell me you had a date with him?"


"I don't know. I didn't want to jinx it I guess. He's
way out of my league, Melissa."


"Don't be ridiculous. You know that you're a catch. You
probably made him drool in the dress you were wearing."


"Thanks, Melissa."


"So, where did he take you on your first date?"


"To this country club. It was at least half an hour from
here."


"Well that's super fancy. I can see why you think he's
wealthy. I don't know any other students who are members of a country
club."


I didn't want her to assume he was a student. I wanted her to
think that he was always busy so that she wouldn't be hurt if she didn't get to
meet him. "He's actually not a student."


"So what does he do?"


"He founded some tech company."


"Impressive." She thought about that for a moment
before adding, "How old did you say he was?"


"27," I said quietly. I shrugged like it was no big
deal. My stomach was still in a knot from not confessing my age to Professor
Hunter in the car.


"I thought you said he was only a little older than you.
Penny, that's like...eight years."


It was time to take Professor Hunter's advice. "Melissa,
you don't even understand how sexy he is. I can't even think straight when I'm
around him."


She laughed. "Okay, I need some sleep. Next time text me
back so I don't have to worry all night."


"Sorry about that, Melissa. I was distracted."


"I bet," she said and turned off the light.


I was too tired to go get ready for bed, so instead I laid
down and pulled the covers on top of me.


"Poor Tyler," Melissa mumbled. I heard her turn in
her bed.


I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. 









Chapter 30


Monday


It was going to be so awkward to see Tyler. I hadn't spoken
to him since he had walked out on me at the dining hall. I had encouraged him
to see other people because I cared about him. He had become a really good
friend. But he was probably never going to talk to me again. And I had
basically molested his abs, which definitely gave him the wrong message. The
cold shoulder would make me feel horrible, but at the same time I would be kind
of relieved. I was sick of lying to him. Maybe it was better for both of us if
he pretended I didn't exist.


When I walked into the room I was surprised to see that Tyler
was already sitting in his usual spot. I had been expecting him to be seated on
the opposite side of the room. 


"Hey, Penny," he said as I approached. 


"Is this from you?" I picked up the single red rose
that was on my desk. 


"Yes. Look, I'm really sorry about Saturday. I acted
like an idiot."


I sat down and smelled the sweet aroma from the rose. Why can't
he just give me the cold shoulder instead? He was so sweet.


"I'm sorry too, I..."


"You don't need to be. You've made it perfectly clear
that you just want to be my friend. I just can't seem to resist making a fool
of myself around you. But I'm going to try to start acting like your friend. No
more hidden agendas. If that's really what you want. Because I just enjoy being
around you."


"So you had a hidden agenda on Friday night when you
came over? I had no idea."


"I mean, I did want to help you get better. But I'd be
lying if I said I wasn't hoping for a kiss." He laughed. 


"Okay, Tyler. Friends for real?" I stuck out my
hand for him to shake.


"Friends don't shake hands, weirdo." He high fived
me instead.


Professor Hunter walked into the room and locked eyes with
me. And then he looked down at the rose on my desk and his expression darkened.
He ran his hand through his hair as he put his satchel on his chair. I could
tell he was mad. Crap.


 "Speeches start next Monday. And this time we'll go
backwards in the alphabet. So last names beginning with Z through N will go on
Monday and M through A will go on Wednesday."


 Is he punishing me? Now I'd have to be one of the
first people to present.


"I don't want nerves to be as big of a factor for this
speech. It's important to feel comfortable in this room. So let's all share
something a little more intimate today." He paused. "Oh, I have an
idea. I had an amazing date this weekend."


A few girls in the classroom sighed but I ignored them. I was
dying to see what Professor Hunter had to say. 


"Romance, dinner. The whole package. So how about
everyone shares what their ideal first date would be. And let's switch things
up today and start at the end of the alphabet so we get a feel for how next
week's speeches are going to go. Adam Zabek, start us off."


I tuned Adam out and tried to think quickly of what I was
going to say. Did Professor Hunter want me to talk about our date too? 


"Penny Taylor."


I stood up and said the first thing that came to my mind.
"I like piña coladas and getting caught in the rain. And the feel of the
ocean and the taste of champagne." 


Most of the class laughed. Thank you, Jimmy Buffett.


Professor Hunter smiled and leaned back in his seat.
"Tyler Stevens?"


Tyler stood up. "Hmmm. My ideal first date is probably
making love at midnight in the dunes of the cape." 


I couldn't resist laughing. Professor Hunter's smile
immediately disappeared. Damn it, Tyler! 


Professor Hunter cleared his throat. "Okay. Let's move
past the Jimmy Buffett lyrics."


I smiled at Tyler and he stuck his tongue out at me. After
everyone was done describing their ideal dates, Professor Hunter started
talking about enunciation. But when he turned to write enunciation on the
board, I stopped paying attention. Instead, I was looking at how his khakis
hugged his ass. And how he bit his lip when he was concentrating. When class
was finally dismissed, I said goodbye to Tyler and waited for the class to
empty out.


Not knowing what to do about the rose, I grabbed it and held
it down by my side. Please don't be mad. 


"I see that you are continuing your relationship with
Mr. Stevens, despite my request," he said as soon as I was close to his
desk.


"I'm not."


He eyed the rose in my hand.


"It's just a friendship rose."


He rested back on the side of his desk and folded his arms
across his chest. "Penny, there is no such thing as a friendship rose."


"But we really are just friends."


He gave me a challenging look. "I'll be picking you up
at 1."


I hadn't expected him to change the subject. I was busy
thinking of examples of how Tyler and I were just close friends. "Wait,
what?"


"I'm taking you on your ideal date."


"But, I can't. I have a class at 2." 


He put his satchel over his shoulder. "So skip it."



"You're a terrible influence, Professor Hunter."


"I don't think you really believe that. I'll see you at
1." He winked at me and walked out of the room.









Chapter 31


Monday


"A delivery came for you," Melissa said as she
stood up from her chair. She was all smiles.


There were a dozen red roses in a vase on my desk. I put my
backpack down and walked over to my desk. A bow was tied around the vase, and a
card was attached to it.


 


Penny,


I know that you think roses symbolize friendship, but believe
me when I say that these ones do not. I hope you're excited for our date. Thank
you for skipping class.


-James


 


The roses were beautiful. No one had ever bought me flowers
before today. Except for my parents when I graduated from high school. I read
the note again. It was sweet, even if he was a little cocky. And even though he
was just trying to show up Tyler. But Professor Hunter was right, I was going
to skip class. 


"When did these come?" I didn't even realize that
flowers could be delivered that fast. 


"Just a few minutes ago. So, who are they from?"


I laughed. "You expect me to believe that you didn't
read the card?"


"I didn't!" she protested. "But I confess that
I did read who they were from. James. So what did you do to earn
those?" Melissa asked.


"Nothing." I made him angry.


"You are one lucky girl then."


I leaned in and smelled the roses. I'm so lucky. I
thought about the date he was planning. I like piña coladas and getting caught
in the rain? And the feel of the ocean and the taste of champagne? What the
hell was I thinking? I was basically asking Professor Hunter to get me tons
of illegal drinks. 


"So what are you doing here anyway? Don't you usually
just grab lunch and go to class?"


"Pro..." I coughed. Shit. I almost said
Professor Hunter! I took a deep breath and tried to think of a quick
recovery. "Probably gonna skip it." Who the hell talks like that?


Melissa stared at me. "Skip what? Lunch? We can go to
the dining hall together real quick if you want."


"No, I'm going to skip my class."


"I can't even imagine you skipping a class. You never
break the rules." She paused. "Are you feeling alright? Does your
stomach hurt again?"


"No, I'm fine." I was tempted to tell her that I
was about to go on a date with a professor. I knew how to break the rules too!
But of course I couldn't. I could mention James though. "James had
some free time this afternoon and I didn't want to miss getting to see
him."


"He's turning you into quite the bad ass."


If only she knew. 


"So where are you going?"


It was a beautiful, warm September day. And if we were going
early, it was probably because the destination was far away. I eyed the new
bikini in my closet. 


"He didn't really say. But he dropped some hints. I
think he's taking me to the beach."


"It's good that we went shopping last week then."


"I know. Thanks for helping me pick out a new bathing
suit. I always appreciate your fashion advice."


"Mhm. So tell me more about him. I want all the juicy
details."


"Well. He's spontaneous."


"Obviously. Last minute beach trip. But I mean
like...what's he like?"


"He's funny, but serious. There's just something about
him that's so intriguing." I stopped talking. The more vague I was, the
better. "I honestly don't know him all that well. Hopefully I'll find out
more about him today." I did have a lot of questions for Professor Hunter.
It was true that I barely knew anything about him.


"So I guess that means you didn't do much talking on
your last date then?" Melissa gave me one of her challenging looks.


I felt myself blushing. I knew what she was hinting at. And
she was right.


"I've never seen you this flustered before, Penny! So
when exactly do I get to meet this mystery man?"


I laughed awkwardly. "I'm sure you'll get to meet him
soon." I changed into my new bikini and pulled on a pair of jean shorts
and a tank top. I rummaged around in my closet until I found a canvas bag.
After mentally checking off a beach towel, sunscreen, sunglasses, and a hoodie,
I was ready to go. 


"Well, have fun. I can't wait to hear all about it.
Being whisked away to the beach sounds so romantic."


"It really does." So romantic.


"Oh! And you better take a picture with him today.
Because I need to see what he looks like. He sounds so dreamy."


"Yeah, definitely," I lied. I grabbed my bag and
headed out of my dorm. "See you later!"


I only had to wait a few seconds before Professor Hunter
pulled up in a red convertible with the top down. His hair was mussed up and he
was wearing aviators. He smiled as he leaned over and opened the door for me
from the inside. He was wearing khaki shorts and a polo. His legs and arms were
tan and muscular. 


I took a deep breath as I got in. "New car?" I
asked. It still had that new car smell.


"No. But I haven't driven it much." 


I grabbed my sunglasses from my bag as he sped off. The wind
rushed through my hair. I had never been in a convertible before. I pictured
people in the movies standing up in their seats, spreading their arms wide, and
screaming at the top of their lungs. I felt like I was already experiencing
that feeling just by being next to Professor Hunter.


"So, where are we going?"


"I think you can probably guess."


"Well, it's not raining, so I'm not sure where we could
get caught in the rain. But we've been caught in the rain before, so maybe
you're skipping that portion. Which means you're probably going the feel of the
ocean route. So I'm guessing that we're heading to the beach!"


Professor Hunter smiled at me.


"You should have warned me though. What if I hadn't worn
a bathing suit?"


"I was actually hoping you would forget it." 


I lightly pushed his shoulder as I laughed. He pulled onto
I-95 and the noise of traffic filled my ears. Professor Hunter was now speeding
past all the other cars on the road.


"You're going to get a ticket!" I yelled over the
roar of traffic.


He slowed down a little, but was still going faster than most
of the other cars. "You don't break the rules very often, do you?"


"Not really. But I do sometimes."


"Give me an example."


"You."


He laughed. "Besides for me."


"Well. One time...no, that was okay. Well there was
another time...hmmm..."


"Maybe you're right about me then. I am a terrible
influence on you."


"Yeah, you're the worst."


"Then I'll have to learn to behave myself better."


"I guess so." I hoped he knew I was kidding. He was
so hard to read sometimes. I liked that he was a bad influence on me. I felt
alive when I was with him. He was the best thing that had ever happened to me.


"I don't actually want you to behave around me,
Professor Hunter. I like that you're a bad influence on me. I think you're just
what I need."


"Penny, I couldn't behave myself around you even if you
begged me to." The convertible sped up again and he turned on the radio. 


 


***


 


We arrived at the beach in record time. He drove to the end
of the boardwalk and parked on a side street.


"Have you ever been here before?" he asked.


"I used to come here every summer when I was growing
up." I grabbed my stuff and stepped out of the car.


"All the more special then." He got out of the car,
reached into the back seat, and pulled out a towel and a cooler. He put the
towel over his shoulder and grabbed my hand.


"What about you?"


"I've come down here a few times."


"So this is where you take all the ladies to impress
them?"


He laughed. "No, I've only ever been here by
myself."


"You're kind of a loner, aren't you?"


"I guess you could say that I have a hard time trusting
people."


One of the first times I had texted him I had told him that I
didn't trust him and he had gotten mad. Everything was different now though. I
did trust him. And I wanted to know more about him. No, I wanted to know everything
about him.


"Why?" I asked. 


He squeezed my hand. When we stepped onto the boards, I heard
a buzzing noise. Professor Hunter dropped my hand and reached in his pocket. It
looked like all the color drained from his face. "I'm sorry, I have to
take this." He walked a few paces away from me. I could just barely make
out his conversation.


"This isn't a good time." He sounded angry. "I
don't even know why we're still talking about this." He paused and
listened to the person on the other end of the line. "I told you I didn't
care about any of the specifics. Just sign the damn papers." He ended the call
and put the phone back in his pocket.


He put a smile on his face as he came back over to me, but I
could tell that it was forced. "Sorry about that."


"Is everything okay?"


"Just a business call." He grabbed my hand again
and we took the few steps down to the beach.


"Something with your tech company?"


"Well, it's not mine anymore. But yes."


I looked out at the ocean. I had always imagined how cool it
would be to come to the beach when there was no one around. Today was that day.
There wasn't anyone on the beach down here except for the occasional passerby.
I slid off my flip flops and picked them up in my free hand. The feeling of
sand underneath my bare feet was exhilarating. We began walking toward the
water. 


"Professor Hunter? You didn't answer my other
question."


He ran his hand through his hair. "I'm sorry, what was
your question again?"


"Why do you have a hard time trusting people?"


He took a deep breath. He seemed unsettled. "People have
a tendency to wear many different masks. I've been bad at seeing people for who
they really are until it's too late."


Shit. And he shouldn't trust me either. I was lying to
him about my age. 


He put his towel on top of the sand and sat down, pulling me
on top of him.


"I barely know anything about you," I said
breathlessly.


"You know that I like you and that you like me. What
else does anything matter?"


He lightly tugged my hair so that our faces were only an inch
apart. I wanted to tell him that it did matter. But I couldn't resist him when
his lips were this close to mine. He was too good at distracting me. I leaned
down and kissed him. After a minute, he rolled over so that he was on top of
me. He gave me one last kiss and then sat up, pulling me into a seated position
with him.


"So I couldn't bring the real thing, but..." he
opened the cooler and brought out two bottles of piña colada cocktails. "I
guess these are the next best thing." He popped off each top and handed me
one of the bottles.


"Cheers," I said and clanged my bottle against his.
I took a small sip. "This is so good." 


Professor Hunter started coughing. "Ugh! It's
disgusting."


"What? It's delicious."


"It tastes like the lovechild of a coconut and a bottle
of Nyquil."


I started laughing. 


"You can have mine too. I brought backup for
myself," he said, handing me his bottle and replacing it with a bottle of
beer.


"So piña coladas and getting caught in the rain aren't
your thing?"


"I'm all about getting caught in the rain. But I prefer
scotch."


"I like how sophisticated you are."


"Penny, nothing I'm going to do to you here is sophisticated."


I gulped. "What do you have in mind?"


He reached over and touched the strap of my tank top.
"Well, I don't think you need this anymore."


I put down my drink and pulled my tank top off over my head.
He reached over, undid the button on my jean shorts, and slowly unzipped them.
I lifted my hips slightly and he slowly pulled my shorts down my thighs and off
my legs.


I felt myself blush as he looked at me in my bikini. He stood
up and took off his shirt. Now I was the one staring at him. He had an Adonis
belt worthy of the god himself. He offered me his hand and pulled me to my
feet. 


"Want to go for a swim?"


"Yes, just let me put some sunscreen on first."


He laughed. "It's almost the end of September. I'm sure
you'll be fine."


"Stop being a bad influence for one second. I get burnt
crazy easily." I sat back down and pulled the sunscreen out of my bag.


He kneeled back down on his towel and took the bottle from
me. "Let me do it for you then. Lay down."


I lay down on my stomach. He lightly touched my back. 


"Penny, I'm so sorry."


I knew he was referring to the small cuts on my back. The
bark from the tree had left a few marks. "The risks of having sex on a
golf course I guess. It doesn't hurt, though."


He gently started to massage the sunscreen onto my shoulders
and arms. "Are you sure it doesn't hurt?"


"I'm sure." I wanted to change the subject. I
didn't want him to feel bad about what had happened on the golf course. It was
one of the best moments of my life. "You know, when I was younger I used
to be so envious of all the girls on the boardwalk that had boyfriends. I
couldn't wait until I was older. Holding hands on the boardwalk seemed like the
epitome of romance."


He rubbed the lotion underneath the strings of my bikini and
began to massage my lower back. "So did you force your high school
boyfriends to take you here? To show all the other girls up?" 


All of my senses seemed on alert when his hands were on me.
Except for my hearing. I had been too distracted to hear what he had said.


"Yes. I mean, no. I'm sorry, what did you say? I wasn't
paying attention."


He laughed. "So you must have brought all your high
school boyfriends here. Turn over."


"No. I wish." I rolled onto my back and propped
myself up on my elbows.


"Couldn't get them to take you here, huh?" He
rubbed his hands across my stomach. They dipped slightly below the top of my
bathing suit bottom. 


It was so hard to concentrate on what he was saying. His
hands were so distracting. I took a deep breath. "No, I mean I didn't have
any boyfriends in high school." I closed my eyes. Why did I just tell
him that? He was going to think I was weird. But I am weird. I
opened my eyes and was surprised to see him smiling at me.


"I wouldn't have guessed that, Penny. But I find it
incredibly adorable." His hands rubbed across my collarbone and then right
above my breasts. His hands lingered for a moment. "Your heart's beating
so fast." 


I gulped and sat up. "You make me nervous."


He looked satisfied with my response. "Ready for that
swim?"


"It'll take a minute to dry."


"Okay, then do me."


"What?" My heart began to beat even faster.


He laughed and tossed me the bottle of sunscreen. "Get
your mind out of the gutter, Penny. I'm trying to be a good influence
here." He lay down on his stomach.


I liked when his hands were on me, but I was excited to get
to really explore his body. I straddled him and began to massage his back. I
had never seen such a perfectly sculpted body before, let alone gotten to touch
it. His back was so muscular. And he had two small dimples on either side of
his spine, right above his shorts. I let my hands dip slightly below his
waistline. 


"You're getting a little frisky there," he teased.


"I just don't want you to get burnt," I responded
quickly. I moved my hands to his shoulders and then down his muscular arms. His
biceps flexed slightly under my touch. He was so sexy. So perfect. How was I
getting so turned on by this?


"Okay, roll over."


He followed my instructions and then put his hands under his
head so he could watch me. I liked straddling him. He was staring at me. Crap.
I completely forgot what I was supposed to be doing. I quickly squirted some
sunscreen into my hands and massaged it onto his chest. I could feel his eyes
on me and it was hard not to blush.


I moved my hands down to his abs. I could feel his cock
hardening, slowly pressing harder against me. He thought this was hot too. I
kept my hands on his abs way longer than necessary. The tip of my finger slowly
traced down his happy trail. I looked up and saw his Adam's apple rise and then
fall. I smiled at him.


"Enjoying yourself?" I asked.


"Very much so. I like being responsible."


I dipped my hand slightly below the waist of his shorts and
his body tensed. He wanted me to touch him. I moved my hand a little lower and
then quickly pulled it out of his shorts. "Ready for that swim?" 









Chapter 32


Monday


He grabbed my hand and we both ran down to the water. As soon
as my toes touched the icy water, I screamed and stopped in my tracks. "Oh
my God, it's so cold. There's no way I'm going in!"


"You get used to it." He leaned down and splashed
water up at me.


"Professor Hunter!" I ran away from him and back up
to our towels. I quickly grabbed a small football from my bag. "Let's at
least warm up some first!" I tossed it to him. He caught the ball and
threw it back to me.


"I never would have guessed you could throw a
football," he said. We continued to throw it back and forth.


"What? Why?"


"Has nobody ever told you that you're clumsy?"


I laughed. The next time I caught it he said, "Now try
to see if you can run by me." He drew a line in the sand with his toe and
stepped in front of it. "That's the goal line."


I ran toward him and did a few side steps, but he quickly
caught me and twirled me around. I laughed as he twirled me in the air. When he
put me back down he kept his arms wrapped around me. 


"You lost. So now we both have to run in the water as
fast as we can."


"Professor Hunter, you're not even wearing a bathing
suit. How about a rain check?"


"Yeah, I thought it would be more fun without a bathing
suit." He let go of me, unbuttoned and unzipped his shorts, and then
tossed them into the sand. He was left standing there in his gray boxers.
"Have you ever been skinny dipping, Penny?"


My heart was beating fast. "No."


"Well, I thought you might join me."


"You did, did you?" I glanced around me, but no one
was nearby. Still, I couldn't possibly.


He grabbed me and kissed me passionately. His hands wandered
up my back and untied my bathing suit top.


"Professor Hunter!" I screamed and held the front of
my bikini in place. "It's the middle of the day."


"I dare you."


His words sent a fire through me. I could never say no to
him. I looked around again. There really wasn't anyone around. 


He pulled off his boxers. And there he was, in the middle of
the beach, completely naked, with an erection that had already sprung to life.
His eyes were challenging me. And I had never backed down from one of his
challenges. I pulled my top off over my head and stepped out of my bathing suit
bottom. My heart was beating so fast. I was standing naked on the beach with
Professor Hunter. I can't believe this is happening! He grabbed my hand
and we ran screaming into the freezing ocean.


I let go of his hand as a wave came toward us. I dove into it
as it crashed down. When I came up, we were deep enough that my shoulders were
under the water. 


 "I can't believe we're doing this," I said. My
whole body was shaking. But I wasn't sure if it was because of the cold water
or the thrill of what I was doing. We were in far enough so that the water was
pretty still. He hugged me close. Despite how cold it was, he was hard. I
wrapped my legs around his waist. 


"Shit it's cold!" I said. My teeth were chattering.
"How do you always get me to do such crazy things?" 


He had a smile on his face. "Because you trust me."


"Well I don't know why. You've convinced me to do so
many things that could get us in trouble."


 "There's actually something else that I've always
wanted to do." He placed a cold, wet hand on my cheek.


"And what is that, Professor Hunter?"


"I've always wanted to have sex in the ocean. Are you on
birth control?" he asked, without giving me time to process what he had
just said. 


"Yes." I gulped.


"And is there anything I need to worry about?"


"You mean do I have any STD's?"


"Yes."


"No, I don't."


As soon as I said I was clean, his hard cock filled me. I
hadn't expected it so soon. I let out a tiny cry. "Professor Hunter. We
can't do this..."


He silenced me with a kiss. I let his tongue caress mine as
he slowly started to move his length in and out of me. I wrapped my arms around
the back of his neck and pressed my naked torso against his. He lightly bit my
lip and then kissed me more passionately. His lips tasted salty from the ocean
water. I moved my hands down his shoulders and felt his strong biceps. I let my
hands wander to his back and felt the muscles beneath his soft skin. 


"Professor Hunter," I moaned when his lips left
mine. I tightened my legs around him. The initial panic I felt for doing this
in the open was now overcome with the feeling of pleasure. I let my head fall
back as he thrust deeper inside of me. He wrapped one arm behind me and made me
arch my back. My hair dipped into the water and a chill went through my body.
His other hand wandered to my breasts and squeezed each one. His hand then
swept down my stomach and I felt his fingers brush against my clit. 


My breathing hitched. He continued to thrust in and out of
me, a little faster, as he matched the rhythm with his fingers. 


"Yes!" I screamed.


He pulled me back up against his chest and squeezed my ass as
he guided himself in and out of me, faster and faster. The sound of the waves
crashing and the seagulls cawing suddenly disappeared. The only sensation I had
was the feeling of him inside me, the pleasure building.


His cock throbbed and I felt a sudden heat course through me.
Oh my God. I clenched around his throbbing cock as my own orgasm washed
through me. He kissed me again as more of his hot cum filled me. The sudden
warmth inside of me and the coolness of the water made my whole body shiver. I
had never felt anything like that before. One last ripple of warmth shot
through me. I felt so connected to him, so in sync. When he removed himself, it
felt like some of the heat escaped from my body. The salt water stung. I rested
my head on Professor Hunter's shoulder, wanting to be as close to him as
possible. He kissed the top of my head. 


 "We have an audience," he whispered.


"What?!" I whipped my head to the shore and saw a
few boys standing by my bikini. They looked like they were probably in high
school. The tallest of the three gave Professor Hunter a thumbs up. "Oh my
God," I put my head back on Professor Hunter's shoulder and closed my eyes
tight. This isn't happening. He held my naked body tightly, protectively
against his.


"Oh, shit. Hey!" he yelled to the boys.


I opened my eyes and saw them running off with my bathing
suit. Crap!


His hands left my back and I realized he was about to run
after them.


"Don't you dare leave me in this ocean!" 


Professor Hunter started laughing harder than I had ever seen
him laugh. "Penny, I'm so sorry," he was able to say, interspersed
between his laughter.


"Stop laughing! This isn't funny, Professor Hunter! I
just bought that." But I started laughing too. I couldn't believe someone
had just stolen my bikini. Or that I was naked in the ocean in the first place.


"I'll buy you a new one."


I looked back at the sand and didn't see anyone. "Should
we make a run for it? It's freezing." I unwound my legs from his waist and
let him grab my hand. We began to run.


"Oh, wait. The coast isn't exactly clear."
Professor Hunter pointed toward the boardwalk. "Boys don't steal bikinis
and run away. They stay to look."


I was completely mortified. "What do we do?"


A wave crashed down behind us. It probably would have knocked
me over, but Professor Hunter lifted me over his shoulder. 


"Professor Hunter, put me down!" I was very self
conscious about my naked ass being up in the air on a public beach. The boys
were probably snapping photos. I didn't need my ass to go viral.


He laughed and walked the rest of the way out of the water.
When he put me down I quickly ran to our towels. I wrapped my towel around
myself as he casually strolled toward me. 


"Penny, those boys were far away, they could barely see
you."


"But they could still see me! And they probably took
pictures with their phones. And they...they saw us having...well, you
know."


"The highlight of their young lives, I'm sure." He
slowly began to dry off with his towel.


I slid my shorts back on and pulled my tank top on. Without
my bikini top, my breasts had no support. And my body was so cold that my
nipples were trying to poke through my shirt. I folded my arms across my chest
and sat down. I should have been furious with him, but instead I just felt relaxed.
I just had sex in the ocean. With Professor Hunter. None of this even
felt real. It was just a crazy dream. A crazy, sexy, awesome dream.


Professor Hunter pulled on his boxers and shorts, but kept
his shirt off. He sat down beside me and rubbed my back. Just his touch made my
body tingle. "Are you ready for part two of our date?"


"That depends on what we're doing. I'm not exactly
dressed to go anywhere."


"Well, how about we go to my place?"


He got up and pulled me to my feet. I was sad to see him put
his shirt back on, but I couldn't be more excited to see where he lived. It
would be the perfect opportunity to learn more about him.


"That sounds perfect."









Chapter 33


Monday


We pulled into the parking garage of the fancy new apartments
that had been built on the edge of Main Street. "You live here?" I
remembered seeing flyers advertising them. I think you could buy one of them
for close to a million dollars. Professor Hunter was definitely loaded.


"Yes." He turned onto the third story of the
parking garage. He pulled into a space next to his black Audi coupe and a line
of several other cars.


"Your neighbors have really nice cars too." Of
course they did. Anyone who could afford to live here was insanely wealthy.


He stepped out of the convertible. "Those are
mine."


"Seriously?" I got out of the car and looked
around. "All of them? One of them looks like the Batmobile!" 


"Yeah. Turns out it's never very convenient to drive
though. And it doesn't give me any superpowers." He put his hands in his
pockets as he watched me take my hoodie out of my bag, zip it up, and lift the
hood over my head.


"Okay, I'm ready," I said.


"What, do you think I'm sneaking you in? I don't believe
that anyone from the university lives here." 


"Well I don't want to get caught. Someone in the lobby
might see us."


He laughed. "Okay." He put his hand on the small of
my back and led me over to an elevator. I noticed that there were two other
elevators in the parking garage. One was in the middle and one was on the
opposite side from us. Weird. I was just about to ask why there weren't
any buttons by the elevator when he opened his wallet and swiped a card where
the buttons usually would be. The doors opened immediately and we stepped in.
He touched the button for the top floor and the elevator doors closed.


"Penthouse, huh?"


"I guess you could say that."


I looked around the elevator. There was a door on the
opposite side of the elevator as well. So maybe each floor had two apartments?
I thought about the other two elevators. No, each floor probably had six
apartments. I had seen elevators going directly to rooms before in the movies,
but never in real life. But when the elevator stopped, the doors didn't open.
Professor Hunter took out a different card and swiped it next to the buttons.
The doors parted, he grabbed my hand, and we stepped into his apartment.


"Wow." I walked down the few steps from the
elevator and looked around. I was standing in his living room, which was
surrounded by windows that overlooked the small college town. Professor Hunter
walked over to the fireplace, touched a button, and a flame burst to life.
There was no T.V., no magazines on the coffee table, and the modern couch
looked like no one had ever sat on it. The kitchen to the right had granite
countertops and shiny new appliances. And there was a dining area with a vase
of fresh flowers in the center of the table. 


I had completely forgotten to thank him for my flowers.
"Oh, Professor Hunter. Thanks for the friendship roses." 


He laughed. "You're welcome."


"But really, thank you. How did you know I was going to
agree to skip class anyway?"


"I just hoped you would. And I know that I can be pretty
persuasive."


"Yes, you can."


It was hard to pull my eyes away from his, but I was still
curious about the apartment. I looked around again. I wasn't sure what I had
expected. I just thought by being in his place I'd get a sense of who he was.
The apartment was immaculate, but there were barely any decorations. It felt
cold. It didn't look like anyone lived here at all. It looked more like a
sample apartment that people could come look at when they were deciding if they
wanted to buy one.


"Okay, so this is the living room." He walked over
to me, grabbed my hand, and steered me to the windows all along the back of the
apartment. I looked left toward Main Street. The lights from the small shops
made it look beautiful. He wrapped his arms around me.


"It's beautiful."


"You're beautiful," he whispered into my ear. 


I laughed. "I'm a mess." I was sweaty from the
beach and my skin was tight from the salt water. I ran my fingers through my
hair.


"Well, I was thinking maybe a quick shower could be the
rain portion of the date you requested."


"Actually, that sounds perfect. Are you sure that's
okay?" I turned around to face him.


He was smiling down at me. "Come with me." He
grabbed my hand and led me to one of the closed off rooms next to the kitchen.
He turned on the lights and I felt my body tremble slightly. It was his
bedroom. I couldn't help but imagine all the things that he might do to me in
here. Professor Hunter's bed was in the center. His sheets were pristine white
and the bed was made perfectly. I never made my bed. Ever. Not even when
my mother bugged me about it. 


He turned on another light and stepped into his walk in
closet. There was a whole row of white collared shirts and suit jackets. And
below it, all his pants were folded on hangers, even his jeans. Who hangs up
jeans? I thought about the clothes all over the floor in my dorm room. He'd
be horrified. 


He had more shoes than even Melissa, and they lined the
bottom of the closet. And the whole closet smelled like his cologne. It was
like I had died and gone to heaven. 


"You really don't need your sweaters back." I
stepped beside him and looked at the dozens that were folded on shelves beside
his dress shirts.


He laughed. "I'm afraid I don't really have anything for
you to change into." He opened up a few drawers.


"Could I just borrow one of those shirts?"


He handed me one of the v-neck t-shirts from the drawer he
had just opened, switched off the light, and led me to his bathroom. There was
an elegant bath to the left with a few steps up to it. And attached was a
shower with three glass walls. The vanity was to the right and the only things
that were on it were his toothbrush and some toothpaste. How could anyone be
this neat and organized?


Professor Hunter switched on the shower as I was looking
around. Then he came up to me and slowly unzipped my hoodie. His hands touched
my shoulders and slowly slid down my arms, pushing my hoodie until it fell to
the ground. I had never felt so sexy in a hoodie before. He pulled my tank top
up my sides and over my ribcage. I lifted my hands in the air and he pulled it
off over my head. He unbuttoned and unzipped my pants, and then slowly slid them
off my hips. Since I wasn't wearing a bra or underwear, I was left completely
naked in the center of his bathroom.


"Do you mind if I join you?"


I shook my head no.


Professor Hunter pulled his polo off over his head. After
spending the day at the beach he was even tanner. He shed his shorts and
boxers. He was already starting to get another erection and I felt a shiver of
electricity go through me. I wanted him again. I wanted him here, in his
apartment, in his shower. I wanted to be his. He stepped into the shower and I
followed him. 


His hands were on me as soon as I was under the water. The
water fell on our heads as we kissed under its constant stream. He reached over
and grabbed a bottle from the ledge. I had never heard the brand name before,
but when he poured some of the liquid into his hands I realized that it was
part of what made him smell so good. 


"Face the wall," he said. I did what I was told. He
pushed me lightly so that my breasts were taught against the tile. He slowly
rubbed his hands up the back of my legs, massaging my thighs. He cupped my ass
in his hands. His fingers wandered over my ass and between my legs. My heart
beat quickened. I knew that I was wet. His fingers could easily slide inside of
me. I moved my hips back slightly. But instead of answering my needs, he swept
his hands away from my wetness and across my back. He massaged my shoulders. He
ran his soapy hands up my arms and across my clavicle. He pulled me away from
the wall slightly and his hands fell to my breasts. He massaged them gently. I
could feel his erection pressed against the small of my back. I knew he could
feel my heart beating fast. He had to be aware of what I wanted, but he wasn't
giving it to me. 


"Professor Hunter," I groaned. "Please."


He pulled me underneath the water. Chills went over my body
as the soap washed away.


"Is something wrong, Penny?" 


"No." It felt like my heart was going to beat out
of my chest.


He pushed my back against the tile. "Is there something
that you wanted?" His voice was so seductive. 


I gulped. "Yes." His torso glistened from the water
flowing down it. And the steam from the shower surrounded him. God he was sexy.
He looked almost ethereal. 


He leaned over and took one of my nipples in his mouth and
bit it lightly. He pinched my other nipple between two of his fingers. I writhed
under his touch. 


"And what is it that you want?" He left a trail of
kisses down my stomach and stopped right where I wanted it the most. I could
feel his warm breath.


"You."


"Do you mean like this?" He stroked my pussy with
his tongue. 


"Professor Hunter," I moaned.


He put his knees on the tile floor and lifted my thighs over
his shoulders. While I was admiring his strength, he slid two fingers inside of
me. 


I gasped.


"Or maybe you'd prefer that I fuck you with my
fingers?" His dirty words made me want him even more. 


"Yes!"


 He moved his lips to my clit and sucked on it hard. I was
pinned against the shower wall, completely immobile. He pumped his hand faster,
moving his fingers in and out of me. His tongue continued to stroke my clit,
driving me crazy.


"Yes!" I screamed again.


He pushed my thighs even farther apart. The position allowed
his fingers to go even deeper. He was licking and swirling his tongue over my
clit. I could feel my body begin to shudder in his arms. He placed his lips
around my clit again and sucked hard. 


"Professor Hunter!"


He continued to thrust his fingers in and out of me as I
orgasmed. When I was completely spent, he lowered my feet back to the floor. He
grabbed the bottle from the ledge and quickly washed himself in front of me. I
just stood there, weakly, staring at him. I felt like I could just let my body
slide down the sleek tile wall and fall asleep in the steam. But I wanted him.


He turned around to leave.


"Don't go." I reached out and let my hands slide
down his wet abs. I grabbed his erection and moved my hand up and down his
shaft.


He didn't say a word but I knew exactly what he wanted. I got
down on my knees and stared into his eyes as I let my tongue stroke up and down
his length. The muscles in his stomach tensed. I brought my lips to his tip and
kissed it. I opened my mouth and licked my lips. 


His Adam's apple rose and fell as he watched me. I took his
thick, muscular cock in my mouth and slowly slid up and down. I tightened my
lips as I heard him groan. I wanted to take him deeper. I took a deep breath
and let his tip enter the back of my throat.


"Fuck."


He liked that. I tightened my lips again and went up and down
his shaft as fast as I could. Then I forced him deeper into my throat. His cock
twitched slightly and he pulled out of my mouth. Oh my God, is he going to
cum on me? He pumped his fist up and down his length and a hot stream
landed on my breasts. It was so sexy watching him lose control. His abs tensed.
He looked so sexy standing there above me. Professor Hunter aimed another shot
a little higher and it hit my chin. Shit, don't hit my eyes! I tilted my
head back slightly and squeezed my breasts. His cock pulsed once more and the
hot liquid landed once again on my chest. That was so hot. Making him come made
me want him all over again. His cum dripped down my chest and stomach and onto
my thighs.


"You look so sexy, Penny." He rinsed off under the
water as he looked down at me. "I know you don't like when I leave you
naked and alone, but I'm going to go make dinner while you finish up if that's
alright."


"Okay." I stared at his firm ass as he exited the
shower. So sexy.


I slowly got to my feet. I put soap on my breasts and washed
away the sticky semen, and then grabbed his bottle of shampoo and washed my
hair. I took a deep breath as I rinsed off. This was the best day of my life. I
didn't want it to end. I closed my eyes and let the water hit my face. I wished
it was more of his hot cum rather than hot water.


There was a towel folded on the ground for me when I stepped
out. It was the softest, fluffiest towel that had ever touched my skin.
Professor Hunter lived like he was in a luxurious five star hotel. After drying
off I pulled his shirt over my head. Originally I had planned to wear my jean
shorts with his t-shirt, but his shirt was too long. I looked in the mirror. It
just covered my butt. I turned to the side. I think he'll like this.


I went over to the vanity and opened one of the drawers. I
didn't want to snoop but I badly needed a comb. After the swim in the ocean and
the breeze from the convertible it was a mess of knots. There was barely
anything in the drawer, and everything seemed perfectly in place. I found his
comb in the back of it and tried to get the knots out of my hair. I smoothed my
hair into a ponytail and found some moisturizer to put through it so it
wouldn't get frizzy. Self consciously, I looked in the mirror at my reflection.
I had never not worn makeup around him. Actually, I had never not worn make up
around any boy. I pinched my cheeks to give them a rosy hue. That was the best
I could do.


Trying not to think of it, I pushed my dirty clothes and
towel into a corner and headed out of the bathroom.









Chapter 34


Monday


"You look breathtaking, Penny. I don't understand how
everything I own looks better on you." 


I could feel my face blush. When I reached him, he grabbed my
hand and twirled me around. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a shirt just
like the one I was wearing. I couldn't help but realize how normal this was.
And comfortable.


I laughed. "It smells amazing. What are we having?"
I sat down on a stool at the island in his kitchen.


"One of the only things I know how to make. Vodka
chicken."


"That sounds fantastic. So, if this is the only thing
you know how to make, do you usually order out?" I let my chin rest in my
hands. The granite countertop was cold on my elbows.


"Rarely."


I laughed. "What, do you have a personal chef or
something?"


"Yeah." He opened the oven and peered inside.
"Almost ready."


"Why do you never volunteer information? It's like I
have to force it out of you."


He shrugged his shoulders. "I'm sorry. I'm not used to
people asking me questions that aren't going to be used for articles or
something. I've gotten good at giving very vague answers. If you'd like to ask
me a few questions, I'll be happy to try and answer them for you."


He grabbed two plates, two sets of silverware, and two
glasses. He already seemed to be avoiding a question and I hadn't even asked
him anything yet.


"I can do that." I slid off the stool and grabbed
the dishes from his hands. "Here, or in the dining room?"


"The dining room is good."


I finished setting the table as he came over. "And now
for the last part of your ideal date." He uncorked a bottle of champagne
and poured me a glass. "I think that covers everything. So how did I do?
Was today worth skipping class for?"


"I'd do anything to spend more time with you. Today was
absolutely magical." I held up my glass. "And here's to getting to
know each other better tonight." 


He laughed and clinked his glass against mine. I took a sip
of the champagne. I had never even tasted champagne before, but I liked it. 


"So," I said and sat down. "How long have you
lived in this apartment?"


He sat down across from me. "Ever since I started
working at the university." 


I looked around again. "So why aren't there any
decorations? There isn't a single picture anywhere."


"I wasn't sure how long I'd be staying for."


"Why?" I could tell he was starting to get
uncomfortable. He shifted in his chair.


"Like I told you before, I needed a change. But I wasn't
sure if the change would be permanent."


"Do you still think you'll go back to New York?" I
didn't want to lose him. Whatever this was between us, I didn't want to picture
it ending. We had only just started dating. 


The timer on the oven went off.


"There's nothing left for me in New York." His
expression grew dark. He got up and went back into the kitchen. He grabbed the
casserole dish with a pair of potholders and brought it back to the table. Why
did he look mad at me? He told me I could ask him a few questions. He put a
scoop of the dish on my plate. It was penne noodles, chicken, and vodka sauce.


I didn't pick up my fork. "So, the move is permanent
now?" I held my breath as I waited for his answer.


He gave me a smile. "I believe so."


Yes! "What made you change your mind?"


"You."


I looked down at my plate. He was probably just joking, but I
felt my face blush regardless. I laughed awkwardly and took a bite of the vodka
chicken. "This is delicious."


"Thank you."


I looked up and he was staring at me.


"Do you have any more questions for me, Penny?"


"Only a million more."


He laughed.


"Tell me about your family."


He finished chewing a bite of food. "Well, I have an
older sister and a younger brother."


"Tell me about them."


"My sister lives in New York." Professor Hunter
finished off his glass of champagne and poured himself another.


"And what does she do?"


"She's a writer."


"Has she written anything that I may have heard
of?"


"Probably not."


I wasn't sure whether I should be offended or not. I decided
not to dwell on it. He was probably just uncomfortable answering all these
questions. "And what about your brother?"


"The last time I heard from him, he was in Costa
Rica."


"Wow. What does he do there?"


"Nothing as far as I know. He's been taking time off to
travel." 


"Well that's fun." Professor Hunter looked so
uncomfortable. He must not have been close with his brother. I decided to
change the subject. "And your parents?"


"What about them?" His voice was so tense. He
clearly did not want to talk about his family. But I wanted to know more.


"Well, where are they?"


"I'm not close with my parents."


"That's a shame."


He laughed. "No, it's not." He shifted in his
chair. "And what about your family, Penny?"


I was about to ask why he was fighting with his parents, but
he had avoided my next question with a question of his own. "I'm an only
child. Growing up, I was really close with my parents. But not as much since I
started college."


"And why is that?"


Now I was the one who felt uncomfortable. "I don't know.
I feel like some of the best things about college are just things you don't
really talk about with your parents."


"You mean like me?"


"Yeah," I laughed. "I mean, I can't exactly
tell them about you. I don't even like to imagine how upset they'd be with
me."


"So you're ashamed that you're fucking your Comm
professor?" 


It wasn't just the words that he used, but the way that he
said it that made me uncomfortable. "That's not really the way that I
think about it. I'm definitely not ashamed. I really like you, Professor
Hunter." 


His expression stayed the same. What the hell was his
problem?


"If that's the way that you think of me, than I guess
you've gotten all that you want from me." I felt hurt. He made me think it
was more. I wished I wasn't wearing just his t-shirt. I folded my arms across
my chest and looked down at the table.


"I knew I wanted you since I first ran into you in that
coffee shop. But I wasn't going to pursue you because you're a student. When
you showed up in my class it complicated things, though. Every time I saw you,
every answer you gave for the daily assignments, and every time we spoke made
it impossible for me to get you out of my head. I knew I wanted you. I thought
if I let myself give into the temptation I could move on."


I felt so cheap. He just wanted me for my body. He was just
like Austin. No, he was worse. I stood up. I had to get away from him. I didn't
want him to see my cry.


"Penny, sit down."


I didn't move.


"Sit down, or I'll make you sit down."


I gulped. His words had such a power over me. What the hell
was happening to me? I sat back down in my chair and looked at him.


"I don't understand why you're upset. We've already
talked about all of this. Everything is different now. I couldn't move on. I
don't want to move on. Your all that I think about." He rubbed his face in
his hands. "Geez, you have this way of crawling under my skin."


"Why, because I want to know more about you? That's what
people that are dating do! I don't know why you always get upset when we try to
talk."


"Because I don't want you to know what kind of man I
am."


"I think that you're exactly the kind of man that I
want." I swallowed hard. I grabbed my glass and took another sip of
champagne. "Can you please just try to answer a few more questions without
exploding?"


"I'm sorry." He took a deep breath.


"Are your parents wealthy?" I didn't want to
antagonize him, but I needed him to answer my questions.


He sighed. "Yes. But everything I have is because of the
choices I've made. I don't want a cent from them." 


I could tell he was trying hard to stay calm, but there was
such anger in his voice.


"Penny, do you enjoy pushing all my buttons?"


"You're always so in control. It's a little fun to see you
squirm."


He raised his left eyebrow at me.


"I just feel like you're hiding something from me. And I
don't understand why. I told you that I trusted you. Don't you trust me?"
My stomach churned when I said it. He shouldn't trust me. I was lying to him about
my age. I was being a hypocrite.


He didn't answer right away. I could feel his eyes boring
into my soul. Does he know I'm hiding something too? 


"I do trust you," he finally said.


"So what happened with your parents? Why are you so mad
at them?"


"It's complicated."


"Well, you're a professor. You should be good at
explaining things. Make me understand."


He sighed. "My whole life they put so much pressure on
me. To the point where I felt like I didn't get to make any of my own choices.
It took me far too long to realize. And when I finally did, my life was no
longer mine at all. I felt like I was drowning. Becoming a professor was the
first thing that I decided for myself in a long time."


I could see how vulnerable he was. The strength and control
he possessed were gone for a second. He looked up at me. 


"So screw them," I said.


He laughed. "Penny, being here, with you...I finally
feel like I can breathe again."


"I feel the same way. You make me feel alive."


"Come with me." He got up, put his hand out for me,
and pulled me to my feet. I followed him to his bedroom. My heart was racing.
He pulled his shirt off, then his jeans, then his boxers.


"Professor Hunter. I'm a little sore." 


"Penny, you'd be surprised to find out how many times
you can orgasm in a day. Your body can take it. And I want to show you that
this is more than just fucking for me too. So I promise to be gentle." 


More than fucking? What is he going to do to me? I
really did trust him. I lifted my shirt off over my head so that I was standing
naked in his pristine bedroom. Now I was the one feeling vulnerable. 


He lifted me into his arms and placed me down on his bed. He
kissed the inside of my ankle and traced kisses up the inside of my leg. I felt
him lightly nip my inner thigh and then he moved to my other ankle and repeated
the process. When he nipped my inner thigh this time, I groaned. My whole body
tingled with desire. It didn't matter that I was sore. I wanted him. I needed
him inside of me, filling me, claiming my body. I could feel that my clit was
swollen when he slowly circled his tongue around it. But it didn't matter. I
had never wanted him more. My hips rose to meet him. 


But he quickly moved his head and kissed the palm of my left
hand. He trailed kisses up my arm, slowly across my shoulder and clavicle, and
then down my other arm. When his lips kissed my other palm it felt like every
inch of my body was aroused. He had awoken something inside of me that I didn't
even know existed. He kissed between my breasts and slowly went down my
stomach. Yes. That was it. 


His lips gently sucked on my clit while his hands massaged my
inner thighs. When his fingers finally touched me I knew I was ready for him.
But he still entered me slowly, lovingly. My heart beat quickened even more.
His fingers felt so good. He leaned over top of me and kissed my forehead, my
nose, and then my mouth. His fingers pressed against my walls, massaging me in
the most intimate way. I could feel his erection stiffen as he kissed me
deeply. When he pulled away I could see my want reflected in his own eyes. I
swallowed hard. My lips parted. I was panting. 


He moved one hand under my ass and lifted my hips slightly as
he slowly filled me with his length. 


"Oh!" 


He bit his lip as he looked down at me. I liked when he was
rough with me. I loved when he fucked me. And this was somehow completely
different, yet the same. He pushed firmly against me, going deeper than he had
ever been before. Yes! Was it possible that this was even better than
fucking? I felt so connected to him. My hands explored the muscles on his back.



He kissed me as he began to thrust in and out of me. My
fingertips dug into his flesh. His abs pressed against me as he went in deeper
still. "You're so gorgeous," he whispered into my ear. "Every
inch of you." He bit my earlobe and I felt myself clench around his hard
cock. 


"Yes!" I moaned. He kissed me passionately, riding
out my orgasm. When my orgasm subsided, he rubbed his nose against mine. A
smile curled on his lips. 


"I'm not done with you yet. I'll never be done with
you." His voice was doused with desire. 


He rolled over and pulled me with him so that I was now on
top. He grabbed my ass and guided his cock in and out of me. I could see him
watching my breasts bounce with every movement. He moved his hands to my waist,
slowly slid them up the sides of my torso, and grabbed my breasts in his hands.
I continued to move my hips, letting him slide in and out of me, as he firmly
squeezed my breasts. He rubbed my swollen nipples and then looked into my eyes
as one of his hands slid down my stomach. His fingers began to massage my clit.



"Professor Hunter." I let my head drop back. I was
going to come again.


His hands grabbed the sides of my face and pulled me down
into him, kissing me. We rolled over again and I was pinned to the soft
mattress. He thrust himself a little faster in and out of me. I wrapped my legs
around the back of him and grabbed his ass. I pulled him into me. As his hot
cum entered me, he closed his eyes and groaned. It was the most wonderful
feeling in the world. His hard cock throbbing inside of me was all I could
take. My own orgasm washed over me as his heat burst through me again. 


He slowly opened his eyes and looked into mine as he pulled
out of me. Smolder. 









Chapter 35


Monday


There was a strange pressure building inside of my chest. It
felt like I was about to cry. Why was I falling apart here? I had everything I
wanted in this man. But what he had just done to me. The way he had made me
feel. Now everything felt more real. 


I quickly sat up and pulled my legs in, hugging them close.
The tightness in my chest was growing. It felt like I was drowning. I took a
deep breath to try to calm myself. What is wrong with me?


Professor Hunter sat up and cupped my chin in his hand.
"Penny, what's wrong?" His brow was furrowed. 


"Nothing." I blinked to try and remove the tears
that were trying to fall. I hugged my legs tighter.


He rubbed the side of my chin with his thumb and didn't say a
word. He looked truly concerned.


"It's just. For some reason, this whole time, it's
seemed like I made this all up. Like it's this fantasy and you're not real. And
I'm afraid that I'm going to wake up from this amazing dream and you're going
to be gone. That you're just going to disappear."


"I've told you that I'm not going anywhere. There's no
reason to be upset about that. Please don't cry." He wiped away one of the
tears that had fallen down my cheek.


"But what we just did. I know you said you were going to
be gentle. But I expected it to be like the other times. This whole day just
seemed different. More intimate. I don't know. I didn't expect to feel
so...so..."


"No one's ever made love to you."


I felt embarrassed. He didn't even ask it like it was a
question. He just knew. Why had I opened my mouth? "Well, I thought
so. But no, not like...not like that." I was so pathetic. 


"I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable." He
rubbed another tear off my cheek. "How many partners have you been
with?"


Sexual partners? What the hell is this conversation?
"One." I felt so inadequate. If I wasn't uncomfortable before, I
definitely was now. 


He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me down on top of
him. I expected him to say something, but he just held me against his chest. I
listened to his steady heart beat.


I had a feeling that I didn't want to know the answer to my
next question, but I couldn't resist asking anyway. "And how many partners
have you been with?" 


He sighed. "A little more than that."


"How many more?"


"Penny, I don't want to you to think poorly of me."


"More than five?"


He sighed again. 


"More than ten?"


"I spent a large portion of my college years fairly
drunk."


"More than fifteen?"


"We should probably stop playing this game."


"Professor Hunter, you're a slut!"


He laughed. "You seem to enjoy all my experience."


I cringed. I didn't like to picture him with other women.


"And what about your one, Penny?"


"What about him?" I didn't want to talk about
Austin. Not at all, ever. But especially not here in Professor Hunter's bed. I
slid off of him onto my side and rested my head in my hand.


"One is rather intimate. Is he someone I should be
worried about?"


I laughed. "No."


"So you no longer speak to him?"


Did he somehow know that I had seen him this semester?
"No. I doubt that I'll ever talk to him again. He's an immature
asshole."


"And why is that?"


"Why do you want to know?" I didn't want to be
talking about this.


"Because I don't want to make the same mistakes with you
that he did."


I sighed. I wanted this conversation to be over. "There
isn't much to tell. We dated last semester. He didn't speak to me all summer.
He made me feel worthless."


"So you broke up with him?"


"You can't really break up with someone who you never
officially went out with."


He took my hand in his. "Penny Taylor, I promise not to
make you feel worthless. And I'll try not to act like an asshole." He
smiled. His fingers intertwined with mine.


"I don't know, Professor Hunter. From what I've found
out about you, it seems like I'm just going to end up as another notch on your
bedpost."


He laughed. "That's not who I am anymore."


"I thought it was impossible for people change?" 


"I came here for a change. And I think I'm better off
because of it." He pulled me toward him so that my head was resting on his
chest again. I let my leg cross over him.


I felt so safe in his arms. I knew why I had gotten so upset
tonight. Because I wasn't just fucking my professor. I was in deep. I loved
him. I'm in love with my Comm professor. I breathed in his sweet scent.
This moment could last forever and it wouldn't be long enough. 


 


***


 


I reached out my hand, expecting to feel his chiseled abs,
but all I felt was soft, silky sheets. I opened my eyes. The bed was empty. The
sound of the shower must have woken me. I rolled over and looked at the alarm
clock on the nightstand. It was 7 a.m. I needed to get back to my dorm room so
I could change before my first class. I slowly slid out of bed, lifted my arms
above my head, and yawned. 


The shirt I had borrowed from him was nowhere in sight. I
walked into his closet and turned on the light. I ran my fingers along the row
of his dress shirts. If I didn't have to get to class, I'd put one of those on
and tempt him to seduce me. I smiled to myself. He had made love to me last
night. This was real. He wasn't going to disappear. His intoxicating smell was
all around me. I pulled open the drawer that I had borrowed a shirt from last
night. There were a few different colors. I grabbed a blue one off the bottom.
As I pulled it over my head I heard a clink on the ground.


When I looked down I didn't see anything. I got down on my
hands and knees and looked under the bureau. Something shiny glinted from the
corner. I grabbed the item and pulled it out from under the dresser. It was a
gold ring. It can't be. There were words inscribed along the inner band.
I took a deep breath as I drew the ring closer to my face in order to read the
inscription.


"James & Isabella. 4-30-13."


No. It felt like my heart stopped beating. The tears
began to well in my eyes. He's married? I gulped. He's married?!
I was having a hard time processing the words. How could he do this to me?
I put my face in my hands and shook my head. How could he do this to her?
The water turned off in the other room. Shit. I quickly wiped my eyes
and got up off the floor. I had to get out of there. I threw the ring back in
the drawer and ran out of Professor Hunter's bedroom. 









PART 3









Chapter 36 


Tuesday


I was blinded by my tears. How could I be so naive? He
was the predator and I was the prey. And I had willingly fallen into his trap.
His perfect physique and his suggestive words had worn down all my inhibitions.
I tripped over my own feet and fell onto his kitchen floor. Every inch of me
wanted to stay down. I felt so weak. The weight of what I had done was heavy on
my shoulders. I was a mistress.


"Fuck," I murmured out loud. I wiped my eyes again
and stood up. I had to get out of there. I didn't want to hear his
explanations. The guilt would always weigh on me. It didn't matter that I
hadn't known it at the time. Either way, I had slept with a married man. I had
tried to ask him questions, but he had skirted around the answers flawlessly.
He was a manipulative asshole. I ran over to the elevator and looked for the
button. I pressed the glowing circle.


"Shit, come on!" I hit the button with my fist. The
elevator dinged and the doors slid open. I stepped onto it. I pressed the first
button I saw inside the elevator. My heart was racing. The doors slowly closed.
Thank God. 


I pressed my back against the opposite side of the elevator
and slowly slid until my butt hit the ground. I hadn't just slept with an older
man. I hadn't just slept with my professor. I had slept with a married man.
What had I become? That wasn't me. None of that was me. I put my face into my
hands and let myself cry. It felt like my stomach was in my chest. Because the
truth was, I hadn't just slept with him. I loved him.


The elevator dinged and I fell backwards. I had forgotten
that there was a door on this side. Shit! I pulled the t-shirt down so
that I didn't reveal myself. I was looking up into a man's crotch. 


"Miss, are you okay?" His hands were on my
shoulders, pulling me to my feet.


"I'm fine, I'm fine." My face was more crimson than
it had ever been. I wiped my tears off my cheeks. I was standing half naked in
the lobby of Professor Hunter's prestigious apartment building. The man who had
helped me to my feet was staring at my legs. He was wearing shorts and a sweaty
t-shirt. He must have just worked out. Probably at a gym somewhere in the
building. I pulled the sides of my shirt down again. This isn't happening.



"Are you sure you're okay?" It looked like he
wanted to laugh. 


"Yes. Thank you." I stepped back onto the elevator.
Please don't get on.


The man stepped onto the elevator beside me. 


Damn it! 


"I'm guessing you weren't trying to go to the
lobby," he said. He had stopped staring at me and was now looking at the
elevator doors. "Where were you trying to go?"


"The parking garage. Third floor."


The man pressed a button on the elevator. His lips were
pursed together and there were a few small lines around his eyes as he tried
not to let his laughter escape. "Bad morning?"


"You have no idea." I looked away from him. This
was so embarrassing. The ultimate walk of shame. I had never been more
mortified in my life. 


"I suppose it will only get better from here then."


"God, I hope so." I squeezed through the doors as
they were still opening and ran as fast as I could. The cement floor of the
parking garage was freezing against my bare feet. I wrapped my arms around myself
and ran toward Professor Hunter's convertible. Luckily my bag was still on the
passenger seat of the car. I pulled my sunglasses out and put them on my face.
If I was lucky, no one would notice me on my way back to my dorm room. My beach
towel was wadded in a ball at the bottom of the bag and it was cold and damp. I
sighed. I grabbed my bag and hoisted it over my shoulder. 


I looked around the parking garage for a set of stairs and
ran toward them. Professor Hunter would have realized I was missing by now.
Would he try to come after me? Would he even realize something was wrong? I ran
down the stairs and stepped outside of the parking garage. There was a chill in
the air this morning. It was as if autumn had appeared overnight. 


If I went toward Main Street, I'd easily be able to find my
way back to my dorm. But I didn't want to be seen in just a men's t-shirt. My
teeth chattered as I crossed the road. I walked as casually as possible down a
side street. People lived here. Respectable families were probably just waking
up for their normal days. Please don't see me. I quickened my pace and
turned down another street.


My phone buzzed. I grabbed it out of my bag and looked down
at Professor Hunter's text:


"I would have driven you home. Persuading you to miss two
classes would have been way too irresponsible."


Persuading me to have sex with you when you're married was
irresponsible! That pretentious bastard! I shoved my phone back into my
bag. 


A car drove by and beeped at me.


Are you kidding me? Screw this. I began running. I
didn't care if anyone saw me. I just wanted to be safely in my dorm. Behind one
of the houses ahead of me, I could see the small parking lot by my dorm. I
looked around but didn't see anyone around. I ran through someone's yard. The
ground was slightly muddy and I tried to ignore the squishing noise that my
feet were making and the mud splattering on my legs. 


I peered around the back of the house to see if anyone was
there. The coast was clear, but there were large bushes all along the perimeter
of their back yard. Damn it! I moved a few branches with my hands and
squeezed through as best I could. I tried not to cry out as the small thorns
pricked against my bare skin. When I got untangled from the foliage, I was left
with a torn shirt, tons of tiny scratches on my arms and legs, and splotches of
mud on my calves and shins. But my dorm was right there. And everything was
silent. Thankfully college students were always reliable at not waking up until
they had to. I ran through the parking lot and up the stairs of Sussex. I
quickly pulled out my wallet and pressed the access card against the sign. The
familiar buzz of the doors unlocking almost made me cry. I opened the door and
ran into the building, up the stairs, and to my room. 


Panting, I unlocked the door and tiptoed into my room.
Melissa's light snoring greeted my ears. Oh, thank God. Finally
something had gone my way. I grabbed my shower caddy and went to the bathroom.
I needed to get the smell of Professor Hunter off of me.


I locked the shower door, pulled off Professor Hunter's
destroyed t-shirt, and closed the curtain. The water stung the cuts on my arms
and legs. The bottom of my feet were sore and scratched too. But soon I didn't
feel the pain, just the shame of what I had done. The pressure I had felt
building in my chest last night was back. Why did I let myself fall in love
with such a creep? I grabbed my soap and began to scrub my skin harder than
I ever had. Get off of me. Get off of me! I began crying again. I lifted
my face under the showerhead and let the water wash away my tears. 


I dried off, wrapped my towel around myself, and stepped out
of the shower. Just don't think about him. I brushed my teeth and combed
my hair. Back in my room, I put on a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and a light
jacket. My phone buzzed. I hesitated before pulling it out of the canvas beach
bag. I swiped my finger across the screen and saw another text from Professor
Hunter.


"Did you get back to your dorm okay? You left your
clothes here..."


He could tell something was off. Good. I didn't have anything
to say to him. He could figure it out on his own. Fuck him.









Chapter 37 


Tuesday


My anger hadn't dissipated. If anything, having all day to
think about it made me even angrier. I continued to stare at the roses on my
desk. The cocky liar roses. I should have seen some kind of sign, but there
hadn't been any. Professor Hunter had been so sweet. I took a deep breath. Screw
him. I got up and lifted the vase off my desk. It was tempting to throw
them in the trash, but they were so pretty. Instead, I put them into my closet
and closed the door. 


"Okay." Melissa held up the two bags and
scrutinized the handwriting. "I think that says vegetable lo mein. This
one must be yours." She handed me one of the bags and sat down on her bed.



I opened up the bag and pulled out the chop sticks and cute
little cardboard container. Chinese takeout was my comfort food. And right now
I needed it more than ever.


"So, are you going to tell me why you wanted Chinese
food tonight?"


"What do you mean?" I ripped the paper off the
chopsticks and snapped them apart. I could barely use chopsticks, but I refused
to eat Chinese food without them. It was half the fun. I could feel Melissa's
gaze on me.


"Penny, you only ever want Chinese takeout when you're
upset."


"That's not true." I wished I was alone right now.


Melissa laughed. "Right. So, you're saying that nothing
is wrong?"


"Yeah, everything's peachy."


"Okay, so two things real quick. First, no one uses the
phrase peachy unless they are in fact not peachy. Plus, your roses are
gone."


"People say peachy all the time. That's a thing. And my
roses are still here, I just moved them."


Melissa looked around the room and then at the trash.
"Where?"


"In the closet."


Melissa laughed. "And why are your roses in the
closet?"


Because I hate Professor Hunter!
"Allergies."


"Penny, you are not allergic to roses."


"I think I might be."


"Why?"


"I have the sniffles."


"You're being weird." Melissa took a bite of her
food. "So you're really not going to tell me what's wrong?"


"No." 


"So there is something wrong then?"


Crap! I didn't want to answer her question. Instead, I
fumbled with my chopsticks and somehow got some lo mein into my mouth. My phone
buzzed but I didn't look at it. It was probably Professor Hunter and I didn't
want to know what he had to say.


"Did you and James have a fight?"


I tilted the cardboard container so that I could shovel some
of the food into my mouth.


"I mean, you hid the roses. You're not all smiles
anymore, even though you just spent all day and night with him yesterday. And
you're ignoring his texts. So what did he do?"


She was good. "He didn't do anything. It's more what he
didn't do." He forgot to tell me he was married. He left off the fact that
he was a cheating pig.


Melissa ate quietly for a moment. She was definitely
scrutinizing me. "And is that making you feel better?"


I had tilted the container again. I knew I was being
barbaric, but my patience with the chopsticks had waned awhile ago.
"Yes," I said with my mouth still full.


Melissa laughed. "You know, if he doesn't even realize
that you're fighting, he won't be able to fix whatever it was that he didn't
do."


"I know."


"So maybe you should talk to him?"


"Whose side are you on anyway?"


"Yours, of course. But I also know how stubborn you can
be. And maybe you shouldn't let go of a good thing just because it suddenly got
tough."


It wasn't just hard. It was horrible, immoral, disgusting. I
just wanted the conversation to end, so I nodded my head. "Maybe you're
right."


Melissa smiled. She loved being right. 


"How's Josh?"


"He's good." She bit her lip. I could tell she was
holding something back.


"What?" I asked.


"He invited me to the Sigma Pi formal." She
couldn't hold back her smile. 


"That's awesome."


"Mhm. Penny, I really like him."


"I know. And I'm really happy for you guys." I was
able to say it sincerely despite my dreadful mood.









Chapter 38 


Wednesday


Professor Hunter lifted his shirt over his head and stared
down at me. His tanned abs made desire explode through my body, all the tension
between us gone. He leaned over me, his strong arms on either side of me. I
wanted him. Why wasn't he kissing me? I ran my hand through his hair. 


"Penny." He rubbed my cheek with the side of his
hand. "I'm not yours to touch," he said seductively. "I told you
it had to be a one-time thing."


 


***


 


I woke up panting. Professor Hunter could even arouse me in
my dreams. My heart was racing. He had warned me. Kind of. He had wanted it to
be a one-time thing. He had told me he thought if he gave into temptation he
could forget about me. He didn't just want to forget about me, he needed to. I
pictured the suitcase in his office. He was probably traveling back and forth
to visit his wife. Shit. And he had told me he didn't want me to know
what kind of man he was. There were so many signs. And I had thrown myself at
him without thinking twice about any of them. I had acted like a slut. I pulled
my phone off my desk and opened up the message I had ignored last night.


"Penny, I had a wonderful day with you. And a wonderful
night. If there's something that I've done to upset you, I'll fix it. Just tell
me what it is."


I typed out, "I'll talk to you after class," and
pressed send. Melissa was right, we needed to talk. Mostly I needed to
apologize for tempting him to cheat on his wife. He shouldn't have done it, but
I was to blame too. I needed to tell him it was over before it got any worse. I
rolled out of bed and began getting ready. 


As I pulled the text books out of my bag, my fingers brushed
against soft petals. Tyler. I picked up the flattened rose from the bottom of
my backpack. Maybe Professor Hunter was right. There wasn't such a thing as a
friendship rose. I opened up my closet and looked at the beautiful roses that
Professor Hunter had sent me. The one in my hand was wilted and sad looking in
comparison. I closed the door, poured some water in a cup, and put Tyler's rose
in it on my desk. Despite its appearance, that rose was without a question the
sweetest. Once I ended things with Professor Hunter, maybe I could finally give
Tyler a fair chance.


But this was going to be hard. I put on waterproof mascara
just in case. Even though I was mad at Professor Hunter, I still loved him. It
was going to be awhile before I could shake those feelings. I had thought that
Austin had broken my heart. But that didn't even compare to this. I actually
felt a pain in my chest. And my stomach hurt. My Chinese food fix hadn't helped
at all.


I pulled my backpack over my shoulder and left my dorm room.
The air was chilly again today. A few leaves were even turning yellow and red.
It was time for a fresh start. This whole time I had thought Professor Hunter
was just a dream. Now he needed to become one. I strolled into Smith and up the
stairs to Professor Hunter's classroom. No, the Comm classroom. I needed to
change my way of thinking about things.


I made my way to my usual seat. My heart was already pounded.
I smiled as Tyler walked in. He came over to me and sat down. 


"Want to grab lunch with me today?" he asked.


"Definitely."


"How about Grottos again? That was delicious."


"That sounds perfect."


"I actually have some news to share with you."


"Yeah? What's up?"


Professor Hunter walked into the room and I stopped
breathing.


"I'll tell you at lunch," Tyler said.


Professor Hunter's hair was unruly and he was wearing his
glasses. It didn't look like he had slept at all. He looked at me and I could
see the pain he was feeling. I felt the same way he did. Not talking to him had
been impossibly hard. For a second all I wanted to do was kiss him. I broke eye
contact and looked down at my desk. I needed to be stronger than that.


Professor Hunter cleared his throat. "Passion," he
said. "Passion is what drives a good speech. Passion drives everything.
And it's probably one of the reasons why you chose your majors." 


I heard the squeak of the chalk on the board and looked up. I
had to will myself to not undress him with my eyes. 


"Without passion, there really is no meaning in
life." He turned around and locked eyes with me again. 


Is he trying to justify his actions? I had lived this
long without passion and I was fine. I took a deep breath. But was I really?
The way I felt around Professor Hunter was so different. It was like I was
alive for the first time. 


"Today I'd like us all to talk about something that
we're passionate about. Ray, kick us off."


Ray stood up. "I'm passionate about any good
booty." The class laughed and he began to sit down.


"Ray, don't you dare sit down." I had never heard
Professor Hunter sound so angry before. Except for when he talked that way to
me in private.


Ray laughed awkwardly and continued to stand there.


"Passion is not humorous. Unless your passion is humor.
Don't make a joke of my assignments, Raymond."


"I'm not, man."


"That's Professor Hunter to you. Get the hell out of my
class," he growled.


Ray leaned down and grabbed his backpack. He left the room
without turning around. The whole class was silent. 


Professor Hunter cleared his throat. "I am
passionate about teaching. That would be an acceptable answer." He called
the next name and the girl rose to her feet. It looked like she was shaking. 


I tuned out her answer. What the hell was happening? Had
Professor Hunter completely lost his mind? I had never seen a professor freak
out on a student like that before. He had a hot temper. I remembered what
Melissa had said about how he got fired from his last teaching job. It probably
was true.


"Penny Taylor," Professor Hunter said. The way my
name rolled off his tongue made all my muscles clench. 


I rose to my feet and locked eyes with him. "I'm
passionate about honesty." I quickly sat back down. That's right,
Professor Hunter, I know your secret! 


He raised his left eyebrow. Did he really not know what I was
referring to? How dense was he? After the last student shared what they were
passionate about, Professor Hunter dismissed the class.


"See you at Grotto's," Tyler said and walked off.


When the class had finally emptied, I got to my feet and
walked toward his desk. My heart was pounding. I needed to be strong. He was a
pig.


"Penny." Professor Hunter put his hand on my arm. I
didn't want to melt under his touch. Would his effect on me ever go away?


"I'm sorry, Professor Hunter. We need to end this before
we make it any worse." I took a step back from him, removing his hand from
me.


"End this? Have your feelings for me changed?"


"Professor Hunter, everything's changed."


"You're right, I like you more than ever." He
smiled at me, but the smile didn't go to his eyes. He looked upset.


I shook my head. "I know."


"Then what's the problem?"


"Professor Hunter, I know." I took a deep breath.
"I know your secret."


I could see his body tense. I expected him to start talking
right away, but he didn't begin explaining his side. He just stared at me,
waiting for me to explain. Which gave me a terrible unsettling feeling. He
didn't know what I was even referring to. He had more than one horrible secret.
I probably hadn't even scratched the surface. 


"The fact that you don't even know what I'm referring to
is disgusting," I said. I could feel the tears beginning to well in my
eyes.


He stepped toward me and put his hand on my arm again.
"Penny, let's go to my office to talk about this."


"I'm not going anywhere with you." I took another
step away from him.


"Whatever you think you know, you couldn't possibly
understand. Just give me a chance to explain."


Why do I have an urge to console him right now? The
hurt in his eyes was weighing on me. "No, I think I do understand. And I'm
sorry that I let anything happen between us."


"Don't say that, Penny." He was getting mad. I
didn't want to fight with him. And if cheating on his wife wasn't his only
secret than I didn't want to be anywhere near him. 


"You were right to hide what kind of man you are from
me. You're not at all who I thought you were. Don't text me, Professor
Hunter." I turned briskly and walked out of the room.


"Penny!"


As soon as I left the room I let the tears stream down my
cheeks. I couldn't believe that he wouldn't even admit it. And what other
horrible secrets was he hiding? I kept walking so that he couldn't come after
me. 









Chapter 39


Wednesday


"Hey, Penny," Tyler said. He was all smiles. 


I took a deep breath and smiled back at him. It felt so good
to smile. We walked into the restaurant together and the hostess showed us to a
booth. I sat down across from Tyler. He was looking at me curiously.


"Are you okay, Penny?"


"What? Yeah, I'm fine." I looked down at the table
and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. I was suddenly nervous to be
around him. "So have you figured out what you're going to talk about in
your next speech?"


"You know what, I think I have. But you'll have to wait
and hear about it in class."


I laughed. "Why? Is it something that's going to
embarrass me again?"


"You're so conceited. My speech has nothing to do with
you. Geez, I do that one time and set a precedent." He laughed. "At
the same time though, you get pretty easily embarrassed, so it's hard to
tell." 


I rolled my eyes at him. "So I really can't know? I
don't get a special advanced screening of your speech?"


"No, it's a secret."


I bit my lip. Secrets. 


Our waiter came over and Tyler ordered a cheese pizza for us.
When he left, Tyler was staring at me again.


"Melissa's super excited about the Sigma Pi
formal," I said as casually as I could muster. "It sounds like a lot
of fun."


"Oh, did Josh ask her?"


"Yes." I waited a minute. I thought he might ask
me, but he stayed silent.


"You look different," he finally said.


"How so?" Sad maybe? Upset? Emotionally drained?


"Tan," Tyler said and smiled. "What, did you
go to the beach or something?"


I burst out crying. I wasn't sure if it was the reminder of
my date with Professor Hunter, being rejected by Tyler, or just being with
someone I felt so comfortable with. But I sat there crying in the middle of the
restaurant.


"Penny?"


A moment later I felt his arms around me. He pulled me to his
chest and rubbed my back. Why was I crying about Professor Hunter? Screw him! I
took a few deep breaths to stop my tears from falling. 


"I'm sorry, Penny," Tyler whispered. "You don't
look tan at all, I swear." 


I couldn't help but laugh. I felt so comfortable in Tyler's
arms. Everything I had wanted had actually been right in front of me the whole
time. I tilted my head back slightly. He was looking down at me, concern etched
across his face. I didn't want him to be concerned for me. I wanted him to want
me. I leaned in and placed a kiss on his lips. He hesitated for a second and
then kissed me back. All that waiting. All that pent up passion. He pushed my
back against the side of the booth and leaned into me. I felt a warm heat
course through my body as his kisses became more fierce. He did still like me.
This felt so right. I grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled him even
closer to me. 


But almost as quickly as it started, Tyler pulled away.
"Shit, Penny." He stood up and rubbed his hand through his hair. 


"I'm sorry, Tyler. I was wrong before. I don't want to
be just friends." 


"Why now?" He was looking everywhere but at me.


Why was he so upset? Isn't this what he wanted? "Because
I'm slow."


He laughed, but it sounded forced. "Penny, I did what
you wanted. I just started seeing someone."


I stared up at him. "Oh God." I cursed under my
breath. "Tyler, I'm so sorry. I didn't know. I'm sorry. I'm going to
go." I got to my feet. 


"Penny, we haven't even eaten yet."


"I'm not hungry. I'm sorry, Tyler. Please just pretend
this never happened." I pulled my backpack over my shoulder and fled the
restaurant. 


 


***


 


I had made two men cheat in the course of one week. I flopped
down onto my bed and screamed into my pillow. What the hell is wrong with
me?! I sat up and pulled my laptop onto my bed. I had been putting it off
ever since I had found Professor Hunter's wedding ring. But I needed to know
the truth. I turned on my computer and clicked on the internet icon. He wasn't
on Facebook, but certainly I could find him online.


I typed "James Hunter" into Google. I held my
breath as I clicked on the images button. And there he was, smiling back at me
from my screen. No, there they were. I clicked on an image with him and
a woman. She was gorgeous. She had straight, shoulder length brunette hair that
was perfectly smooth. Her eyes were un-proportionately big on her face, like a
Disney princess. Her skin was tan and I had never seen someone so skinny with
such big breasts. Maybe they were fake. I looked at the caption. James and
Isabella Hunter at the 50th New York Film Festival. Professor Hunter's arm was
wrapped around her waist and he was smiling at the camera. Isabella was looking
off to the side, laughing at something. They looked so happy. Were they still
this happy?


Not anymore. Because of me. I went back to the web tab
and typed in "James and Isabella Hunter." An article came up
describing their philanthropy. Another picture of them smiling was plastered to
the top of the article. They were somewhere in Africa, surrounded by scantily
clad children. In another article they were volunteering together at an animal
shelter in Brooklyn. 


I searched through dozens more articles with the two of them.
I stumbled upon a picture from the end of last year, from something called The
Tech Awards Gala. Professor Hunter had apparently won some award for technology
benefiting humanity. It had to have been around the time that he had moved
here. Professor Hunter was smiling, but his smile didn't reach his eyes. It was
the same way he had looked at me earlier today. Like he was haunted by some
secret. Isabella was smiling for the camera, but she didn't really look happy. 


What was I doing? I had no place analyzing their
relationship. It doesn't matter now. It was over. It's over. It was time
to stop stalking them. It was out of my hands. I clicked out of the browser and
opened up my email. There was only one message waiting in my inbox and it was
from Professor Hunter. I shouldn't even look at it. I bit my lip.
Looking at it wouldn't hurt. I just needed to make sure I didn't respond. I
needed to ice him out. I opened up the email.


 


Subject: Our discussion isn't over


Penny,


I wish you wouldn't always feel so compelled to argue with
me. I told you that I have done some things in my past that I regret. I am not
withholding information from you to be spiteful. I'm doing it to protect you.
If you will allow me to come talk to you, I can explain.


-James


 


Seriously? Trying to protect me? That jackass. My anger
flared up, stronger than ever. But there was hurt there too. It felt like my
chest was being crushed with a ton of bricks.


"So I heard about what happened with Tyler. Did you want
to talk about it?" Melissa asked.


I hadn't even heard her come into the room. I was too busy
fuming over Professor Hunter's email. I was still mortified about what had
happened with Tyler. "No."


"Are you sure?"


"Melissa, why didn't you tell me he was dating
someone?"


Melissa laughed. "You told me you two were just friends
so I figured he already talked to you about it. And since you two are just
friends, I figured it didn't matter to you either way. Plus you were upset
about James."


"But you let me kiss him!"


"Whoa! You cannot blame this one on me, Penny."


"I'm sorry, I know. Melissa, it was so
embarrassing." I put my face in my hands.


"I know." She jumped onto my bed and put her arm
around me.


"How do you even know about it? Was he making fun of
me?" I could feel myself blushing. A whole frat was probably laughing
right now at my expense.


"No, Penny, not at all. He came back to the frat house
all upset and Josh went to talk to him. I just happened to eavesdrop on the
conversation."


I laughed. "So what did you find out?"


"That you assaulted him at Grottos."


"That's not true!"


Melissa laughed. "I know. I'm just kidding. He said that
he had invited you to lunch to tell you he had taken your advice and had
started dating some girl. But then you had a meltdown and when he went to
comfort you, you started making out with him. 


"He kissed me back. This isn't all on me." I had to
defend myself. Tyler wanted that kiss as much as I did.


"Of course he did. He's crazy about you."


"Well it's over now. I'm completely mortified."


"But you ran out on him before he could talk to you
about it. He just asked a girl to the Sigma Pi formal. They aren't serious yet.
Or exclusive."


"But still, I don't want to be the other woman. And I
never meant to put Tyler in an awkward situation."


"You're completely overreacting, Penny. It's not like
he's married or something. It's not a big deal at all."


I felt like I was going to throw up. Professor Hunter was
married. And that was a big deal. It was a huge deal. Everything was so messed
up.


Melissa hugged me. "Really, Penny, don't even worry
about it. It will all blow over. Unless you don't want it to. If you really
like Tyler, I don't think it's too late to tell him. Besides, dating someone
closer to your own age would be a lot easier."


"I'm just so confused." I put my head back in my
hands.


Melissa rubbed my back. "Have you still not talked to
James yet?


"I tried. It's hard. I'm just so mad at him."


"Well no matter what you decide, you need to figure out
where you stand with James if you want to start dating Tyler."


"I know." I took a deep breath. "I'll try
talking to him again."









Chapter 40


Friday


"Hey, Penny," Tyler said as he sat down next to me.


My face was already crimson. I didn't want to have this
conversation. "Hey," I said, but continued to look down at my desk. 


"What, was the kiss that bad?" Tyler asked.


"Tyler." I put my face in my hands. My stomach was
in knots.


"Penny, look at me."


I moved my hands and looked up at him. He was wearing jeans
and a blue t-shirt. The blue from his shirt made his eyes pop. Why was I so attracted
to guys that were unavailable? "Tyler, I'm so sorry. I didn't know that
you had a girlfriend. I'm so, so sorry."


Tyler laughed. "I don't have a girlfriend. I only just
started seeing her."


"Are you going to ask her to be your girlfriend?"


"I don't know. That depends on a lot of things. I do
like her. And I thought that it was what you wanted. You're very confusing,
Penny."


So Melissa was right. They weren't serious yet. "Is it
Claire?"


"Claire?"


"The girl who you talked to in the dining hall on steak
sandwich day. You know...the well-endowed blonde girl."


Tyler laughed again. "No, not Claire. Her name is
Natalie."


I was so confused about everything, but I knew that I was
jealous. "You kissed me back."


Tyler smiled. "I can't seem to resist you. Even though
you've turned me down about a million times."


"So you aren't mad that I kissed you?"


"Mad?" Tyler laughed. "I'd only been waiting a
whole month for a second kiss."


I started laughing, but quickly stopped when Professor Hunter
walked in. He was his usual sexy self, but he had dark circles under his eyes.
He looked exhausted. There was stubble on his face. The tie around his neck was
a little loose, which gave him a slightly disheveled look. He was in pain. The
same pain that I was. But how could I feel sorry for him when he had caused our
problems? For some reason all I wanted was to go up to the front of the
classroom and hug him, though. I wanted to comfort him. What is wrong with
me?


I grabbed my paper and pen and shoved them into my backpack.
I couldn't stand to see Professor Hunter this way. And I didn't want to do
something that I was going to regret.


"Tyler, I'm actually not feeling very well. Can you take
notes for me?" 


"Penny?" he hissed, but I was already pushing
through the door.


 


***


 


I was furious at myself for missing Professor Hunter. I
drummed my fingers on my desk. Maybe Melissa was right and I should try talking
to him again. It was possible that there was something I didn't understand.
Hearing his side of the story, if anything, might give me closure. No.
He was the one that should be apologizing. But he didn't even know what he
needed to apologize for. He had too many secrets.


My phone buzzed. It was probably Professor Hunter. Was he
finally ready to tell me he was married? I picked up my phone and slid my
finger across the screen. It was a text from Tyler.


"Hey, I have the notes from class. Come let me in."


I smiled to myself. Here was a guy who had stopped kissing me
in order to fully disclose the fact that he was seeing someone else, even
though they weren't exclusive. And Professor Hunter didn't even have the balls
to tell me he was married. Fuck him. I jumped off my bed and went to go let
Tyler in.


Tyler was standing there with a smile on his face. He was so
cute. "Hey, Penny."


"Hi, Tyler." I pushed the door open farther so he
could walk in. We went up the stairs to my floor.


"Are you feeling better?" Tyler asked as we walked
down the hallway.


"Yeah, I'm fine. You always seem to come to my
rescue."


Tyler shrugged. "That's what friends do. Just for the
record, it's also what people who are more than friends do."


"More than friends, huh? Is that where you think we
are?"


Tyler opened up my door and closed it behind us. As soon as
the door shut, he put his hand on the small of my back and pulled me into him.
His face was only a few inches from mine. "You tell me."


My heart was racing. His breath smelled minty. He was
handsome, funny, and honest. This is what I need. I stood on my tiptoes
and kissed him. He immediately kissed me back, more passionately than he had at
Grottos. I reached up and grabbed his hair, pulling him closer, kissing him
deeply. He took a step forward and pushed my back against my bureau, pinning me
in place. His hands moved to my waist. I could feel his erection pressed
against me. He wasn't just what I needed, he was what I wanted.


I lifted one of my legs and wrapped it around him. He quickly
grabbed my ass and lifted me up so I could wrap my other leg behind him. He
pressed himself harder against me. 


I moaned softly. He pressed his erection against me again.
"Tyler," I panted and wrapped my arms securely around his neck.


He grabbed my ass tighter and carried me over to my bed. He
placed me down on the edge of it and spread my thighs even wider as he leaned
into me. I grabbed the bottom of his shirt and pulled it up his torso,
revealing his abs. I swallowed hard. He quickly pulled his shirt the rest of
the way off and tossed it on the ground. I let my hands slide down his muscles
to the waistline of his jeans. I unbuttoned and unzipped them. He grabbed my
hands. My heart was racing.


"Are you sure this is what you want? I don't want you to
knee me in my junk again." He smiled down at me. 


"Yes. I want you." My mind was confused, but my
body wasn't.


He leaned over and kissed me again. His hands pushed my shirt
up and over my head. He unhooked my bra and slowly pulled it down my arms.
"Penny," he groaned. He leaned in and kissed me again, letting his
hands wander to my breasts. I tilted my hips up to him and he pressed his erection
against me again. 


"You have no idea how long I've been waiting for
this," he whispered in my ear.


"Me too." I grabbed the sides of his jeans and
started to pull them down. 


"Have you talked to James yet?" Melissa said as she
opened the door. She placed her keys on her bureau without looking over at us.


Crap!


"Who is James?" Tyler asked.


Melissa's head snapped toward us. "Oh my God!" She
was staring at Tyler's abs. I had already begun pulling my shirt back on, but
Tyler had only zipped and buttoned his pants. I tucked my bra underneath my
comforter.


"I can come back later," Melissa said, but didn't
turn around. 


"Please," I said, my face turning bright red.


"Wait," Tyler said. "Who is James?"


Oh my God.


I shook my head back and forth at Melissa and she just stared
back at us. "He doesn't know about James," I mouthed to her as best
as I could.


"James is...my dad," Melissa said slowly.


"You call your dad James?" Tyler asked.


"Always have." Melissa shrugged her shoulders.
"He's just very businesslike. But that doesn't mean he's not a good
father, because he is. He's great."


Tyler stared back at her. "So why is Penny talking to
your dad?"


"Well," Melissa paused but only for a moment.
"He's planning a joint birthday party for us and he needs Penny's invitation
list."


Tyler looked at me. It didn't look like he believed a word
that Melissa had said. And he shouldn't have. Lies on top of lies. "So,
have I made the list?"


"Yes," I said quickly. Oh please stop talking,
Melissa.


"Yeah, it's going to be a Halloween themed party, since
both our birthdays are in October," Melissa added. "It's going to be
a blast."


Tyler sat down on the bed beside me. 


"So, does this mean you two have finally admitted to
liking one another?" Melissa asked.


I looked up at Tyler and smiled. Despite Melissa's intrusion,
I did feel like Tyler and I were in a good place. 


Tyler winked at me and turned back to Melissa.
"Actually, no. I thought Penny made all her male friends take their shirts
off upon entering her dorm room. Is that not a thing?"


"Ugh," Melissa said. "I'm going to leave you
two alone."


"Unfortunately," Tyler said and looked down at his
watch. "I need to get going." He hopped off the bed and grabbed his
shirt from the floor. After he pulled it back over his head, he leaned over and
whispered in my ear, "to be continued, Penny." He grabbed my face in
his hands and kissed me.


If my face could possibly turn any redder, it did.


"Bye, Melissa," Tyler said and walked out the door.


"Oh my God," Melissa said before Tyler had even
closed the door. She sat down next to me on my bed. "Out of bed with James
and into bed with Tyler, huh?"


"Melissa, we didn't have sex."


"Yeah right."


I needed to change the topic before it got any more awkward.
"Thanks for covering for me about James."


"Well, have you talked to him? You really do need to
clear the air before you move forward with Tyler. It's only fair to both of
them."


"I know, I know. I'm going to."


"When?"


I sighed. I didn't want to think about Professor Hunter.
"I'll do it this weekend."


"So how about Tyler's six pack?"


I laughed. "He is sexy, isn't he?"


"I couldn't stop staring. Sorry, awkward."









Chapter 41


Saturday


Professor Hunter had sent me a few more texts asking to meet
with me. But I couldn't see him. I had never been so angry with someone in my
life. I opened up my email and clicked on the one from Professor Hunter. Maybe
I could end this through email. I reread what he had written.


 


Subject: Our discussion isn't over


Penny,


I wish you wouldn't always feel so compelled to argue with
me. I told you that I have done some things in my past that I regret. I am not
withholding information from you to be spiteful. I'm doing it to protect you.
If you will allow me to come talk to you, I can explain.


-James


 


I forgot how angry his email had made me. He was so full of
himself. I quickly wrote back to him.


 


Subject: Trying to Protect Me?


Professor Hunter,


I thought that I was naive, but I believe that description
fits you better. I don't think that I'm the woman in your life that you should
be protecting. 


-Penny


 


There. I felt better already. I pressed send. It was cowardly
to hide behind my computer, but I didn't have the guts to do it in person. It
didn't take long before my computer dinged, signaling that I had a new email.


 


Subject: You're the Only Woman in My Life


Penny,


I'm not sure what you think you know about me. But I can tell
you that I'm falling for you. There is no woman in my life that is more
important to me. It's you. I'm coming over now.


-James


 


Why was I smiling right now? I bit my lip. Yes, his words
were sweet, but he was lying. He was treating me like a child. I wasn't the
only woman in his life. I was the other woman! I quickly typed out my
response. 


 


Subject: Don't You Dare


Professor Hunter,


Don't waste your time. Even if you come here, I'm not coming
out to talk to you.


-Penny


 


He couldn't come here. I didn't want to see him. This had to
be done through email. It was the only way that I'd be strong enough to
confront him. My computer dinged again.


 


Subject: I Do Dare


Penny,


Stop being so stubborn. I'm leaving now. I'll see you in ten
minutes.


-James


 


Crap. I had quickly lost control of our email
conversation. Was there anything I could say so that he wouldn't come? It
didn't seem like it. I took a deep breath. Could I do this? I just needed to
not look at him and his stupid beautiful face. My attraction for him had
blinded me before. I needed to make sure that wouldn't happen again. If I could
focus on his adultery, I could be strong. He was an awful person.


I glanced in the mirror, fixed my hair, and wiped away some
oil on my face with a tissue. I changed into a nice pair of yoga pants and a
tank top. Why am I trying to look nice for an adulterer? I closed my
dorm room door behind me and went out the back of my building to where he
usually came to pick me up. His car was already there. My heart beat was
already accelerating and I hadn't even seen him. I walked down the steps and
approached the car slowly, trying to remain calm. Professor Hunter opened the
passenger's side door from the inside.


"Get in the car."


"But I don't want to go anywhere," I stammered. The
idea of being so close to him in the car made me feel uncomfortable. I didn't
trust myself around him. His hair was smoothed and he was clean-shaven, unlike
in class earlier. He was wearing a t-shirt, a jacket, and jeans and I could
smell his intoxicating scent through the open door.


Professor Hunter glared at me. "I'm not taking you
anywhere. I just want to be able to talk to you in private."


I looked around. It was a chilly night and most of the
students were either out partying or snuggled up in their dorms. "There's
no one around."


"Penny, get in the car."


I didn't want our conversation to start this way. I sighed
and sat down in the passenger's seat. He drove the car to the small parking lot
by my dorm, pulled into one of the last spots, and cut the ignition. He stared
out the windshield. 


I thought he would start talking, but he stayed silent. My
heart was beating so loud that I thought he might be able to hear it in the
silent car. He was gripping the wheel of the car tightly and his knuckles were
turning white. I glanced down at his ring finger. There weren't any tan lines
or anything. I thought that's what I was supposed to look for. Was it possible
that I was wrong about everything?


He finally turned to me. "I thought you weren't going to
come out and see me." 


There was something definitely wrong with me. All I wanted to
do was start making out with him. I crossed my arms over my chest and looked
out my window. "I figured I owed it to you to hear your side."


"You're cute when you're upset." 


He was the infuriating one, not me. I was already fuming. We
weren't supposed to be talking about us. We were supposed to be talking about
him and his wife. "Why didn't you tell me?" I asked. I clenched my
jaw.


"Tell you what?"


He was still going to play dumb? This was fucking ridiculous.
"How could you possibly not know what I'm referring to? What is wrong with
you?"


Professor Hunter took a deep breath. "You looked me up
online, didn't you?" His brow was furrowed. Why was he pissed at me? What
else was there online about him beside his hidden wife?


"No! Well, yes. But that has nothing to do with
anything. I found your ring, Professor Hunter." I could feel the tears
welling in my eyes.


He nodded his head, absorbing the information. But there was
a slight smile on his face. Why the hell did he look relieved? What else was he
hiding from me? He was such an ass.


"So you have nothing to say to that?" I asked.


"It's not what you think." He put his hand through
his hair.


Stop doing sexy things! "And what is it that you
think I'm thinking?"


He raised his left eyebrow. Damn it! Don't look at me like
that! All the muscles below my waist seemed to clench. This car was
stifling. The smell of him was everywhere, wearing me down.


"You're probably thinking that I'm a lying cheater that
you want nothing to do with."


I swallowed hard. "Am I wrong?" 


"Yes."


"Enlighten me." I couldn't believe I was having
this conversation, with my professor no less. This situation was unbearable. I
could feel myself starting to sweat.


"First of all, I never lied to you. I withheld
information that I deemed unimportant to our relationship..."


"Unimportant? You're such an asshole," I said,
cutting him off. I grabbed the door handle. 


"Penny." He put his hand on my shoulder. His touch
made me tingle. 


"And you did lie to me. At the country club when you
said you didn't relish sharing me, you made me believe that I wasn't sharing
you either. You even denied having a girlfriend. If I had known you were
married..." my voice trailed off as I started to cry.


"Penny, please don't cry." Professor Hunter reached
over and wiped my tears from my cheek.


"Don't touch me." I pushed his hand away. "How
could you do this to me? Why didn't you just tell me then? I trusted you!"


"Because Isabella and I are over."


"What? You're divorced?" I sunk into the
passenger's seat. Thank God. I wasn't a mistress. I felt the weight fly
off my shoulders. "You still could have told me."


He sighed. "It's just a matter of finalizing the
paperwork. I would have told you once it was official. I just didn't want to
upset you for no reason."


"So you're technically still married right now?"


"Technically, yes, but I've already signed the divorce
papers. It hasn't been a smooth process. But I have no connection to Isabella
at all. We're done. We've been done for a long time."


I stared at him, waiting for him to elaborate. Why was he so
horrible at talking to me? "Well, what happened?" 


He pressed his lips together. "We didn't love each
other."


"Then why did you get married in the first place?"


"It's a long story."


I turned toward him and pulled my legs up onto the seat.
"I have some time to spare."


Professor Hunter looked uncomfortable. He leaned toward me
slightly and put his hand on the center console. "Do you really want to
talk about this, Penny? All you need to know is that it was a mistake and it's
over." 


"Please. I need to know." I put my hand on top of
his. I wanted him to open up to me. I didn't want there to be any more secrets
between us.


Professor Hunter squeezed my hand. "Okay." He
sighed. "Isabella's parents are good friends with my parents. Ever since
we were little, our parents always pushed us together. But I just never clicked
with her. She was always so cold.


"In high school, I started dating a girl named Rachel.
Whenever Rachel came over my house, my parents were completely dismissive. It
was clear that they didn't think she was good enough to be part of our family.
They always made her feel so unwelcome. When I finally confronted them about
it, they told me that if I didn't break up with Rachel they wouldn't pay for me
to go to college. And I'm not proud of what I did. My life with them was all
that I knew. I didn't want to have to be on my own. I didn't know how to live
without money. I was young and stupid." 


Professor Hunter was looking down at my hand. He rubbed my
palm with his thumb. The pain on his face almost made me start crying again. He
must have loved Rachel. But I didn't feel jealous, I just felt sad for him. I
wanted to climb over into his seat and hug him. 


"I broke up with Rachel the next day. And my parents
began to make it clear that I was expected to eventually marry Isabella.
Isabella was the only one they would ever approve of. They said that it was in
my best interest to marry someone that wasn't after my money. I was so unhappy.
When I told you that I was drunk most of college, I was serious. I completely
lost it. I spiraled to the bottom. But my parents just kept telling me it was
what was best. So eventually I just accepted the fact that I had to marry
Isabella. Instead of worrying about it, I threw all my time and energy into the
tech company I wanted to start. And when it blew up, I asked Isabella to marry
me, because that was the next step I was supposed to take. Before I even
realized what was happening, the wedding was planned, and everyone had been
invited. I knew I didn't love her, but I walked down the aisle anyway. And I
made promises to her. I vowed to keep those promises. And I did. I tried so
hard to make it work.


"But she didn't love me either. She enjoyed dressing up
and playing the part of my wife. Isabella loved the lifestyle, but she didn't
love me. She was cold when we were alone. We barely talked. I knew she slept
around. I tried to ignore it. I wanted for us to work out because our parents
wanted us to be together. Neither one of us were happy. But she was still my
wife, so I kept trying to make it work. I was always loyal to her. I tried to
make her happy. When I decided to sell my company she freaked out. She couldn't
believe that I'd rather spend my days doing something meaningful. And she
definitely didn't support my decision. It's funny, because my parents told me
we should be together because she wasn't after my money. But really, the only
reason that Isabella married me was because I had money."


I bit my lip. So that's why he wasn't close to his parents.
They had controlled his whole life. Professor Hunter had told me his story
while staring down at my hand. I squeezed his hand and he turned to me. There
was so much pain on his face. Failing in his marriage had clearly devastated
him. Maybe not living up to his parents' expectations had devastated him more,
though.


"I'm sorry," I said. I cared about him. I didn't
want to see him upset. He had this way of drawing me in.


"No, I am. I should have told you. Being here teaching,
being with you, this is what I've been missing. I don't want this to mess up
what we have."


I looked into his eyes. He was so sincere. He rubbed my palm
with his thumb. His light touch sent shivers down my spine.


"I've always been told what to do. I've never had to
make choices. But I chose you. And when I walked into my bedroom and you were
gone it hurt like hell. My whole life has been painful, living in a way that I
didn't want to live. But nothing was as painful as you leaving and not talking
to me. Seeing you in class was torture."


"I couldn't see you either. That's why I left class
today. I could see that you were feeling all the pain that I was feeling. I've
never been so heartbroken."


He leaned over and took my chin in his hand. "Don't do
that to me again. I'll tell you whatever you want to know. No more
secrets."


"Okay." My heart was beating fast. He was going to
answer all my questions. I needed to make sure that him liking me wasn't part
of the reason why he was getting divorced. "When did you file for
divorce?"


"Last year I walked in on Isabella having sex with
someone else in our bed. I filed for divorce the next day."


"And came here?"


"Yes."


He was back to his short answers. I remembered Melissa
telling me that Professor Hunter had been fired from his last job. She had made
a joke about how he had probably punched the dean in the face or something.
"There's a rumor that you got fired from your last job."


Professor Hunter grimaced. "It's not a rumor; it's
true."


"What did you do? Have sex with a student?" I asked
the question as casually as possible and laughed awkwardly.


"What? No, Penny. I haven't made a habit of sleeping
with students. You're the exception." He shifted uncomfortably in his
seat.


So he hadn't gotten fired because of that. What had he done,
then? He hadn't answered my question. "So, what did you do?"


"The dean of the college was the one that I walked in on
having sex with Isabella. It didn't end well."


Melissa was right?! "Did you have a fist fight or
something?"


"Penny, he was in my bed. It's one thing to suspect it;
it's another to see it."


"You have anger problems, don't you?"


He rubbed his hand down his face and then back up. Everything
he did was so sexy.


"I don't think I'd put it that way," he said.


"So what would you call it?" I tucked a loose
strand of hair behind my ear. 


"Passion maybe." He leaned over and kissed me. Any
leftover anger I had disappeared when his lips touched mine. I grabbed the
collar of his jacket and pulled him closer to me. I wanted to make him forget
his pain.


He stopped kissing me for a moment and stared at me with his
piercing brown eyes. "God I missed you," he whispered.


"I missed you too."


He leaned over me and pushed a button. My seat began to
slowly recline. He started to move over the center console and his ass hit the
horn.


I started laughing as he straddled me. He silenced me with a
kiss. His hand slid from my cheek, down my neck, and onto my breast. He
squeezed it hard before letting his hand wander down to the waistline of my
yoga pants.


"Professor Hunter?"


"You said there was no one around."


"Shouldn't we go back to your place?"


"You tortured me for almost a week, Penny. I'm not waiting
another second. Switch places with me."


I ungracefully slid to the side and got on top of him,
bumping into the door and dashboard as he laughed at me.


"Ow," I muttered.


He placed a kiss on my lips as he slid my yoga pants and
thong down my thighs. Every inch of me felt alive with temptation. Professor
Hunter really wasn't a bad man. He was still who I had fallen in love with. And
I wanted him. I wanted him so badly. I slid off my shoes and kicked off my
pants as he pushed his jeans and boxers to the floor of the car. His massive
erection had already sprung to life.


I leaned over and kissed him. Without hesitation, he grabbed
my hips and pulled me down onto his length. The sensation of him filling me
made me gasp. I pressed my hand against the passenger window. 


"Don't put me through that again, Penny." He kissed
my neck as he moved my hips faster and faster.


"Never." His hands slid to my ass and he slammed
his cock into me. I moaned as his fingers dug into my skin. I loved the way he
knew exactly what to do to make me completely surrender my body to him. He
pulled me closer to him.


"Promise me."


"I promise," I said breathlessly.


The seat belt buckle hit my knee and I quickly pushed it
aside. The angle in the car was awkward but the sensation of him inside me was
all that mattered.


"You're mine," he growled.


I felt a pang of guilt about Tyler, but the thought quickly
disappeared as Professor Hunter thrust himself deep inside me again.


"Yes! I'm yours!" I moaned. 


The windows were soon completely fogged up besides for my
handprint. Professor Hunter continued to guide my hips, going faster and
faster.


"Come for me, Penny." He lifted his hips slightly,
pressing his erection into a spot that I didn't even know existed. Oh God!
The sensation made my whole body shake.


"Professor Hunter!" I clenched myself around him as
his hot cum shot through me. He pulsed inside of me, again and again.


I collapsed on top of him. He kissed the top of my head and
wrapped his arms around me.









Chapter 42


Sunday


I reread my speech again and took a deep breath. My stomach
was in knots, and not just because of the speech. Professor Hunter had finally
opened up to me, and I was the one that was still hiding the truth from him. He
probably wouldn't want anything to do with me once he found out I was only 19.
And then there was Tyler. How could I have feelings for two men at once? My
room felt hot. I put my hair into a ponytail and started to read my speech
again.


"That's quite the hickey, Penny," Melissa said.


"What?" I ran over to the mirror. "Shit."
I tilted my head and looked at the small bruise on my neck. I quickly pulled my
hair tie out and let my hair fall over the dark spot.


"So you hung out with Tyler again last night, huh?"


I began to blush. "No, last night I was talking to Pro...choo!"
I tried to cover up my mistake with a fake sneeze. I added a light cough. There
were too many secrets, and too many things to remember. "I must be getting
a cold or something. No, last night I was following your advice and talking to
James."


"Penny, you've gone from future cat lady to quite the
slut."


I put my hand over my hickey. "Melissa!"


"I'm just messing with you. But really, do they both
know about each other now? You're allowed to date more than one person at a
time, but you should probably be upfront about it. James really must be sexy as
hell because Tyler is hot...like really hot."


I sat back down on my bed. "I don't think I know how to
date two people at once. And I don't think I want to. What should I do?"


"Make a pro-con list?" Melissa grabbed a sheet of
paper. "Okay, pros for James?"


"Well, he really is sexy. And he's sweet. He's also very
mature. And I have so much fun when I'm with him. He's so spontaneous."


"Penny, you're forgetting that James is loaded. Money is
definitely a pro, even if you don't think so."


I winced. "That's really not important to me.


Melissa rolled her eyes. "Too late, it's on the list.
Now Tyler."


"Tyler is really sweet too and sexy. But he's also a
great friend. He's thoughtful and he's definitely patient. He's a really nice
guy."


"Okay, cons for James?"


"James can be pretty controlling." Or is that a
pro? I felt myself blushing. "He kind of has a bad temper and he is
quite a bit older. He can be pretty mysterious at times too." And he's
my professor, I have to keep our relationship a secret, and I have to lie
constantly.


"Isn't him being mysterious a good thing? I feel like
that probably makes him even sexier."


I shrugged. "I don't like that he's held things back
from me." But he just told me his secrets. We're in a good place.


"Cons for Tyler?"


"Well, he's graduating soon. So I don't really know what
his plans are after school."


"And?"


"I don't know. Tyler is really nice. There aren't any
other cons I can think of."


Melissa held up the list. "James definitely has more
cons than Tyler."


I bit my lip. Of course James had more cons than Tyler. 


"Well I think you know how you feel now."


"What?"


"Penny, you look like you're in pain."


I shook my head. "No, it's just...all those different
points aren't even with each other. Some things are more important than
others."


Melissa put the paper down. "I think I know what this is
about. It's the sex, isn't it?"


"No!" I bit my lip again. "I don't know. It's
just that James...he makes me feel...ugh," I put my face in my hands.


"Okay, so the sex is amazing. And what about
Tyler?"


"We haven't done that."


"You're joking."


"No."


"So maybe that's your answer. You need to have sex with
Tyler and then you can properly decide."


"I can't do that to James."


"You were about to on Friday when I walked in on you
guys."


"But that was before I talked to James."


"Well, the answer seems pretty obvious then. It's James.
Clearly it's always been James."


 


***


 


I sat at my desk hoping that the speech before mine would
never end. Because as soon as it did, I was up. I glanced down at the outfit I
had worn to try to impress Professor Hunter. Or is it Tyler? Either way,
it was too much. My tank top combined with my pushup bra showed entirely too
much cleavage, and my skirt was too tight and too short. I don't know how high
the heels were, but they were definitely too high for me to comfortably walk
in. Why did I choose this outfit?


"Penny Taylor," said Professor Hunter.


Here we go. I grabbed my notes and shakily approached
the podium. By some miracle, I didn't break my ankle in my heels.


I looked out at the class. Tyler was smiling at me. Seeing
him gave me a boost of confidence. He looked sexier than ever.


I glanced down at my paper. My speech sucked. I took a deep
breath. I had a better idea. Tyler staring at me with his sexy smile was just
the confidence boost I needed. "I could lie about the reason why I chose
to major in marketing. I could say it was to get a decent job when I graduate
or that someone recommended it to me. But that's not true. I picked it for one
reason only. Because sex sells. And everyone loves sex."


Professor Hunter shifted uncomfortably in his seat as he
watched me. I liked seeing him squirm. 


"Using sex in advertising does require some skill,
though. The first step is knowing your target audience. In the case of this
speech, my audience is Professor Hunter and a class of about 60% guys. So I
figure that this would be received favorably." I untucked my tank top and
pulled it over my head.


I paused for a moment to make eye contact with the class.
Tyler and the majority of the guys in the class looked excited, Professor
Hunter was scribbling something furiously, and a lot of the girls were rolling
their eyes.


"One common pitfall of sex in advertising is that an ad
might only target one gender, but really, both guys and girls are probably
going to view it, so it's important to cater to both. Can I please have a
volunteer?"


Tyler's hand shot into the air, along with a few other guys
in the room.


"How about the handsome gentleman in the back row. Come
up here and give me a hand."


Professor Hunter looked less than thrilled as Tyler made his
way to the front of the class. He was wearing jeans and a polo. He looked sexy
as hell. 


"Like I was saying, it's important to cater to both
sexes." I grabbed the bottom of Tyler's polo and pulled it over his head.
His abs were even more fantastic than I remembered. "Isn't this more
appealing, girls?" I asked, and the girls in the audience definitely
seemed to agree. Professor Hunter, on the other hand, did not. His eyebrows
were lowered more than ever before. I wanted him to know what it felt like to
have to share me. And I wanted Tyler's hard cock inside of me. I was aching for
him and only him.


 "Another consideration when using sex in advertising is
to decide how explicit to make it." I grabbed Tyler's hand and brought it
to my lips. I lightly bit the tip of his index finger. 


Tyler gulped.


I slowly slid his finger in and out of my mouth. There was
fire in his eyes. He was going to fuck me harder than I had ever been fucked. 


Professor Hunter cleared his throat. "I think this
speech is running a bit long, Miss Taylor."


"Length is important. Sometimes, you just need to give
your audience exactly what they want." I unbuttoned and unzipped Tyler's
pants. He pushed his jeans and boxers to the floor and stepped out of them and
his shoes. Despite everyone watching, Tyler had a huge erection. Huge.
It was even better than I had imagined. He was completely naked, waiting for
me, wanting me. I had never seen anything sexier in my life. 


I turned to the class. All the girls were staring at Tyler.
But they couldn't have him. He was all mine. 


"Take your clothes off!" one of the guys in the
class yelled. 


I took a deep breath. Are you sure you want to do this,
Penny? A quick glance down at Tyler's throbbing cock helped me make up my
mind. Yes.


"Miss Taylor, you shouldn't be doing this,"
Professor Hunter said, interrupting my train of thought.


"What, like I shouldn't have googled you?"


Professor Hunter looked furious. Good.


"Thanks for the distraction, because that reminds me,
distractions are a big problem for advertisers. So, sometimes delayed
gratification is not ideal in advertising. You need to nail your point
home." I reached back and unhooked my bra. Then I let the straps slide
down my arms, revealing my breasts to everyone in the class. I flung it in the
direction of Professor Hunter before sliding my skirt and thong down my legs.


My heart was beating out of my chest. Before today, only two
guys had seen me naked. Now an entire class was watching me. No going back
now.


I looked over at Tyler and bit my lip. He got the message. He
trailed his hands over my breasts and down the front of me. His finger sunk
inside of me.


"You're so wet baby," he whispered in my ear.
"You've been wanting me for so long."


I dipped my head back, letting him tease me with his
experienced hands. 


"That's enough!" Professor Hunter stood up and
slammed his fist against the desk.


"I do appreciate your input, Professor Hunter. In fact,
I've learned that audience input is very important for marketing. That's why
they have focus groups. So let's have a focus group right now. By a show of
hands, who wants Tyler to fuck my brains out?"


Professor Hunter's hands were balled in fists, and both
stayed firmly on his desk. The rest of the class had a different opinion. Every
guy in the class raised their hand, and even a few girls did.


"It looks like you're in the minority, Professor
Hunter." I turned to Tyler. His eyes were ablaze. Just the look he was
giving me left me wanting. "Fuck me, Tyler." As soon as the words
left my mouth, Tyler lifted me in his arms and I wrapped my legs around him. 


"I'll show you what it feels like to have a real man
inside of you." He pushed my back against the chalkboard and slammed his
thick, hard cock inside of me. 


"Yes!"


He slid his length in and out of me. "Is this what you
want, Penny? Is this what you've wanted this whole time?"


"Yes, Tyler. I've always wanted you. I've never stopped
thinking about you." I grabbed a fistful of his hair and brought his face
to mine. I kissed him hard, letting my tongue collide with his. He continued to
slam his cock into me, faster and faster.


I ran my hands down his biceps. His muscles tensed under my
fingers. 


"Faster!" I screamed. I couldn't get enough of him.
I wanted more.


He pumped faster for a few more seconds and then pulled out.


"Tyler," I panted. "I need you. Please. God I
need you."


"I know you do." He turned to the class.
"Where should I fuck her next?" Tyler asked the other students.


"At the podium," a few people said in unison.


"Put your hands on the podium, you little slut," he
demanded.


I walked back over to the podium, and followed Tyler's
instructions. I arched my back and looked over my shoulder at him.


"By the time I'm done with you, you're going to forget
anyone else has ever been inside of you. I'm going to claim your pussy. You're
going to scream my name in the middle of the night. You're never going to get
enough of me."


"Please," I begged. I ached for him. I wanted his
cock to fill me again.


"Sex does sell. It's the only thing that sells." He
grabbed my hips and thrust himself deep inside of me.


"Yes!" I screamed. 


He went faster and faster.


"Oh, Tyler!" I couldn't take anymore. Nothing had
ever felt this good. The podium screeched forward from the impact of his
pounding. The pleasure was so intense.


"Scream my name louder, baby. Let the whole class know
who owns you. I want everyone to know that you're mine." 


"Tyler!" I screamed at the top of my lungs.









Chapter 43


Monday


I woke up panting, an intense orgasm washing over me. My body
was trembling. What the fuck was that? My sheets were slightly damp from
sweat. Had I seriously just orgasmed from a dream? I reached down and felt my
wetness. I moaned slightly at my own touch. What the hell is wrong with me?
I sat up in my bed. 


It was just a dream, right? Oh my God. I looked at my
phone. It was still Monday morning. Speeches didn't start for an hour. My heart
was pounding. I took a deep breath and tried to slow my pulse. Melissa had just
gotten in my head about having sex with Tyler. That was all. But that dream was
so intense. And hot. Maybe I had gotten in my own head about having sex with
Tyler. I quickly got out of bed, grabbed my shower caddy, and walked to the
bathroom.


This was ridiculous, I had already made my decision. Melissa
was right, it was Professor Hunter and it always had been Professor Hunter. I
lathered my hair and rinsed it under the warm water. What, like I shouldn't
have googled you? My words from my dream came back to me. I knew what was
going on. I had that dream because something was still bothering me about
Professor Hunter and my conversation. He thought I was upset because I had
looked him up online. What else would I have found out about him if I had searched
longer? I quickly finished showering, wrapped my towel around myself, and
almost ran back to my room.


I didn't have much time before class, but I could do some
light snooping. I typed "James and Isabella Hunter divorce" into the
search bar. The article at the top of the search results was from just a few
weeks ago. It was titled, "The Fairytale Couple Calling it Quits?" I
sighed with relief. Professor Hunter was telling the truth about getting
divorced. But it was an interview with Isabella and I wanted to see her
thoughts on what was going on, so I clicked on the article anyway. 


The beginning was about how Professor Hunter had gotten a
teaching opportunity that he couldn't pass up. That was a good cover-up for him
leaving her. I read some more. I gulped and reread Isabella's quote: "I
will be moving to join him soon. He already has a place picked out for us. He's
even waiting for me to decorate it. We've really never been happier. Any rumors
that you've heard about our split have been completely fabricated."


Completely fabricated. I swallowed hard. Never been
happier. I thought about Professor Hunter's empty apartment. There wasn't
even one picture hanging on the wall. He's waiting for her to decorate.
And then there was the suitcase in Professor Hunter's office. I had decided it
must have been for traveling back and forth to talk to his divorce attorney and
sign documents. But had he really been traveling back and forth a lot to see
her? He had even done it once during the week and had to cancel class. How
could I have been so blind? Would I never learn? I had let him manipulate me
again. Why did I have to fall in love with such an asshole? 


Because he's sexy and dangerous. I shook my head. I
didn't need danger to be happy. Professor Hunter certainly hadn't made me happy
recently. Just sad, upset, frustrated, and guilty. Tyler was a good choice.
Tyler would never lie to me. And he wasn't my professor. And he wasn't eight
years older. And he certainly wasn't married. 


There wasn't anything left for me to search. I didn't care
about what else Professor Hunter was hiding. A wife that he was pretending to
divorce was enough. And I was done. Last week had been emotionally draining.
Professor Hunter and I were just too different.


I closed my laptop and opened up my closet. The roses were
turning black and lots of the petals had fallen to the floor. That was it. Our
relationship lasted about as long as a dozen roses. I pulled on a pair of
skinny jeans and high heeled boots, hooked on my favorite pushup bra and put on
a tight black, v-neck shirt. I grabbed a light weight jacket and an infinity
scarf. After applying a small amount of foundation, mascara, and eye shadow, I
glanced in the mirror. I tilted my head a little and saw the hickey that
Professor Hunter had given me. It was like he had branded me. I added a little
concealer to the hickey to cover it up. After scrutinizing it in the mirror, I
was ready to go.


I walked to class way faster than usual. My nerves must have
made me jittery. I sat down at my desk, crossed my legs, and tapped my foot as
I waited for Tyler. Melissa was right. I needed to be honest. Tyler deserved
that. I needed to tell him that I was seeing someone else, but that I was going
to end things. And that I wanted to be with just him. Tyler was seeing someone
else too though. I wasn't sure what his reaction was going to be, but it was a
conversation we needed to have. 


Tyler walked into the room with a huge smile on his face. He
was wearing jeans and a polo, just like he had in my dream. I shook my head. He
wore that most days. That wasn't unusual. Get a grip. When he got to his
desk he leaned down and kissed me.


I hadn't expected that. I hesitantly kissed him back. If
Professor Hunter walked in and saw us I'd be mortified. He'd freak out. I told
him I wasn't seeing Tyler. Soon my dream returned to me and my heart started
beating fast. It felt like we had really had sex right in this room. I felt my
face blushing.


He pulled away. "Good morning, Penny." He sat down
in his chair. "You look really pretty today."


"Thanks, Tyler."


"You have no idea how many times I've walked into this
room and wished I could kiss you like that."


I smiled. I had really only ever thought about Professor
Hunter in this room. Except for my dream where Tyler had fucked me right on the
chalkboard. I gulped. Right at the podium where I'd be giving my speech in a
few minutes.


"Hey, are you okay?"


"Yeah. There's just something that I need to tell you.
Do you want to get dinner tonight or something?


"Sounds good to me."


"Oh, Tyler, you never gave me the notes from Friday.
Anything helpful for our speeches today?"


Tyler laughed. "Um, not really. I actually didn't even
take notes in this class. I just wanted an excuse to come see you. Professor
Hunter was talking about fighting or something on Friday. Like how in your
speech you need to make the audience listen. Almost like it's a battle you need
to win. It was really weird. You know how he is. All of his advice is super
unhelpful and strange."


Interesting. Was that because Professor Hunter was
fighting for me? I felt sad for a moment but shook the feeling away. He should
be fighting for his marriage. My anger was growing again.


"Are you ready to finally find out why I chose economics
and finance? I think you'll like my speech."


"Does that mean you're finally going to answer my
question of what you want to do when you graduate?"


"Indeed."


Professor Hunter walked in, and I couldn't even help but turn
my attention to him. It wasn't just the danger, he was the sexiest man I have
ever laid my eyes on. Why does he have to be so unbelievably sexy? He
was wearing a crisp suit that hugged his body perfectly. He locked eyes with me
and smiled. But his expression immediately changed. He could probably sense how
angry I was. His eyebrows lowered and he suddenly looked brooding. 


That's right! I found out that you were lying to me again,
you asshole!


Professor Hunter cleared his throat. "Okay, time for
speeches. I'm excited to learn why all of you chose your majors." He
pulled the podium to the middle of the room and made his way to the seat in
front of Tyler. Professor Hunter's scent reached my nose, but it just fueled
the flame growing inside of me. I had never been angrier in my entire life.


"Adam Zabek, you're up," Professor Hunter said once
he had pulled out his papers to grade the speeches with.


Adam and a few other people went and then it was my turn.


"Penny Taylor." My name seemed foreign in Professor
Hunter's voice. I was used to him saying Penny in a seductive, sweet way.


"Good luck, Penny," Tyler said with a smile.


Professor Hunter seemed to tense at Tyler's words. Good. I
wanted Professor Hunter to be as upset as I was. It would serve him right if I
really did fuck Tyler in front of the class.


"Thanks," I said and stood up. I walked past Professor
Hunter and slowly to the front of the room, making sure not to trip on
anything.


I knew you were supposed to envision the audience naked, but
in my dream they had all seen me naked. Certainly my speech today would be less
embarrassing than that. But it hadn't really been embarrassing. It had been
insanely sexy. I held the sides of the podium. Everyone was staring at me, it
was like they knew what I had dreamt. Tyler was even smiling at me and
Professor Hunter looked angry. I looked down at my speech. No. No, I had
something else to say. The same courage from my dream suddenly washed over me.


I locked eyes with Professor Hunter. The anger continued to
swell to the surface. Something seemed to snap inside of me. Fuck him and
his stupid, beautiful face. Someone cleared their throat. Shit. How long
had I been standing up here?


"I am currently majoring in marketing. And for some
reason I'm having a really hard time remembering why I chose it." I picked
up my paper in my hand and waved it around. "I have a whole list of
reasons on here why marketing is a great major, but I'm not sure how much of
that I can believe anymore. Because sometimes you think you know something, but
actually you have no idea what it's really like. Marketing is like that. It's a
complete lie. I mean, we're all taught that marketing is sexy, right?" I
blushed remembering my dream. "But it's really not. Marketing is ugly on
the inside. Hideous, really."


I looked at Professor Hunter. He was fuming. It looked like
he wanted to yell at me. Good. Screw him. I wasn't even close to being
finished. My anger was bubbling over and I couldn't stop it now.


"Marketing lures you into getting something that you
don't really need or want. A product can't cheat on you. A product can't lie to
you. But a marketer can. And a marketer doesn't blink an eye when they lie and
cheat. They hook you in and sell you awful products that you don't even want.
You know what? I'm actually thinking about changing my major because of this
assignment. Because I can't for the life of me think of a reason to continue
pursuing marketing. Because marketing is a fucking joke."


"That's enough!" Professor Hunter slammed his fist
on his desk.


"Marketing can go to hell." I grabbed my paper and
ran out of the room.


"Penny!" I heard Tyler yell as the door closed
behind me.


What the hell did I just do?









Chapter 44


Monday


The rain started to fall as I stood outside my dorm. I didn't
have my sensor pass to get into the building. How could I leave class
without getting all my stuff? I shook my head. That wasn't the question I
needed to answer. More like, how could I give a speech filled with strange
metaphors about Professor Hunter and marketing? My anger had just boiled over.
It had almost been as bad as my dream. The whole class must think I'm
completely insane. Geez, am I insane? Everything was a complete
disaster. I wasn't even sure what I had said in my speech, but I was pretty
sure it was time to drop the class. Was it past the deadline yet? There was no
way I could ever face anyone in that class ever again. I had acted so immature.
I wanted to know what Professor Hunter was thinking. I took a deep breath. What
is Tyler thinking? 


The light rain felt good against my flushed face. I closed my
eyes and tilted my head toward the sky as I leaned against the brick wall. No
one was coming in or out right now because it was during class. I was going to
have to wait for awhile. It wasn't too late to go back and grab my bag, but I
couldn't make myself do it. My speech was supposed to be why I chose the major
that I did. I had ended it with "marketing can go to hell." I would
never live this down.


Finally someone came out of my dorm building. The girl gave
me a weird look, probably concerned that I was a crazy homeless person trying
to break into the building. But I was able to quickly grab the door handle
before I got locked out again. I ran into my dorm and up the stairs. Melissa
didn't have class right now, so our room would be unlocked, but she'd be in our
room. Could I face her? All I wanted to do was bury myself under the covers of
my bed. 


I slowly opened the door. Melissa was on her feet and running
over to me right away.


"Tyler just texted me. What's going on?"


I was sick of the lying and the secrets. I burst out crying.


Melissa gave me a big hug. "Penny, what happened? Tyler
said you ran out of class during your speech?"


"It was worse than that." I pulled away from her.
Melissa closed the door.


"Sit down, tell me everything."


And I wanted to. I so badly wanted to tell her about dating
my professor and then finding out that he was married. And why couldn't I? I
trusted Melissa. She was my best friend. I sat down on my bed and she sat down
next to me. She rubbed her hand on my back.


Why couldn't I seem to tell her? Professor Hunter had broken
my trust, I could break his too. I put my face in my hands. No, I couldn't.
Despite everything I still loved him.


"I just lost it, Melissa. I don't even know what I said
during my speech. But it definitely had nothing to do with the topic."


"I thought you wrote your speech yesterday? You didn't
even seem nervous."


"I wasn't nervous. I just got so mad and snapped."


"But why?"


Melissa's phone buzzed. She gave me another hug and hopped
off the bed. "Look, Tyler's here. He brought you your stuff that you left
in class. I'm going to head out and give you two some privacy."


I wiped my tears away and looked up at her.


"We can talk later, okay? Penny, it can't possibly be as
bad as you seem to think." She grabbed her backpack. "I'll see you
later. And I'll pick up Chinese takeout after my classes are over."


"Thanks, Melissa," I sniffed. I grabbed a tissue
from my desk and blew my nose.


She smiled and left the room. I blew my nose again. What was
I going to say to Tyler? I grabbed another tissue and blotted my eyes. 


After a few minutes I heard a knock on the door.


"Come in," I said without moving from my bed.


Tyler walked in, carrying my backpack. He didn't look like
his usual happy self. "That was quite the speech, Penny."


I groaned. "I don't know what happened, I completely
lost it."


He walked over to me. I thought he might hug me or try to
kiss me, but he just dropped my backpack on my chair and stood there and looked
at me instead.


Finally he spoke. "I didn't have Melissa's number. I
used your phone to text her so that I could let her know I had gotten your bag.
I didn't want you to worry." He pulled it out of his pocket, put it on my
desk, and slid it toward me. His eyes were locked on mine. God, does he know
about Professor Hunter? Why hadn't I changed his name to James in my phone?


"Do you want to tell me who your speech was about? Or
should I try and guess?"


I gulped. "My ex."


"Now, is that the same ex as it was when we first
met?" He shoved his hands in his pockets. He looked so pissed. And he
should be. It was awful for me to sneak around with Professor Hunter behind
Tyler's back.


He definitely knew. "Tyler, that's what I wanted
to talk to you about at dinner tonight. It's true, I had started seeing someone
else. But it didn't work out. We're done. I'm going to end it. I was going to
tell you."


"And why do I find that hard to believe?"


"It's true. It's over." I could feel the tears
welling in my eyes. "Tyler you have to believe me."


"You told me you weren't ready to see anyone because you
were still getting over your ex. So I guess what you meant by that is that you
just didn't want to date me?"


"Tyler, that's not what it was at all."


"Remember when we were watching The Princess Bride
together and I asked you why Buttercup was always so mean to Westley?"


"Yes."


"You said that it was because she didn't realize that
she loved him yet."


"I know." I bit my lip.


Tyler laughed. "You know, I convinced myself that was
what was happening between us. That one day you'd just wake up and realize that
I was perfect for you."


"Tyler, I really like you." 


"But it's never just us. You never liked me enough to
date just me. I'm always competing with someone."


"No, there's no one to compete with. Tyler, it's just
you."


"Penny," he laughed. He was shaking his head back
and forth. He looked down at his sneakers. "It wasn't just one kiss, was
it?"


"What?" My heart was racing.


"With that professor. Your answer to the most scandalous
thing you've ever done."


"You read my texts?"


"Penny I would never invade your privacy. I didn't read
your texts. But when I went to text Melissa, Professor Hunter tried to called
you."


I swallowed hard. "No, it wasn't just one kiss."


"You were dating Professor Hunter this whole time?"


"Yes, I was, but I'm not now. I'm sorry I couldn't tell
you. He didn't want me to tell anyone. We'd both get in trouble."


He nodded his head. "Look, I just wanted to make sure
you got your stuff. I'm not here to give you a lecture about how it's wrong to
date your professor. I'm just gonna go. I'll see you in class, Penny."


"Tyler, please don't go. You don't understand. I met him
before I even knew he was a professor. Everything was just so complicated. I
should have told you that I was seeing someone, though. I'm sorry."


"Penny, you're not the person that I thought you
were." He opened up the door and walked out.









Chapter 45


Monday


I pulled my knees into my chest. Tears ran down my cheeks.
Tyler hated me. His rejection stung worse than I ever imagined. I didn't just
like him, he was also one of my closest friends. And I had ruined everything. I
was mad at Professor Hunter for not being honest with me, and I had done the
same thing to Tyler. 


I deserved to be hated. I wasn't the person that I thought I
was either. I had fallen in love with a married man. And I had strung Tyler
along for far too long. Who had I become? I laid down in my bed and pulled my
comforter over myself. I felt so cold. Before I knew it, my pillow was damp. I
cried until I couldn't cry anymore. I had gotten what I deserved. I had broken
the rules. 


My phone buzzed but I ignored it. I just wanted to be alone.
I didn't think it was possible, but I started crying again. I got off my bed
and went to my closet. I pulled the dead roses out of the vase and threw all of
them in the small trashcan, then slammed my closet door. I grabbed the single
rose that Tyler had given me from my desk and threw it down on top of the
others.


I opened up the fridge. A pint of Ben & Jerry's Chunky
Monkey was waiting for me. It was soft from being in the small, weak freezer
portion of our mini-fridge, but that wasn't going to deter me. I grabbed a
spoon and sat back down on my bed. Delicious. Who needed men when there
was ice cream in the world? I ate half of it before I started to cry again.


A knock sounded on the door.


I tried to stay as quiet as possible, but continued to eat my
ice cream. Hopefully whoever was out there would just think no one was here.
People on my floor could be so annoying.


"Penny?"


I stopped mid bite. Professor Hunter? How the hell did he get
in my dorm?


"Penny, it's me. Can I please come in?"


I set down the pint of ice cream on my desk. He couldn't be
here. People would see him. I quickly wiped my tears away and opened the door.
He was still wearing his suit from class. His hair was unruly from the rain. 


"Oh, Penny." He grabbed my face in his hands and
wiped my tear stained cheeks with his thumbs.


"What are you doing here?"


"I needed to see you."


"Don't you have a class?"


"I canceled my classes for the rest of the day."


"But, Professor Hunter..."


"The most important thing right now is that we
talk." He stepped back and closed the door. "I think it's safe to say
that something is bothering you." 


He looked so out of place in my dorm room, with his dark gray
suit and dress shoes. I suddenly felt self-conscious. There were clothes strewn
on the floor and my pint of ice cream was sitting on my desk melting. And his
roses were in the trash. I moved slightly to the right, to block his view of
the trashcan. 


"How did you know which room was mine?"


"Your name is on the door."


"So you walked around the whole building looking at all
the doors for my name? Are you trying to get caught?"


"Everyone's in class. And you're avoiding talking to me.
If you don't tell me what's wrong, it's impossible for me to fix."


"I don't want you to fix anything." I couldn't
think straight when he was staring at me like that. His smoldering gaze made my
thoughts swish together. I turned away from him. 


"Penny." He walked into the center of the room and
turned me toward him. "Just tell me what's wrong. I mean, I gathered from
your speech that I'm a lying cheat who's ugly on the inside. I'd like to know
why you think that. Because I thought that we were in a good place. Unless you
were talking about someone else." His face looked grave. He was thinking
about Tyler. I gulped.


"On Saturday you asked me if I had looked you up online
and you were really mad. So I was thinking maybe there was more to find out
about you."


"So, you googled me?" His look was impassive. He
wasn't giving anything away today. 


"I just wanted to make sure you were telling the
truth."


"I would never lie to you, Penny." He grabbed both
sides of my face again. He always seemed so sincere, but he never truly was. I
looked at his mouth. I wanted to kiss him, but I needed to be strong. I shook away
from his grip.


"I found an interview with Isabella that makes it seem
like you were lying. And it was only from a few weeks ago."


"You can't believe everything you read in
tabloids."


"This one seemed pretty convincing."


"So what did it say exactly?"


"That you two have never been happier. And that the
rumors of your split were completely fabricated."


Professor Hunter sighed. "I told you that it hasn't been
a smooth process. She won't sign the papers. She's being incorrigible."


Our beach trip flashed in my mind. He had taken a phone call
and I had overheard him saying "just sign the damn papers." He had
been talking to her. How had I not seen all the signs? 


"She said in the interview that you were waiting for her
to decorate your apartment."


He looked down at me. "She's lying."


"Then how did she know your apartment hadn't been
decorated?"


He crossed his arms over his chest. "Because she's been
there before."


"What? Why?" I was jealous. Of his wife. What is
wrong with me?


"She came a few months after I moved here to talk about
our relationship. Or lack of one I guess."


"I don't know if I can trust you."


"And I don't know if I can trust you."


"Why? I haven't done anything wrong." But that
wasn't true. If anyone had been paying attention to my speech, I had basically
told our whole class that Professor Hunter was an asshole. I hadn't told him
that I was only 19. And I had almost started a relationship with Tyler, despite
promising Professor Hunter that I wouldn't see him. 


"I saw Tyler Stevens coming out of your building when I
pulled up."


"He just came to drop off my stuff that I left in
class."


Professor Hunter raised his left eyebrow. He knew I was
lying. He could read me as well as Melissa could. 


"After I found your wedding ring, I told myself we were
over. I was in so much pain. I had never felt so broken before." My tears
started to well just thinking about the ache in my chest. "So I started to
think about my relationship with Tyler. I thought maybe it could be more than a
friendship. He's always wanted it to be more. It just seemed like the right
time."


Professor Hunter took a deep breath and leaned against my
bed. He looked distraught. "You're dating him?" 


"No. I thought I wanted to. But I was still confused
about you. I've been a mess if you can't tell. I still don't know how I feel.
Things seemed easy with Tyler. You just have so much baggage. I think I was
just trying to get over you."


"By getting under someone else?" He was gripping my
comforter in his fists. 


He had been cheated on by his wife. And now me. I was a
cheater. He wasn't the bad guy, I was. "It didn't go that far, Professor
Hunter. And it never will. Tyler found out about you and he wants nothing to do
with me."


Professor Hunter's body tensed. "What do you mean?"


I looked into his eyes. He was going to think I was so
stupid. "Tyler looked at my phone. He saw that I had missed calls from
you."


"You had me in your phone as Professor Hunter?" He
looked incredulous. 


"I'm sorry." I wanted to cry again. "I don't
think he'll tell anyone."


Professor Hunter pulled me into his chest. I could hear his
heart beating, slow and steady. Now he knew about Tyler. It was time for him to
leave my dorm thinking I was an awful person too.


"Can I walk you out?" I asked.


He pushed my shoulders back slightly and looked down at me.
"You want me to leave?" There was so much pain on his face.


"No."


"Then I don't want to go."


"But I broke your trust. I had told you Tyler and I were
just friends."


"And you were just friends when you told me that. I
broke your trust by not telling you about my marriage. Even though I never said
I wasn't married."


"So neither of us lied, but we both hurt each
other."


Professor Hunter nodded his head.


"Then I guess we're even?"


A sly smile crept across Professor Hunter's face.
"Penny, you're hard to control. And I'm used to being in control."


I gulped. I knew he was. The way he touched me, the way he
could make my body react to him; he was always in complete control. His hands
were still on my shoulders. I didn't understand why he was still here, but I
was glad that he was. Even though I had been angry with him, I still loved him.


"So what do we do now?" I asked. It felt like we
were in a stalemate. We had both hurt each other and neither one of us knew if
we could trust the other.


"Penny, what do you want to do?"


"I don't know."


"You're the one that needs to make a decision. I still
want you. I don't care about what happened between you and Tyler. All I care
about is what we have."


"I've never felt the way I feel about you with anyone
before. You make me feel like I'm living for the first time. But I'm sick of
secrets. I don't want to hide that I'm dating you anymore. All the secrets make
everything so much harder."


"Who do you feel like you're keeping secrets from?"


"Melissa."


"So tell Melissa that I'm your boyfriend."


I gulped. Boyfriend? My heart was beating fast. I had
never heard anything more glorious in my life. "Is that really what you
want?"


"Yes, I want you to be my girlfriend, Penny. I told you
before that I didn't relish the idea of sharing you. I don't want you to be
with anyone else ever again. Just me." He leaned down and kissed me
hard. When he pulled away, he looked around my room. 


"So this is where you live?" Professor Hunter
pulled off his suit jacket and draped it over the back of my desk chair. He had
a mystified look on his face. 


"It's a dorm room. What did you expect?"


He shrugged his shoulders. "I haven't been in one for
awhile. It's a lot smaller than mine was." He turned to the montage of
pictures on my bulletin board. "You're quite popular." He smiled at
me. 


I laughed. "No, not really."


"Why do you always put yourself down like that?" He
reached for my hand. "Don't you see how wonderful you are?"


"No one else sees me the way that you do."


"All I see is you."


I gulped.


He looked over my shoulder. "Do you always make a habit
of sleeping with clothing that you've stolen from people?" He pulled his
sweater out from underneath my comforter.


My face flushed. "Just you."


"Just me." He traced his finger along my jaw line. 


I wanted him to kiss me.


"This past week has been exhausting," he said.


"Then maybe we should take a nap."


Professor Hunter's lips curled into a smile. "As you
wish." He slowly pulled his tie loose and unbuttoned his dress shirt. He
laid both on top of his suit jacket. I would never stop admiring his sculpted
torso. He unhinged his belt and pulled it free. He sat down in my chair and
leaned over, unlacing his dress shoes. 


I bit my lip as I watched him. Unlacing shoelaces shouldn't
have been sexy, but everything he did somehow seemed sexual. He kicked off his
shoes and socks and stepped out of his dress pants. Professor Hunter was
standing in my dorm room in just his boxers. He folded his pants and draped
them on the back of my chair.


"Are you going to join me?" he asked with a smile.


I had been staring. I unzipped and unbuttoned my pants, slid
them down my legs, and pulled off my black t-shirt. I was left in just my
panties and bra.


He picked up the pint of ice cream from my desk and took a
spoonful as his eyes gazed over my body. "Delicious," he said
seductively.


I wasn't sure if he was talking about the ice cream or me.


"Get in bed." He put the lid on the ice cream and
put it back into the fridge.


I pulled the sheets back, hopped into my bed, and slid all
the way over so that he could join me. He climbed in beside me. The twin bed
was barely long enough for him and definitely too small for both of us
together. He put his head down on the pillow beside me and looked into my eyes.


We stared at each other in silence for a few minutes. Him
laying beside me felt so normal and so comforting. The pain in my chest had
completely subsided.


"What are you thinking?" he whispered.


"That I'm not that tired." I moved closer and
wrapped my legs around him.


"I thought you wanted to nap." He put his hand
through my hair, pushing it away from my face. His hands on me made my whole
body alert.


"Not anymore."


"Thank God." He pulled me to him and placed a kiss
on my lips. 









Chapter 46


Monday


I groggily opened my eyes. Professor Hunter and I were still
intertwined on my bed. I took a deep breath, ensconced by his heavenly scent,
then slowly unwound myself from him until his face was a few inches from mine.
He looked so peaceful as he slept. I hadn't realized how much pain I was causing
him. I ran my fingers down the side of his beautiful face, but he didn't even
stir. He had made love to me slowly and gently, but so passionately. His
feelings for me hadn't changed at all. And neither had mine. The way he had
stared into my eyes as he had made love to me made me feel closer to him than
ever.


His words from earlier made me smile. He didn't want me to be
with anyone else ever again. I was his. He hadn't said it, but I knew that he
loved me. And I loved him. This was real, more real than anything I had ever
experienced. I ran my fingers down his neck and traced his clavicle.


He blinked and slowly opened his eyes. "Hey," he
said and smiled at me.


"Hey, yourself."


"Were you watching me sleep?"


"Mhm. Not in a creepy way, though."


He laughed. "I didn't think it was creepy until you said
that it wasn't. Now I'm not so sure." He reached over and tucked a strand
of hair behind my ear.


"Did you sleep well?"


"Your bed is extremely uncomfortable."


"You get used to it."


He raised his left eyebrow skeptically. "But I do find
it easy to fall asleep next to you. You're the only person that seems to be
able to make me relax." His hand slipped down my back and he grabbed my
ass.


I laughed. "Melissa is going to be back soon."


"Did you want me to stay and introduce myself?"


"I don't really want you to leave, but I think it's
better if I tell Melissa alone."


"Are you kicking me out?" He had a playful grin on
his face.


"It's nothing personal."


He placed a kiss on the tip of my nose and got up. I loved
seeing him standing naked in my dorm room. After bumping into him in the coffee
shop, I never would have thought I'd ever see him again, let alone date him. He
pulled on his boxers and pants. When he put on his shirt, I got up and slowly
buttoned it for him. He smiled as he watched me. After buttoning one of the
last buttons, I pulled his collar and brought his lips to mine. 


"You're making it hard for me to leave," he said
after a soft kiss.


I laughed and let go of his collar. I quickly dressed as
Professor Hunter laced his shoes. Once his tie was tied, he looked around my
room again. He eyed the roses in the trash.


"Not a fan of roses?"


"Oh I am. It was just that a domineering professor gave
them to me. Or else I would have loved them." 


Professor Hunter laughed. "Before I leave, let me see
your phone."


My cell phone was still sitting on my desk. I grabbed it and
handed it to him. He typed in something and handed it back to me. I looked down
and saw that he had changed his contact name to James.


"I thought I wasn't supposed to call you James in
private?"


"Apparently your phone isn't private."


I bit my lip. So he was mad. He rubbed his thumb along my
lower lip and gave me a small smile.


"My girlfriends usually call me James."


"That makes it sound like you have more than one
girlfriend right now. Am I one of several?"


"Dozens."


I nudged his shoulder with my hand.


"No, just you, Penny." He grabbed his suit jacket
and draped it over his shoulder. "Let me know how your conversation with
Melissa goes."


"I will." I wrapped my arms around his neck and
kissed him again. "I'll text you later, James."









Chapter 47


Monday


Melissa came in the door with two bags. She kicked the door
closed with her foot and put her backpack on the ground.


"Hey, Melissa."


"Hey! Wow, you look a lot better, Penny. Did you take a
nap or something?"


"Yeah," I sighed. "And I do feel a lot
better."


"Okay, this one is yours." She tossed me one of the
bags as she sat down beside me on my bed.


"Thanks for picking up dinner." I opened up the
container and snapped my chopsticks apart.


"So how did your conversation with Tyler go?"


Tyler. I felt sick to my stomach thinking about him. I
had treated him so horribly. I twirled a noodle around my chopsticks. "Not
great."


"Did you tell him about James?"


"He found out on his own. James tried to call me while
Tyler had my phone."


"Oh. Well, he's dating someone else too. He couldn't
have been that upset."


"But it wasn't just that I was dating someone else. It
was that I had lied about it to him. I kept using getting over Austin as an
excuse to not date Tyler, when really I was seeing James the whole time. I
should have told him right away." Just like I should have told you.
Maybe I should have let Professor Hunter stay to explain things.


"What did Tyler say to you?"


"I hurt him, Melissa. He hates me." 


"I'm sorry, Penny."


Things with Professor Hunter were great, but I had lost one
of my closest friends in the process. Even though I had told Tyler I only
wanted to be friends, I had lied to him about the reason why. And then I almost
jumped into bed with Tyler as soon as there was a glitch in my relationship
with Professor Hunter. What is wrong with me?


As if hearing my question to myself, Melissa said, "Okay
I have to ask. What is going on with you? Dating two guys at once is really not
like you."


"No, it's not at all. I guess I was going back and forth
in my head just because I was mad at James. I've never had such an instant
connection with anyone before. It's really hard to explain." 


"When we went through the pro con list between James and
Tyler, Tyler clearly won. But I could tell that you wanted to be with James. I
get it. Either there's that connection or there isn't."


I nodded.


"There's one thing I'm still confused about, though. Why
didn't you just tell Tyler you were seeing someone else right away? Were you
worried you were going to hurt his feelings?"


On paper, Tyler had won. Why hadn't I just told him I was
seeing someone, without saying it was Professor Hunter? Because I told
Melissa that I was dating someone else. It was because I knew I could see
myself with Tyler too. I really could. I had been keeping him as a backup plan.
I was an awful person.


"I never really believed James could possibly like
someone like me. I thought our relationship was doomed from the start. I think
I wanted Tyler to like me. Because I knew he would be great to date too. Please
don't think less of me. Tyler was my backup plan."


Melissa laughed. "Everyone has a backup, Penny. I don't
think anyone has ever made Tyler a backup before though, because he is damn
sexy." She paused. "Sorry."


I looked down at my food. "Do you think he'll ever want
to be my friend again?"


"Penny, I don't really think men and women can be
friends. I already told the two of you this when you were both pretending to be
friends. Someone always wants more, and in this case you both wanted more.
Unless Tyler is gay. If he's gay, you guys can be friends."


"He's definitely not gay."


"Then you were never just friends and never can be just
friends. Besides, if you ever wanted to get serious with James, he would
probably get jealous if you were friends with another guy."


Professor Hunter was jealous. He had asked me on our first
date not to see Tyler anymore. Melissa was so good at stuff like this. I should
have been talking to her about everything from the start.


"Okay, so what happened with your speech today then? You
said you were mad?"


It was time to tell her now. I swallowed hard. "Remember
when I slept over James' apartment last week?"


Melissa nodded.


"When I woke up I wanted to change into clean
clothes." I tried not to blush. I had actually been naked and needed
something to wear. "So I borrowed a shirt from one of his drawers and I
found his wedding ring."


Melissa stared at me. I thought she was waiting for me to say
just kidding or something. When I didn't, she said, "What an asshole. Oh
my God! And I convinced you to try and work things out with him? Why didn't you
tell me, Penny?!"


"I was embarrassed. I was so mortified. I felt like it
was partially my fault and I felt so guilty. But your advice was actually good.
Because when I talked to him on Saturday I found out that he had left his wife.
He filed for divorce last year."


"So they're divorced? Well that's a relief, you little
home-wrecker." Melissa smiled.


My stomach knotted. "The divorce isn't official yet.
Apparently she won't sign the papers."


Melissa scrunched her mouth to the side. I could tell that
she still thought Professor Hunter was sleazy. She definitely didn't approve.
But she didn't know how sincere he was when he talked to me. He didn't love his
soon to be ex-wife. 


"Are you sure he's telling you the truth?" she
asked.


"Well, that brings me to this morning. It really seemed
like he was, but I wanted to look it up to make sure. And I found an interview
with his wife saying that everything was fine between them. So I freaked
out."


"You need to learn how to control your temper, Penny. I
get being upset, but ruining your Comm speech because of it? You probably
failed."


"It would have been easy to get over before my speech if
I didn't have to see him while I was giving it."


"I thought you said he wasn't in your class?"


"He isn't exactly." I took a deep breath. "He
teaches it. James is the guy from the coffee shop. He's Professor Hunter."


Melissa laughed. "Right, like you'd date a
professor."


I stared back at her.


Melissa's jaw dropped. "You're shitting me, Penny?"


"Ever since meeting him in the coffee shop I couldn't
stop thinking about him. And seeing him in class three times a week made it
impossible to get over him."


Melissa just stared at me.


"I wanted to tell you right away, but if anyone found
out, we might get in trouble. And he came over today after my meltdown in
class. He promised me that he was telling the truth about his wife. And I
believe him. If you could have seen how upset he was that I was mad at him...
He would never hurt me." I knew I was rambling but Melissa was still just
staring at me. "He asked me to be his girlfriend. And I said yes. I know
it probably sounds crazy, but I want to be with him. Melissa, please say
something."


"Well it makes sense now."


"What?"


"Dating James is against the rules. Tyler was a safe
choice, but you wanted a bad boy."


"That's not true." Was it true? I found
Professor Hunter irresistible. Was I drawn to him because he wasn't good for
me? 


"Your boyfriend is a married professor. And you're a
student. So, yes, I think you could classify him as a bad boy. Penny, bad boys
are exciting, but they are always the wrong choice. Haven't you ever seen a
romantic comedy?"


"Melissa, you don't even know him. He makes me so happy.
He's wonderful." And sexy and dangerous. Oh my God, I've fallen for a
bad boy.


"He makes you miserable, Penny! You've been a mess this
whole past week. I've never seen you this upset and crazy before."


"Because I love him! And I was heartbroken when I
thought it was over."


"I'm sorry, I am. I don't want to be judging you,
but..."


"Then don't. Just be happy for me."


Melissa scrunched her face to the side again. "I'm
sorry. I am happy for you. So you really love him, huh?"


"Yes." I smiled.


"I need to meet him."


"Okay, you can definitely meet him now. He almost stayed
today but I told him I needed to talk to you first."


"Thanks. I would not have appreciated being blindsided
with this. I can't believe you're dating your professor!"


"And you can't tell anyone, Melissa."


"That's going to be hard."


"Trust me, I know how hard it is."


"I can't even tell Josh?"


"Hopefully he doesn't already know. I haven't asked
Tyler not to tell anyone yet. But if Josh doesn't know, please don't tell
him."


"Wait, Tyler knows that James is Professor Hunter? He
doesn't just think you're dating someone?"


"No, he knows."


"You have to text him. Like now. He's probably bad
mouthing you to the whole frat."


"I don't think he'd do that."


"Text him, Penny."


I grabbed my phone off my desk and quickly typed out a
message to Tyler. "Tyler, I'm really sorry about everything. If you could
please not tell anyone about Professor Hunter though, I'd really appreciate it.
I'm hoping that we can still be friends." I pressed send. Tyler thought I
was no longer with Professor Hunter. If he knew I was with Professor Hunter
again, he definitely wouldn't ever speak to me again. I put my phone back down
on the desk. I just wanted to be happy about Professor Hunter asking me to be
his girlfriend. Dealing with everything else made it hard for me to be excited,
though.









Chapter 48


Wednesday


I sat down in my usual seat and took a deep breath. After my
meltdown during my speech I knew people would be making fun of me. I was blushing
already and no one else was here yet. It had taken every ounce of my willpower
to come to class today. The deadline for dropping the class had passed.
Besides, now I wanted to stare at Professor Hunter again.


As my classmates started to stroll in, I kept my eyes on my
desk. There were a few snickers, but no one actually said anything to me. The
chair next to me squeaked against the linoleum. I looked over as Tyler sat
down.


"Hi," I said, trying to muster as much cheer to my
voice as possible.


"Hey, Penny," he said without looking at me.


"Tyler?"


"Penny, I really don't feel like talking right
now."


"Okay," I said softly and looked back down at my
desk. "But I am sorry."


"You're sorry?" Tyler scoffed. "Right, I'm
sure that you're real sorry that you're fucking our professor."


"Tyler!" I hissed.


"I can't do this." Tyler stood up and moved to the
empty seat in front of him. I bit my lip. I had never wanted to hurt him. Our
friendship meant so much to me, but he had never wanted to be my friend. There
was nothing I could do to fix it. 


When Professor Hunter walked into the room, Tyler's back
stiffened. I closed my eyes. It was too painful to see Tyler this way. I so
badly wanted for him to be happy. 


"So, the first day of speeches was interesting,"
Professor Hunter said. 


Several students laughed. Professor Hunter gave me a
reassuring smile. 


"I'm hoping that today will be a little more toned down.
But I guess we shall see. First up, Heather Matthews."


Professor Hunter made his way to the back of the room. Tyler looked
in the opposite direction as he walked by. Professor Hunter gave me a smile as
he sat down in the seat next to me that was usually occupied by Tyler. I put my
left elbow on my desk and rested my chin in my hand. I didn't care what anyone
had to say during their speeches, all I wanted to do was stare at Professor
Hunter.


He pulled out a stack of papers and began writing as Heather
started talking. Professor Hunter folded the sheet of paper he was writing on
and slid it onto my desk. He turned his attention back to the speech.


I slowly unfolded it and looked down at the message:


 


I wish we were alone right now. 


 


I grabbed a pen out of my backpack and quickly wrote a
response:


 


And what would you be doing to me if we were alone?


 


I slid the paper back onto his desk. I tapped my foot and bit
the end of my pen, anxiously waiting for his response. When the person speaking
finished, he quickly scribbled me a note and placed it on my desk.


 


Come to my office during lunch and find out. And stop biting
your pen. That's not what belongs in your mouth.


 


I lowered my pen. I looked over at him and he flashed his
panty dropping smile at me. Everything below my waistline clenched. I gulped
and quickly turned away. There was no way that this afternoon could come soon enough.
My heart beat was already accelerating in anticipation. I folded the paper and
slipped it into my pocket. The thought of the naughty words so close to my skin
made me even more excited.


When class finally ended I was surprised to see that Tyler
didn't move. He waited patiently as the class emptied out. Then he rose from
his seat and turned around.


"Mr. Stevens," Professor Hunter said. 


"What you're doing is wrong," Tyler said. There was
venom in his voice. I had never expected him to confront Professor Hunter. I
gulped.


"Not everything is so black and white," Professor
Hunter said calmly.


"In this case, it is."


"I beg to differ."


It looked like Tyler wanted to say something else, but
instead he just glared at Professor Hunter. "This isn't going to end
well," Tyler finally said.


"Are you threatening me?"


Tyler laughed. "No, I would never threaten my professor.
I'm fully aware of where the line is, unlike some of us." Tyler shook his
head, walked passed us, and exited through the back door.


Professor Hunter was silent for a moment. "Penny, is
that something I should be worried about?"


"I don't know. I asked him not to tell anyone."


"Then there's no use dwelling on it." He leaned in
and gave me a swift kiss on the lips. 


"Do you still want me to come to your office for
lunch?"


"Of course." He held out his hand. I grabbed it and
he pulled me up.


"Is 12:30 okay?"


"Sounds good. I'll pick us up something." He looked
over his shoulder to make sure the room was still empty and then kissed me
again. But this time it was hard, fierce, and possessive. When he drew back I
felt slightly dizzy. He kissed my hand. "Until later."









Chapter 49


Wednesday


My Stat professor droned on in what he thought was English.
But I didn't understand a word of it. I had missed class on Monday and I was
more confused than ever. By the time class ended, I had several pages of notes
that made zero sense. I sighed and put them into my backpack. I was probably
going to need to hire a tutor.


I pulled my backpack over my shoulder and headed out of
class. The sunlight hitting my face made me smile. Right now wasn't the time to
think about school. I had a lunch date with Professor Hunter.


I made my way across campus and toward the business and
economics building. Professor Hunter had never invited me to his office before.
I had always just showed up. The last time I had been there was the first time
we had had sex. Just thinking about it made me excited. He had completely
possessed me.


I opened the door to Lerner and made my way upstairs.
Professor Hunter's office was on the third floor. My heart was racing when I
reached his door. I knocked and stepped back. When he opened the door he looked
both ways, grabbed my arm, and pulled me inside his office. As soon as he
closed the door, he pressed my back against it.


"Penny."


"Professor Hunter."


He leaned forward and touched his nose against mine. "I
thought you were going to start calling me James?"


"It's hard to break a habit. And besides, we are in your
office." 


He smiled and pulled away. "We should probably
eat." He released me and my back slid down the door. 


"Oh." I was breathless. I wasn't thinking about
food. Professor Hunter walked over and sat down behind his desk. There were two
wrapped sandwiches and bottles of something on his desk. 


 "I picked up sandwiches from Capriotti's. I wasn't sure
what you'd like, so I just got two of my favorite."


"And what is your favorite?"


"Turkey, lettuce, provolone cheese, and mayo." He
looked at me hopefully.


"That sounds delicious." I sat down across from
him, grabbed one of the sandwiches, and unwrapped the paper. "It's
actually exactly what I would have ordered." I took a bite. "So
good."


He laughed. "We have more in common than I
thought."


"Apparently so." I slowly chewed my sandwich. There
was a question gnawing at me. "Can I ask you something?"


"Of course." There was a small line across his
forehead. He was still uncomfortable talking to me about personal things.


I wanted to ask him how much longer his divorce was going to
take, but I didn't want to upset him. Instead I tried to keep things up-tempo
and said, "I failed my speech, didn't I?" 


"You'll have to wait until tomorrow to find out just
like everyone else. No favoritism, remember?"


"I thought you were joking. So I really don't get
special treatment?"


Professor Hunter shook his head.


"None at all? I really think there should be certain
perks to dating a professor."


"Well, that depends on what you have in mind. I think
maybe there could be. I'm sure you could persuade me if you really wanted
to." 


I put my half eaten sandwich down on the paper. "This is
good. But I'm actually hungry for something else." 


Professor Hunter lowered his eyebrows slightly. He knew
exactly what I was referring to, and I could tell he wanted it. I stood up and
walked around his desk, trailing my finger along the wood. 


"I've had dreams about what you did to me on this
desk." I leaned against it and gripped the edge in my hands.


His Adam's apple rose and fell. "It would be better to
relive it." He lightly brushed the inside of my thigh with his fingertips.


I gulped. "That's not exactly what I had in mind."
I lifted my foot and pushed it against his chair until his chair had rolled
back from his desk. I knelt down in front of him and pushed his knees apart. This
is going to be fun. I ran my hands up his thighs and slowly unbuttoned his
jeans. He was looking down at me under his thick eyebrows. I wanted to make him
moan. He was letting me take control and it was invigorating. 


"You're going to want to scream. But don't make a
sound." I repeated the words back to him that had made me want him so
badly.


"Penny." His voice sounded strained. 


I unzipped his pants and he lifted his hips ever so slightly.
He wanted my mouth around him, claiming every inch of him. I opened the flap on
his boxes and pulled out his rock hard cock. I locked eyes with him as I
brought my lips to his tip. I slowly took him in my mouth and tightened my lips
around him. 


Professor Hunter moaned softly. 


I swirled my tongue around his shaft as I sucked him all the
way down. The way he was staring down at me under his thick eyebrows made me
ache between my legs. He gripped my hair in his fist and shoved his cock
deeper, hitting the back of my throat. Now I was the one moaning, and the
vibrations of my mouth seemed to make him even harder.


A knock sounded on the door.


"Shit," Professor Hunter said under his breath. He
quickly zipped up his pants. Without thinking, I climbed underneath his desk.
"No, Penny, don't..."


"Hello, James." The office door squeaked as someone
walked in. He had a deep, husky voice that I didn't recognize.


Professor Hunter cleared his throat. "Ben, I was just in
the middle of lunch." I heard the shuffle of paper on Professor Hunter's
desk. He was probably pulling my sandwich toward him. If Ben had any sense,
he'd know there was someone here. Two sandwiches and two drinks meant two
people. I bit my lip. 


"Well don't let me bother you." I heard the click
of the man's shoes as he walked over to Professor Hunter's desk and sat down in
the chair I had been sitting in. "Hungry today, James?"


Professor Hunter laughed. 


Then I got an idea. It was fun and dangerous and exactly what
I wanted to do. I ran my hand up his thigh and grabbed his zipper in my
fingertips. I didn't care that someone was here. He didn't seem to think
anything was amiss, and I didn't want to wait to have Professor Hunter's cock
back in my mouth. 


"No," Professor Hunter said firmly. He held my hand
away from him. But I didn't listen. With my left hand I slowly unzipped his
pants and pulled out his cock. He was still hard; he wanted me. I put my mouth
around him again and took him as deep as I could.


"Really? Two sandwiches is normal for you?"


"No," he groaned. "I mean, yes." I heard
him take a bite of his sandwich and moan lightly. "Yes, I'm quite hungry
today." 


"What kind of sandwich is it?"


"Turkey, from Capriotti's." Professor Hunter
shifted forward in his chair slightly, pushing me down deeper.


"It looks good."


The possibility of getting caught made me crave him even
more. His taste, his touch, his cock deep inside my aching pussy. Oh God.
I slid my lips up and down Professor Hunter's shaft, licking and sucking every
inch of him. 


"It's fucking fantastic." Professor Hunter's voice
sounded tight. I wanted him to unwind and find his release in my mouth.


"I'll have to try one," Ben said. 


"Yes!" Professor Hunter cleared his throat.
"You have to. They're irresistible."


Ben was quiet for a second. "I will then. I've heard
lots of good things about Capriotti's. But I don't want to disturb your lunch,
James. I just had a quick favor to ask."


I wanted Professor Hunter to explode in my mouth. I went up
and down, faster and faster.


"Oh," Professor Hunter said. I almost giggled. He
had meant to say it as a question, but it came out as more of an exclamation.
"What's the favor?" he asked a little more calmly. I could tell he
was close.


"It's for my class. I was just wondering if you could
come and talk to them about some of the catalysts that made your company
explode. So they can see how marketing makes all the difference."


I took Professor Hunter's cock all the way to the back of my
throat and felt him pulse between my lips. 


Professor Hunter slammed his hand against his desk. With his
other hand, he grabbed a fistful of my hair and pushed his thick cock even
deeper into my throat. "Fuck," he groaned.


A second later, his hot cum filled my mouth. I drank him down
greedily.


"Are you okay, James?"


"Yes. I'm just excited to talk to your class."
Professor Hunter sounded like he was out of breath. "I'll do it. Just
email me the details."


"Thank you, I really appreciate it." Ben's chair
squeaked as he stood up. "I think I might go get one of those sandwiches
right now."


"I can't recommend it enough." Professor Hunter
sighed.


"Have a good afternoon, James."


"You too, Ben."


I heard Ben's feet shuffle across the floor and then the door
close behind him. Professor Hunter stood up, put his hand out for me, and
pulled me to my feet.


"Your mouth is a miracle, Penny. But I will get you back
for that," he growled. 


"And when will that be?"


"When you least expect it." He leaned in and kissed
me, pressing my ass against the edge of the desk. "I forgot how much doing
naughty things in public gets you off. You're probably dripping wet, wanting me
more than you ever have before."


I already wanted him, but his naughty words sent a shiver
down my spine. I didn't just want him, I needed him and only him, deep inside
of me, making me scream.


"I am. I want you so badly."


A smile curled on Professor Hunter's lips. He pulled my
leggings down and pushed my thong to the side. "Just like I thought."
His finger pressed against me, teasing me. "You're so wet for me,
Penny." He brushed the tip of his nose against mine. 


My heart was racing. I tilted my head back and he answered my
call, ravaging me with a kiss that made my head spin. He bit my lip and plunged
a finger inside of me.


I gasped.


He slid his finger in and out of me in a torturous rhythm.
"I didn't realize that my cock in your mouth turned you on so much."


"Everything about you turns me on."


He slid another finger inside of me. 


I moaned softly. He began to pulse his fingers faster,
deeper. I could feel myself clenching around him, climbing higher and higher,
like only he could do to me. He pressed his thumb against my clit. I gripped the
edge of his desk. He curved his finger slightly, hitting that spot that I never
knew existed before meeting him.


"Yes!" I screamed and shattered around his fingers.
My release washed over me as he pulled his fingers out and slid them into his
mouth. I gulped, watching him. Everything he did was so sexy. I wasn't done
with him yet. I moved my eyes down his torso to his pants. His erection was
bulging against the zipper, eager to come out.


"I only have a few minutes before my next class,"
Professor Hunter said.


"Then you better fuck me fast."


He raised his left eyebrow. "Penny, I know I can make
you come in sixty seconds." There was a challenging look in his eyes.
"Turn around and place your hands on the desk." 


I quickly followed his instructions. I had never wanted
something so badly in my life.


He hooked his thumbs around my waistband and slid his hands
down my ass and thighs, pushing my panties and leggings to my knees. He pushed
me forward so that my torso was on top of his desk and my ass was jutting in
the air, waiting for him.


He ran his fingers down my spine. "This is going to be
fast and rough, just the way you like it." I heard the zipper on his
pants. The waiting was killing me. I needed him to fill me. As if answering my
silent pleading, he slapped my ass hard and thrust his huge cock inside of me.
The sting of his hand and his cock spreading me wide made me gasp.


He slid his length in and out of me slowly, making the pain
turn into immeasurable pleasure within seconds. I gripped the other side of his
desk and pushed back into him, wanting more.


He slammed into me and began pumping relentlessly, fucking me
harder than he ever had before. My hip bones dug into the side of his desk, but
all I could feel was him inside of me. His cock made me forget about
everything.


He leaned forward and brushed my cheek with his knuckles as
he gyrated his hips. "You only have thirty seconds left, Penny. If you
don't come, then you'll just have to wait." 


"I'm so close," I moaned. He couldn't leave me like
this, aching and wanting. He pulled my hair, making me arch my back. He gripped
my hair tight and used it as leverage as he thrust faster. The sensation made
me clench around him.


"That's right," he growled. "Come for me,
Penny."


And as if he had given me a simple instruction, I found my
release. My toes curled as he continued to thrust in and out of me, riding my
high. He gripped both sides of my waist and a moment later I felt his hot
liquid fill me. 


He groaned softly and pulled out of me, leaving an empty
feeling between my thighs. I heard him zip his pants and I rose from his desk
and turned around.


He knelt down in front of me and kissed each of my hip bones.
There were red lines on my flesh from the pressure of being fucked hard against
his desk. I swallowed hard and watched him as he pulled my thong and pants back
up. He placed another kiss on each of my hip bones.


"I'll be by your place at eight."


"What?" I couldn't think clearly. I had no idea
what he was talking about. But I wasn't going to protest, I wanted to see him
as much as possible.


"To meet Melissa, remember?" He stood and placed
his hand gently on my cheek. "That's tonight, right? I'll bring
dessert."


"Oh."


"Brownies or something, Penny." He traced my lips
with his thumb. "Not me this time."


I smiled. "Sorry, I'm having a hard time thinking
straight."


Professor Hunter smiled back at me. "I don't think I'll
ever get enough of you," he whispered.


I looked longingly into his eyes. "I know that I'll
never get enough of you." I loved him. There was no doubt in my mind. I
loved him so much.


 









Chapter 50


Wednesday


Last time Professor Hunter had been here I hadn't known he
was coming. So I wanted to make sure my dorm room looked better this time. I
grabbed the last piece of clothing on the ground and tossed it in my hamper.


"Geez, hasn't he been here before?" Melissa was
watching me.


"Yeah, but I don't want him to think I'm messy."


"But you are messy."


I put the bottle of Windex down on my bureau. "I guess
you're right."


"Is there anything else I should know?"


"About Pro...I mean, James?"


"Ew, do you call him Professor Hunter?"


"No," I lied. I could feel my face turning crimson.


"You're so weird."


"Melissa, please don't embarrass me."


"I promise that I'm not on a mission to embarrass you.
But I do have some questions for him. If I happen to mortify you along the
way..."


"Melissa."


"I'll be on my best behavior." She lifted her hands
in the air, pretending to surrender.


I didn't believe her for a second. My phone buzzed and my
stomach rose to my chest. I grabbed it and read his text. "He's
here."


"So go let him in." Melissa crossed her legs on her
bed. 


I gave her one last pleading look and went to go let
Professor Hunter in. I opened the back door to our building. He was standing
there in a leather jacket, jeans, and a t-shirt. He truly looked like a college
student, the most handsome college student in existence. It had started to
rain, which made his hair glisten. He stepped inside and kissed me.


"Penny," he whispered.


"James," I said breathlessly. My knees felt like
jelly.


"Is she excited to meet me?"


"I think so."


"You don't seem very confident." He had a playful
grin on his face.


"It's just that she can be kind of intense. Please just
remember how much I like you."


"I'm sure it won't be that bad. I brought brownies."
He held up a pan covered with aluminum foil. Brownies were second only to
condoms on my list of favorite things that come in foil.


"I'd rather have you." I was feeling bold, a
feeling I knew would disappear as soon as we walked into my dorm room.


"Maybe later. Right now, I promised to meet your
friend." He pulled back and put his hand out for me. I let him lead the
way up the stairs to my room. I took a deep breath as I opened the door.


"So you're the elusive Professor Hunter?" Melissa
asked.


I closed the door behind us, hoping that no one on our floor
had heard her.


Professor Hunter gave Melissa a charming smile. "Please,
call me James. And you must be Melissa." Professor Hunter put out his hand
for Melissa to shake.


Melissa hesitated a moment too long and then shook his hand.
She was being awful on purpose. Letting them meet was looking like a terrible
idea already.


"I brought brownies." Professor Hunter lifted the
pan in the air.


"Yum! Did you bake them yourself?" Melissa asked.


Professor Hunter paused. "No. I doubt they'd be edible
if I had."


"You don't cook?"


"Not very often." Professor Hunter scratched the
back of his neck. He looked so uncomfortable. I wound my arm around his.


"He has a personal chef," I offered. Could this
be any more awkward? Melissa was going to spend the whole night rapid
firing questions at him.


"Very fancy," Melissa said. She crossed her arms in
front of her chest. "It's strange, I never pictured a professor in our
dorm room."


"I never pictured myself in a student's room either. It
just happened."


Melissa smiled. "So, tell me about yourself."


"Well, I grew up in New York. I lived there my whole
life until I moved here last year. I'm sorry, what is it that you want to know
exactly? Something specific?"


"Where did you go to school?"


"Can I sit down?" He gave me a smile. He was
handling himself well, despite Melissa's onslaught. 


"Yes," I said. But I was curious to know where he
went to school too. I had never asked him about that before. I pulled out my
desk chair for him. Professor Hunter took off his jacket, put it on the back of
the chair, and sat down. I jumped onto my bed and sat Indian style.


"I went to Harvard." Harvard, wow.


"Your parents are wealthy then?" Melissa asked.


"My parents are wealthy, but I had a scholarship to
Harvard."


"Impressive."


"Thank you."


"But even so, you're very handsome and your parents are
wealthy. Most things in your life must have been handed to you."


A flash of anger crossed Professor Hunter's face. He took a
deep breath. "In some regards, yes. Many things that were handed to me I
didn't want though. I owe my success to myself, not my family. Do you have
another question for me?"


"Well there's one main one. Why is it that you want to
date students?" Melissa wasn't backing down. 


"I don't want to date students." He emphasized the
plural. "You seem to have gotten the wrong idea about me. I just want to
date Penny."


"So you have never dated any students besides
Penny?"


"No, I have not."


"Can you really even date someone if you're
married?"


Professor Hunter looked at me. He was surprised that Melissa
knew that. Was he mad at me for telling her? I couldn't tell from his
expression. Maybe he looked a little hurt. I didn't realize telling Melissa
would betray his confidence. My stomach churned uneasily. He turned back to
Melissa. "I'm getting divorced."


"But you're technically still married."


"Melissa, my soon to be ex-wife has been cheating on me
for almost as long as we were together. As far as I'm concerned, we are no
longer married."


Melissa was quiet for a moment. "I'm sorry about your
wife. But you are still married. How much longer will your divorce take?"


I was silently thanking Melissa. She was asking him questions
that I didn't have the confidence to. And for some reason, Professor Hunter was
answering her questions without hesitation.


"I honestly don't know. I thought she would have signed
the papers by now. I've given her everything she wants."


"It seems wrong to pursue a relationship in that
situation."


"I have to disagree. There hasn't been anything that's
felt so right in my life."


"It may feel right, but there are consequences. Won't
you get fired if someone finds out about you and Penny?"


"Not necessarily."


Watching Melissa and him talk was like watching a ping pong
tournament. 


"But aren't you thinking about Penny too? If this gets
out, no one will believe the grades you've given her. No one will see her as
just another student. Even other professors will question her grades. I know
that she's just with you, but people may think she's been with other professors
too. Her whole college career will be in jeopardy. You may be fine with getting
fired, but she still has to go to school here."


I hadn't really thought of that. Will I really be seen
differently? 


"I think that Penny can make her own choices." He
looked over at me. "I've thought about all the possibilities. And I'm
willing to risk it as long as she is."


"I am." I smiled at Professor Hunter. I was all in.
The future didn't matter right now. For the first time I wasn't worried about
what might happen. I was enjoying right now. But I'd be lying if I didn't see a
future between us. I couldn't imagine my life without him. 


"And you aren't at all concerned about your age
difference?" Melissa continued.


Shit. I had been so caught up in everything that I had
somehow forgotten about my own secret. Would Professor Hunter even want to be
with me after I told him the truth? I bit my lip.


"No, it doesn't concern me." He paused. "How
about we have those brownies?" Professor Hunter suggested.


"Why, because chocolate makes all women's problems go
away?" Melissa scoffed.


"I'm just hungry." Professor Hunter shifted in his
chair. "What are you majoring in anyway, criminal justice?"


"I'll get plates." I hopped off the bed and found
some paper plates from the closet. I pulled the tinfoil off the pan.


Melissa stared at him. "No, political science."


"Do you want to be a lawyer?"


"This isn't really about me, James, it's about
you."


"I was under the impression that we were supposed to get
to know each other tonight."


"Yes, I want to be a lawyer. Now back to you. I find it
hard to believe that you can't find someone to date that's your own age."
Melissa was being relentless.


"The only person I want to date is Penny. I don't know
what else I can say to make you believe me."


Melissa sighed. "Okay."


"Okay?"


"I believe you. I'm sorry about all the questions. I'm
just looking out for Penny. Dating a professor just isn't like her."


I froze as I was cutting the brownies. Please don't say
I'm a future cat lady!


"I would hope not," Professor Hunter said.


"That's a little hypocritical."


"Then I guess I'm a hypocrite." He smiled at me. 


My body relaxed. It always did when his gaze was on me. I
finished cutting the brownies and handed them out.


"These are really good," Melissa said sweetly. I
relaxed even more. Maybe her onslaught was finally done.


"I'll pass on your compliments." Professor Hunter
put his half eaten brownie down on the plate. "So, if Penny isn't the type
of girl who dates a professor, what type of girl is she exactly?" 


Melissa laughed. "The type of girl who likes to stay in
on a Saturday night. She doesn't break the rules. I mean, I thought she was
joking when she told me she was dating you." 


"I break the rules sometimes." It was weird just
sitting there watching them talk about me.


"No you don't. You're ridiculously straight laced. I
basically have to drag you out of the dorm on weekends."


Professor Hunter laughed. He put down his plate, stood up,
and sat down on the bed next to me. The tension in the room seemed to
completely evaporate once he put his arm around me. He wasn't a professor in
our room anymore; he was my boyfriend. I was the luckiest girl in the world.


Melissa smiled at us. "Going from taking no risks to
dating a professor is a huge leap. I didn't really understand it. But seeing
you two together..." Melissa shrugged. "I get it."


"Well I'm glad we have your approval. Your opinion seems
to be very important to Penny, and therefore important to me."


"And I promise not to tell anyone. Your secret is safe with
me."


"Thank you, Melissa."


"And let me officially invite you to our birthday party.
I'm sure Penny has already told you about it."


"Actually, she hasn't invited me yet." Professor
Hunter smiled at me. "Or mentioned it at all."


Melissa laughed. "Well, normally I guess you couldn't
come. But since it's going to be close to Halloween we're having a costume
party. So as long as you wear a good costume, I think it'll be okay."


Professor Hunter flashed me a smile. "I wouldn't miss
it."


My stomach was in knots. I needed to tell him that I was only
19. Now I was afraid that I had waited too long. The lie seemed worse and worse
the longer I waited.


"Can I come over to your place for a bit?" I asked
Professor Hunter. I would tell him tonight, no matter what.


He rubbed my back. "Of course."


"I'm sorry, I just have one more thing to say before you
go."


"Melissa," I pleaded.


"No, it's okay," Professor Hunter interjected.
"What is it?"


"You better not hurt her."


"I won't."


"Well, you already have. So your word is hard to
believe. I've never seen Penny act the way she did this past week. And you two
may have forgotten about that, but I haven't."


"That was just a misunderstanding."


"Maybe if you're more upfront about your baggage, things
like that won't happen." 


"I won't hurt her," Professor Hunter repeated. For
the first time he looked truly angry. I held my breath.


"That's all I can ask." Melissa finished her
brownie. "You two are cute together."


Professor Hunter looked down at me. "It's getting late.
If you wanted to come over for awhile, we better get going." He got off my
bed and put on his jacket.


I slid off the bed and put our plates in the trash.


"Penny, can I talk to you for a second?" Melissa
asked.


"I'll pull the car around," James said. He extended
his hand to Melissa. "It was...interesting to meet you, Melissa."


"Good choice of words. I'm sorry if I made you
uncomfortable." Melissa shook his hand.


"Looking out for your friends is a good quality to have.
I hope to see you again soon. You're going to make a good lawyer." 


It looked like his words made Melissa blush. So his charm did
extend to everyone. Professor Hunter walked out the door, leaving the two of us
alone. 


As soon as the door closed I turned to Melissa. "You
promised you'd be on your best behavior. What the hell was that?"


"I'm sorry, Penny. I didn't mean to lie. I just had so
many questions for him."


I sighed. "So, what did you think?"


"He's very handsome. So handsome. And he seems
nice."


"Stop being vague. Tell me what you really think."


"Penny, I don't know what it is exactly, but I don't
trust him."


"He answered all your millions of questions. What else
could you possibly need to know?"


"It just seems like he's hiding something. I don't know
how to explain it. Penny, I want you to be happy."


"I am."


"Just be careful, okay?" She reached over and
squeezed my hand. Her concern made me slightly uneasy. Maybe he was hiding
something else.









Chapter 51


Wednesday


Professor Hunter's was waiting for me when I walked out of my
dorm. He was leaning against the car with his arms crossed. It was still
drizzling, but he didn't seem to notice. He looked angry. But when I reached
him, he smiled and opened up the door for me. I climbed in and he shut the door
behind me. I buckled my seat belt as I watched him walk around the car to the
driver's side. He got in and we immediately sped off. His silence was
unnerving.


"I'm sorry about all of Melissa's questions."


"It's okay."


He looked straight ahead at the road. He was gripping the
wheel so tightly that his knuckles were turning white.


"It doesn't seem like it's okay."


"When I told you to tell her about me, I thought you
were just going to say that I was your professor."


"I thought I was allowed to tell her everything? She
would have asked questions if I didn't tell her what our fight was about."


"You should have asked me if it was okay."


"I'm sorry."


"I like to keep my personal life private, Penny."


"I know. Even from me." I folded my arms across my
chest and looked out the window. We were pulling up to his apartment building.
I was already suspicious that he was hiding things from me. And now Melissa's
words haunted me too. The car circled the garage and Professor Hunter parked it
with ease between his assortment of other cars. He cut the ignition and got out
of the car. I pushed my door open without waiting for him.


He grabbed my hand and walked quickly toward the elevator,
pulling me with him. Why did I find him so sexy when he was angry and
demanding? He slid his access card in the reader and the doors opened. He
pulled me inside.


"I said that I was sorry. I should have asked you."


"It's not just that."


"Then what is it?"


"Your friend hates me. She didn't even give me a chance.
I think that maybe it's because she has someone else in mind for you."


"She doesn't."


"So, she dislikes Tyler too?"


"This has nothing to do with Tyler. She's just looking
out for me."


"I don't think that's true."


"Stop!" I lightly pushed his chest.


He grabbed my hand. His eyes were ablaze as he stared down at
me. He pushed my back against the elevator wall and lifted my hands above my
head. Desire exploded through my body. His kiss was possessive and intense,
leaving my whole body wanting. Every inch of me felt alive. His erection
pressed against my thigh, growing with every second. When the door dinged open,
he pulled away.


"Oh God."


He smiled at me. I blushed. I hadn't meant to say that out
loud.


Professor Hunter tossed his jacket on the floor and pulled
off his t-shirt. "You have a way of crawling under my skin."


"I don't mean to."


"Yes, you do." 


"Professor Hunter, I need to talk to you."


"I don't want to talk." He walked over to me and
pushed my shirt up the sides of my torso. There was only one thing on his mind.
And I wanted it too.


But I needed to be strong. If I didn't tell him now, it would
just get worse and worse. "But I have something important to tell
you."


He pulled my shirt the rest of the way off. "It can
wait." His lips were on mine and the rest of my resolve dissolved with his
kiss. It had the same intensity as our kiss in the elevator. 


He pushed me down onto the pristine couch and got on top of
me. His tongue swirled around mine as I moved my hand down his six pack. I
traced his happy trail with my fingertips and grabbed his erection through his
jeans. He moaned into my mouth.


I fumbled with the button and zipper on his jeans and wrapped
my hand around his length. His breathing hitched as I moved my hand up and down
his shaft. 


"I know that you're angry with me." He unhinged my
bra and gently pulled it down my arms. 


"No, it's okay," I panted.


He leaned down and kissed my neck. He moved down, leaving a
trail of kisses across my breasts, sucking hard on each nipple. I wanted him so
badly. He kissed down my stomach and past my belly button. I lifted my hips and
he pulled off my leggings and thong with one swift move. He spread my knees
apart and slid his hands up my thighs. I gulped.


"I want you to be angry. That'll make this even
better." He brought his lips down to my clit and sucked hard. 


"Professor Hunter!" I arched my back.


He sucked it again in response and let his tongue answer my
needs. He pushed my thighs farther apart, shoving his tongue deeper inside of
me, driving me insane. I pushed my face into one of the pillows and moaned.


"Yes! I need you," I groaned. "Please."


With his free hand he pushed his pants and boxers to the
ground. I bit my lip, anticipating him inside of me. But instead of climbing on
top of me, he grabbed my hand and pulled me to a seated position, shoving his
fingers deep inside of me. I gasped with pleasure.


He shoved his thick cock into my open mouth and grabbed a
fistful of my hair. I wanted him inside of me, but I craved the taste of him. I
mimicked what his fingers were doing, sliding up and down his shaft faster and
faster. I tightened my lips and looked up at him as he closed his eyes in
ecstasy. I grabbed his ass and went down as deep as I could, letting him fill
the back of my throat.


He groaned and pulled out of my mouth. "I don't want to
cum in your mouth. I want your pussy clenched around me, with you screaming my
name." 


I loved when he talked like that. It was so dirty but it
turned me on even more.


He pulled his fingers out of me and I groaned in protest.
"Baby, we're not even close to being finished." 


He pulled me off the couch and bent me over the arm rest.
"Spread your legs, Penny." His voice had a low growl to it. He had
never sounded so sexy. I followed his instructions and held my breath. I
thought he'd thrust himself deep inside of me right away but nothing happened.
A chill ran down my spine and my body shook. His fingers brushed against the
back of my knees and I arched my back. The anticipation was killing me. His
fingers ran up my thighs and over my ass. He slid his hands to my hips and
gripped them tightly as he plunged himself inside of me.


"Yes!" I screamed. It was everything I wanted and
more. So carnal, so raw.


His cock pounded relentlessly, filling me, stretching me
until I couldn't take anymore. Professor Hunter grabbed my shoulders and pulled
me to a standing position, tilting his cock and hitting the spot that only he
could find. I gasped. The sensation was too much. I was just about to come when
he suddenly pulled out.


He pushed me back down onto the couch.


"Roll over," he demanded.


I turned. The want in his eyes matched my own. Everything
inside me felt so wound up. I needed him. Only he could unwind me.
"Professor Hunter, I'm so close," I panted.


"I know." He got down on top of me and grabbed my
ass, lifting my legs into the air. My lower back hovered over the couch
cushions. 


"Please," I begged.


He raised his left eyebrow.


"Please, Professor Hunter. Fuck me!"


He thrust himself inside me again. He gyrated his hips,
hitting every nerve inside of me. His hands moved to my hips and he gripped
them firmly as he began to move slowly in and out of me. I tried to move my
hips to make him go faster, but he had me locked in place. He rocked back
slightly and then pushed himself deeper, all the way inside of me, filling me
with every inch of him.


I exploded into a million pieces as his hot liquid shot into
me. Professor Hunter collapsed beside me and pulled me tight against his chest.
His heart was racing. I tilted my head back and he kissed me softly. I wanted
to stay in this moment forever. 









Chapter 52


Wednesday


As his heart beat slowed, I knew it was time. There was
nothing preventing me from telling him my secret now.


"You called me baby."


"I'm sorry, did you not like that?"


"No I did. You've just always called me Penny. Or Miss
Taylor. Everything you say sounds sexy though. You could call me
anything."


Professor Hunter smiled. "And you've always called me
Professor Hunter."


"I think you like that I keep calling you that."


"You do, huh?"


"It makes everything sexier. Mysterious and forbidden.
Wrong but so right."


"Nothing is wrong about you and me." He tucked a
strand of hair behind my ear. "Melissa said something after I left, didn't
she? I can tell that something is bothering you."


"No, it's not that." Only partially.


"Hold that thought." He slowly rose from the couch.



I stared at him longingly. 


"What, have you not had enough?"


"I'll never have enough of you."


He smiled and zipped up his jeans. "I'll be right back.
I have something for you."


I slowly sat up. I grabbed my panties off the floor. I went
to pick up my pants but suddenly had a better idea. I pulled Professor Hunter's
shirt on instead and sat back down on the couch.


"God you're sexy." He reemerged from a room that I
hadn't been in yet.


I could feel my face flushing.


"This is when you look the most beautiful. When your
hair is mussed up, your cheeks are pink, and you're wearing one of my
shirts."


He pulled a wrapped box out from behind his back.


"But my birthday isn't for another few weeks."


"It's not for your birthday." He sat down beside me
and placed the box in my hands. It was wrapped perfectly with white paper and a
silky pink bow.


"What is it?"


"Open it, baby."


I smiled at him. I pulled the bow loose and tore into the
paper. I lifted up the lid and slid the tissue paper to the side. It was a new
bikini. It was a deep blue, the same color as the ocean. There were more
strings than I was used to seeing on a bathing suit, but it looked beautiful. I
ran my fingers across the fabric.


"You didn't need to do that."


"I wanted to. Besides it's my fault that we lost your
last one."


I laughed. "We didn't lose it. You somehow convinced me
to get naked in public and it got stolen."


"I hate to break it to you, but it didn't take that much
convincing." He leaned in and kissed me gently.


"But this is probably the most expensive thing I own
now. It's too much." I put the lid back on the box and pushed it back into
his hands.


"Penny, it's a gift."


"I know. I'm sorry, I do love it. But I'm not used to
getting extravagant gifts like this."


"Well you better get used to it. I want to be able to
buy you things. I want to get you everything you've ever wanted."


I shook my head. "I don't want anything. I just want
you."


"That's refreshing to know." He cupped my chin in
his hand. "I've never met anyone like you." He leaned in and kissed
me again. 


 Professor Hunter pulled back and ran his hand through his
hair. "Well, don't get mad at me. I didn't realize that you weren't going
to like getting presents. I also picked up a few other things for you for
whenever you want to spend the night."


"What?"


He stood up and held his hand out for me. I grabbed it and he
pulled me to my feet. He led me past the kitchen and into his bedroom. He
flipped the light on in his closet. A row of his shirts was missing, and in
their place were tons of clothes. For me.


I ran my hand along the jeans, t-shirts, short dresses,
skirts, and blouses. I looked down. And shoes? There were a new pair of
sneakers, some flats, and a few high heels with varying lengths of stilettos. 


Everything still had the tags. "I can't accept all of
this. I mean, I can't accept any of this. Please tell me that you can return
everything?"


"I can, but I'm not going to."


"Why?"


"Penny, your face lit up when you saw everything. I
understand that you aren't used to being showered with gifts. But I want you to
have these things, or else I wouldn't have bought them for you. I want you to
be comfortable staying here whenever you want." 


I felt myself blush. "It's all so nice. But how did you
even know my size?"


"I think I know your body pretty well." He put his
hand on the small of my back. "And you left your clothes here that one
morning."


I cringed remembering when I had run out on him. I had never
meant to hurt him. And I was about to again. I needed to tell him the truth.


Professor Hunter opened up one of his drawers. There were at
least a dozen pairs of lacy panties with matching bras. 


"So these are the kinds of things you like me to
wear?" I thought of the cotton thong I was wearing. I suddenly felt
self-conscious.


He pulled me into his arms. "I prefer you in nothing at
all."


I was losing my resolve again. Whenever he touched me it was
like a spark of electricity through my whole body.


"Professor Hunter, this is all too much. I appreciate
the gesture, but I don't need any of this."


Professor Hunter wrapped his arms tighter around me. His
intoxicating smell was making my head spin. 


"I feel like a Disney princess. Which makes you the
handsome prince that rescued me. But I didn't even realize that I needed
rescuing."


Professor Hunter laughed. "If I'm the prince I certainly
hope that you'll be my princess."


I smiled up at him. "It's like I moved in without having
to actual move any of my things. I guess that is rather convenient."


"It is."


"So you really want me to keep all this stuff?"


"I'm going to want to spoil you. That's something that
you're going to have to accept. I want to give you everything. But I bought
these things for you mainly because I want you to consider spending more time
here. I thought that having these things here would make that easier."


Is he asking me to move in? Kind of? My heartbeat
quickened. I barely even knew him. That was insane.


"Besides, your bed is so uncomfortable," he added.


Oh God, he is asking me to move in. I had waited too
long to tell him my secret. It had gotten so serious so fast. "I don't
mind my bed. Actually I'm really used to it. It's quite comfortable now." 


Professor Hunter's face fell. "I'm not trying to
pressure you, Penny. I know I have some things I need to deal with. And I
promise that I am dealing with them. I'm just hoping that you'll consider
spending more time here. I'm happiest when you're next to me." He traced
his thumb along my lower lip.


"You mean like a few nights a week?"


"If that's what you want."


"What do you want?"


"If it was up to me, I'd have you here all the
time." He leaned down to kiss me, but I pulled away.


"I need to talk to you."


"We are talking. And I can't think of a better
conversation to have."


"No, I mean I need to tell you something." I
grabbed his arms and unwound myself from him. I walked out of his closet and
sat down on his bed. It was so soft. I hadn't realized how tired I was. Part of
me just wanted to lay down and have him hold me all night. I wanted to be with
him all the time too. But he didn't know me. And I had a feeling that I didn't
know him either.


He sat down beside me. "I'll return everything. I didn't
mean to make you uncomfortable."


"It's not that. I love the idea of spending more time
with you. I just need to tell you something."


"Okay."


I felt like I was in a dream. After being so mad at him last
week, it seemed surreal that my secret was what could potentially ruin us. But
maybe he was still holding something back too. 


"What's wrong, Penny?" He squeezed my hand.


"I don't want there to be any more secrets between
us," I said.


He gazed into my eyes. I thought he might offer one of his,
but he stayed silent. He looked unsettled. I didn't want to do this; I didn't
want for this to end. I moved so that I was sitting on his lap, facing him. I
put my hands on the sides of his face and he moved his so that they were on the
small of my back.


"You're so handsome. I still don't know what you see in
me."


"I see everything that I've always wanted." He
kissed my cheek where a tear had fallen.


"I need to tell you something. And you have to promise
that you won't get mad."


"Just tell me." He kissed my other cheek where I
had shed another tear.


I leaned in and kissed him. I wanted to remember what it felt
like for him to want me, for him to trust me. He moved his hand to the back of
my neck and pulled me into him. Everything seemed so simple when we kissed. It
was just right. It was perfect. I moved my head back. He was looking at me with
the familiar lust in his eyes. If I wanted, I could have him again right now.
And I really wanted to. I placed one last swift kiss on his eager lips.


"You have to promise," I said again.


"Okay. I promise that I won't get mad."


"My birthday is on October 15th."


"That's good to know. I'll make sure to clear my
schedule."


"No, that's not what's bothering me." I grabbed his
hands from my back, moved them to his lap, and held them firmly. I was never
going to let go of his hands. If I let go, he might slip away from me. "I
lied to you."


Professor Hunter's brow creased, but he didn't say a word.


"I've been lying to you ever since you walked me home
from that party. I didn't mean to. At first I just didn't want to get in
trouble. But now it's so much more. I don't want to hurt you. I don't want this
to be over."


"Penny, I told you that I'm not going anywhere. Just
tell me." He squeezed my hands.


I took a deep breath. "I'm not a senior."


I could see his body tense. It looked like I had slapped him
across the face. He didn't look mad though, just surprised.


"I'm a sophomore. But my birthday is October 15th. I'll
be 20 in just a couple weeks."


His handsome features looked strained. "You're only
19?" He pulled his hands away from mine. He was already slipping away.


"I'm practically 20."


He ran both his hands through his hair. "Oh God, I've
been serving you alcohol. I could have been arrested."


"I know, I'm sorry."


"You're only 19?" His voice sounded pained. He put
his hands on his cheeks and rubbed his scruff. "Penny."


"I know that I should have told you."


"You made me feel awful for not telling you about
Isabella. And the whole time you were lying to me?"


"I know, I'm so sorry."


"I told you how hard it is for me to trust people. This
is why. Because no one is trustworthy. I thought you were different."


"Professor Hunter, please. That's my only secret. You
know everything about me now. You can trust me. It's still me. It's just two
years difference. Two years is nothing."


"It's not the age. It's that you lied to me."


"If I had told you that first night, you could have
reported me to the dean. I would have been kicked out of school."


"I never would have done that."


"But it's your job."


"I don't care about my job! I care about you. I had a
crush on you. It took every ounce of control I had to not lift up that short,
sparkly skirt you were wearing and have my way with you right there in the
middle of campus."


"I didn't know that. All I knew was that I was drinking
underage and I had a crush on my professor. I was so out of my comfort zone. I
didn't know what to do."


"Well you should have told me."


"I know, and I'm sorry."


I reached for his face, but he pushed my hand away. "I
thought you were different. I let myself fall for you, even though I knew
better."


My stomach churned. "I've fallen for you too."


He ran his hand through his hair. "The things I've done
to you. If I had known you were a teenager I wouldn't have..."


"Don't say that. Don't take away what we have. I love
you." I was choking on my words. "Professor Hunter, I love you. I
love you so much."


Professor Hunter looked distraught. "Penny, you don't
know what love is." He pushed me off his lap.


"You promised you wouldn't get mad."


"Damn it, Penny! You made me believe that this was real.
I let myself dream about a future with you. We only had to wait two semesters.
I wanted to be with you. But six? Six semesters?"


I couldn't stop my tears. "Stop using the past
tense."


"What do you expect, Penny? You waited a whole month to
tell me. Why didn't you just tell me when we first started dating?"


"That's exactly why. Because we had only just started
dating. And I'm obsessed with you. I knew you'd be mad. I knew that you'd leave
me. I wanted to have you as long as possible."


"That's not an excuse. If you had believed what we had
was real, telling me your age wouldn't have mattered."


"So what we have isn't real then?"


Professor Hunter stood up and rubbed his hands across his
face again. "What finally gave you the nerve to tell me the truth?"


"Because it was the only thing holding me back from
happiness."


"That's a selfish reason."


"I know. But I never meant to hurt you."


"Well you did."


"I'm so sorry."


Professor Hunter went to his closet and pulled a shirt on.
"I'm going out."


"Where? Professor Hunter, it's late. Please stay. We can
try to work this out. Don't walk away from what we have."


"I'll be at a bar so that you can't follow me. Or do you
have a fake I.D. too?"


"No, I don't."


"Good." He walked out of the room. I stumbled off
the bed and ran after him. He was already standing by the elevator. He hit the
button and the doors opened. 


"Please don't go." I walked over to him. I wanted
him to hug me and tell me everything was okay and that he loved me too.


He stepped into the elevator. "I believe that you know
how to let yourself out." The doors slid shut and he was gone. I pressed
my hand against the cold metal.


My whole body felt numb. I thought telling him would be a
relief. A part of me thought he would forgive me. He had asked me to move in
with him. And now he had kicked me out. Not just from his apartment, but from
his life.









Chapter 53


Tuesday


I sat down in the coffee shop and stared at the door. This
was where I had first met Professor Hunter. The memory usually made me smile,
but today it made me feel sick to my stomach. A month ago I had sat here,
hoping to run into Austin. The hurt of him blowing me off was no comparison to
how I felt now. It felt like I was drowning. Everything seemed bleak. I had no
appetite. I couldn't sleep. My hands shook slightly as I lifted my coffee cup.
I took a sip, but it had no taste. 


After Professor Hunter had walked out on me, I had wandered
down to Main Street, searching for him in the rain. Every time I called him it
went straight to voicemail. I traced my fingertip along the bottom of my lip,
trying to remember what his hands on me felt like. I wanted to cry. I didn't
care that I was in a crowded coffee shop, I had never felt so alone in my life.


Professor Hunter had canceled class on Friday. And on Monday
he looked completely fine. He hadn't glanced at me once. If he had, he would
have seen the silent tears fall down my cheeks. I had made a mistake and I was
sorry. But he wouldn't forgive me. I needed him to forgive me. And I was hoping
to run into him outside of class. Maybe he would talk to me here.


I pulled out the piece of paper from my pocket and unfolded
it. I looked down at the sheet with my grade written on it in Professor
Hunter's sexy scrawl. He had handed out the grades on Monday, but the paper was
already slightly worn from being folded and unfolded so many times. I ran my
index finger along his words.


 


Student: Penny Taylor


Topic: Marketing


Miss Taylor,


You don't know how much it pains me to see you hurt. Just
give me a chance to explain. I can't lose you. 


As for your speech, I am in awe of you. Your passion is
inspiring. Even though you strayed off topic, the whole class could learn a lot
from you. And the fact that your passion is for me makes everything more real
for me. I feel the same way about you. Minus the anger. 


But it is usually best not to cry and curse during
presentations, Miss Taylor. 


Grade: A-


P.S. Now I know how it feels. I just need some time.


 


I wiped away the tears as I reread his P.S. It was in a
different color ink, so it must have been written after he had learned that I
wasn't a senior. He needed time. But time was killing me. My phone buzzed. I
had to get to class. I folded the paper and shoved it back into my pocket. I
grabbed my umbrella in one hand and my coffee cup in the other and walked out
into the rain.
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Chapter 1


Wednesday


My stomach was in knots. I couldn't eat. I couldn't sleep. I
couldn't seem to focus in class. Every day that I saw Professor Hunter I had
this pathetic hope that things would somehow be the way they were before. But
it never happened. He wouldn't even look at me. It was like I didn't exist.
This class was becoming unbearable. He didn't have to watch me and take notes
on my every word. How was I supposed to do this anymore? I'd rather just stop
showing up and fail the class than sit here one more second. The room felt
stifling. I was finding it hard to breathe.


"Penny?"


It took me a moment to even realize that someone was
addressing me. I looked up at Tyler. He had placed his backpack on the seat in
front of the one he used to always sit in. I blinked at him. Why was he talking
to me? The last time we spoke he had made it clear we weren't friends. I didn't
know what to say to him. I had already tried apologizing. Having everyone mad
at me was exhausting. Apparently I was so used to being ignored that I had
forgotten how to speak because I just stared at him. 


"You okay?" he asked.


I cleared my throat. "I'm fine."


"You don't look fine."


"What?" I didn't need to be insulted right now. If
I didn't feel so numb I'd probably burst into tears. But instead I just stared
at him.


"Have you been eating?"


"Oh. No. I mean yes, I've been eating."


"When was the last time you ate?"


I thought about it for a minute. I wasn't eating. Everything
tasted bland and I felt sick to my stomach. "I went to dinner the other
night with Melissa." The other night was a few nights ago. And I barely
touched my food. Tyler didn't need to know that.


Tyler grabbed his backpack, placed it on the floor beside my
desk, and sat down next to me. He leaned toward me. "You know what, I
actually forgot to eat breakfast this morning. Do you want to go get something
to eat?"


I looked over at him. "You mean, like, now?" 


Tyler shrugged. "Yeah. Let's go."


Professor Hunter walked into the classroom and put his
satchel on the desk. Look at me. He was wearing a sweater identical to
the one he had given me the first time we met. Had he replaced it? Had he
replaced me? He looked calm and composed. He looked fine. He always looked
completely fine. I missed him so much. But he didn't miss me back. I could feel
myself falling apart. Please look at me. Professor Hunter, look at
me! He didn't glance in my direction. I felt like I was going to throw up.
"Okay," I whispered. 


Tyler stood up and put his backpack over one shoulder. I
quickly grabbed my bag and followed him out of the classroom. Maybe Professor
Hunter would notice me now. I looked over my shoulder as I exited out the back
door. He was busy writing something on the chalkboard. When had he become just
another one of my teachers? The thought was chilling.


"Where are we going?" I asked as I caught up to
Tyler.


"There's an IHOP on Main Street. How does that
sound?"


"Really good, actually." Him talking to me meant
more than he could possibly know. I felt so guilty about what had happened
between us. And if he could forgive me, maybe Professor Hunter could too. We
walked toward Main Street in silence. The campus was so pretty in the fall. The
leaves were bright yellow, orange, and red. The crispness in the air was
refreshing. I took a deep breath. 


We entered the restaurant and followed the hostess to a
booth. I slid in across from Tyler and looked down at the menu. I hoped I had
some cash in my backpack. Regardless, I searched for something cheap just in
case Tyler insisted on paying. 


"I didn't know you were one for playing hooky,"
Tyler said. He was smiling at me. 


"I've been doing a lot of that lately." And I had.
I had missed so many Stat classes that I would surely fail my next test. I
actually needed to hire a tutor if I didn't want to have to retake it next
semester. I looked back down at my menu. I couldn't help but wonder why Tyler
was being nice. He knows. Of course he knows. Melissa would have told
him that Professor Hunter and I were fighting. I refused to think that we were
broken up. Needing time didn't mean we had broken up. We were still together.
But every time I insisted on the fact that we were still together, it felt more
and more like I was lying to myself. It had been two weeks since our fight. And
it had been two weeks since he had spoken to me. I wasn't sure how much longer
I could lie to myself. 


The waitress came over and I ordered some pancakes with
scrambled eggs. The delicious aromas in the air made my stomach growl. When the
waitress left I looked up at Tyler. He looked genuinely concerned for me.


"Why are you looking at me like that?" I asked. It
was making me uncomfortable. I didn't deserve his sympathy.


"Like what?"


"Like I'm a pathetic loser that you pity."


"You're definitely not a pathetic loser." He gave
me an encouraging smile.


Then stop looking at me like that! I stared back at
him.


"Melissa told me what happened," Tyler said gently.


"Right." Of course she did. She probably still
wanted Tyler and me to be together.


"Did you want to talk about it?"


I looked up at him. "I thought you didn't want to be
friends with me."


"Penny, I'm sorry I was such a jerk. I was pissed. But I
still care about you." He paused for a moment. "Clearly more than he
does."


"Tyler..."


"Does he even realize how upset you are?"


"I don't know. I haven't spoken to him."


"Penny. Come on. You deserve better than this. You
deserve better than him."


"You don't even know him." I suddenly felt cold. I
wrapped my arms around myself. 


"I know enough." 


He didn't say it, but what he meant was that Professor Hunter
was dating a student. And that made Professor Hunter a creepy asshole. But
Tyler couldn't be more wrong. I loved Professor Hunter. I loved him more than I
even realized I could love someone. And I needed him back. "He's a good
guy, Tyler. This whole thing is my fault. I deserve this."


"You deserve to be happy. And he's not making you
happy."


"I really don't want to talk about this." I bit my
lip. I didn't want to start crying in the middle of the restaurant.


Tyler was quiet for a moment. I could feel his eyes on me.
"I think you should report what happened to the dean."


I winced at his words. I should have known that's why he
wanted to talk to me. "Tyler, you don't even know the whole story."


"The whole story doesn't matter. All that matters is
that he broke the rules."


"I broke the rules too." I pushed him every chance
I got. Blatantly flirting with him in class, texting him, not leaving him alone
when he had asked me to. "I wanted this. Probably more than he did."
Clearly more than he did. If he wanted this, wouldn't he have forgiven me by
now? The thought made my stomach churn.


The waitress put our food down in front of us. I was no
longer hungry. The realization that Professor Hunter didn't want me suddenly
felt like a fresh wound. I slowly cut into my pancakes and took a bite. It
didn't taste like anything. 


"Just think about it, okay?" Tyler continued.


No! "Okay." 


We ate in silence. I chewed and swallowed and tried not to
make a disgusted face. 


"Are you excited for your birthday?" Tyler asked as
he pushed his plate to the side.


My birthday. There was nothing I wanted more than to spend my
birthday with Professor Hunter. But it was tomorrow. And he still wasn't
talking to me. I didn't have any plans for my actual birthday. Melissa had
planned our joint birthday party for Friday. It was still costume themed. And
it was being held at Tyler and Josh's frat house. I wasn't looking forward to
it at all. Whenever Melissa asked me about any of the details I'd just mumble
yes to all her plans. I figured I just wouldn't go. I realized I hadn't
answered Tyler's question. "I guess."


Tyler laughed. "You don't sound excited."


A month ago I was thrilled that I would be turning 20 soon. I
didn't want to be a teenager. I wanted to be more mature and for Professor
Hunter to want me. But now I was just sad. Turning 20 seemed like a big deal. I
had been so wrapped up in the idea of what Professor Hunter thought about my
age that I hadn't taken into account how I really felt about turning 20.
"I feel old."


"That's because you haven't been eating."


I laughed. It sounded strange in my throat. "You know
what I mean. I won't be a teenager anymore. I'm an old lady."


Tyler laughed. "Coming from a 21 year old, 20 isn't so
bad. And you aren't an old lady. You only have a few wrinkles."


"What?" 


"I'm just kidding," Tyler laughed. "You don't
have any wrinkles. You're perfect."


Perfect. I looked down at my half eaten pancakes. He
still liked me. How could he still like me? I had an affair with our
professor. I had lied to him. I was far from perfect. His compliment was
off-putting and I could feel my face flush.


"Do you have any plans for tomorrow night?" he
asked.


"Just hanging out with Melissa."


"Then we'll celebrate Friday I guess." Tyler pulled
his cell phone out of his jeans and looked at the screen. "I have to get
to my next class because I have a test." He put a twenty dollar bill on
the table.


"I can pay this time," I said. I opened up my
backpack to grab some money.


"Happy early birthday, Penny. I'll see you on
Friday." He gave me one last smile and walked away. 









Chapter 2


Thursday


I had never understood what Professor Hunter saw in me. Had
he fallen for me because I was so bold? If that was it, no wonder he was
ignoring me now. I felt like a small fragment of the person that I was just a
few weeks ago. I had to shake this feeling. My birthday was flying by in a
blur. Tons of people had wished me a happy birthday, but none of them had been
Professor Hunter. I needed to accept the fact that we were done. It was a
tryst. It was only for a month. I had taken everything too seriously. He was my
professor. He was older than me. He was married for Christ's sake. It wasn't
going anywhere.


I opened up my text that I had gotten from Tyler that
morning: "Penny, I hope you have a fantastic birthday. I can't wait to see
you tomorrow and celebrate. Even though you're old now, to me you'll always be
perfect. Wrinkles and all."


I smiled as I looked down at the words. Tyler was the
sweetest guy I had ever known. But I didn't think I could date him. I couldn't
take being hurt anymore. Being an old cat lady was sounding better and better
every day.


Melissa came in to the room with a package in her hands.
"Penny!"


"Hey," I said with as much enthusiasm as I could
muster. I eyed the package in her hands. She had already given me a birthday
gift. It was a dress that was far too short and cupcakes that I had already
eaten way too many of. At least I had gotten my appetite back for birthday
cupcakes.


She walked over to my bed and placed the box down on my bed.
"This is for you."


"But you already got me enough."


"It's not from me."


"Who is it from?"


Melissa sat down on my bed. "It doesn't say. It's just
addressed to you. Open it, Penny!"


For a moment I let myself believe it was from Professor
Hunter. My heart rate accelerated. He actually remembered. I grabbed
scissors off my desk, cut through the tape, and ripped open the box. I opened
the card and looked down at the familiar handwriting. My mom's writing.


 


Enjoy your day, sweetie. I can't believe our little Penny is
20! Call us when you get a chance. We love you!


-Mom & Dad


 


My heart fell. What is wrong with me? "It's from
my parents."


"Oh." Melissa had been hoping for the same thing as
me.


I looked through the package. It was all my favorite snack
foods. Cheez-Its, white cheddar popcorn, gummy bears, Starbursts, Pringles, and
a bunch of other delicious cheesy or sweet treats. And there was a check with a
note saying I had to spend it on myself. I had a habit of always putting any
money I got in the bank. But if they specifically said I needed to spend it, it
was usually enough of a guilt trip to make me. I smiled up at Melissa.


"I'm sorry," she said.


"I don't know how to accept that it's over." I
could feel the tears welling in my eyes. I didn't want to think about this on
my birthday.


Melissa jumped off my bed. "Let's go out."


"I don't want to." I wiped my eyes.


"Penny. The best way to get over someone is to get under
someone else."


"Don't be gross."


"Come on. Get dressed."


"It's my birthday, I want to stay in. Besides, we're
having a party tomorrow."


"Yeah. Which doesn't mean tonight has to be lame."
Melissa pulled out an outfit from her closet and tossed it at me.


"Melissa..."


"You need to stop moping around. It's James' loss."


It didn't feel that way. I felt like I was the one losing
everything. I looked down at my phone. I had been checking it constantly all
day, waiting for a text from Professor Hunter. Just a simple birthday wish.
That's all I wanted. But my screen was blank. I slid off the bed and started to
get dressed. Maybe Melissa was right.


 


***


 


I sat in the bathroom stall and pulled out my phone. I could
hear the music from the bar. Please. Please have texted me. It was past
midnight. My birthday was over. I slid my finger across the screen on my phone.
Nothing. Professor Hunter hadn't even sent me a generic happy birthday text.
The whole day I had been waiting. I couldn't enjoy myself. I had been in so
much pain for weeks. And he didn't care. That's what it came down to. He no
longer cared about me. 


I quickly typed out a message to him. "I had a great
birthday. Thanks for remembering, Professor Hunter. I assume you had something
super fancy and prestigious to do tonight. Sorry I wasted so much of your
precious time. I hope you have a great life." I pressed send before I could
change my mind. He was such an asshole. I had made one mistake. And it was only
because I knew he'd freak out. Which he did. It really is over.


I found myself wishing that I had never met him. That I had
never gotten tied up in this awful, painful relationship, or lack thereof. I
had been so consumed in him that I had completely lost myself. I was addicted
to the way he had made me feel. But I wasn't addicted to feeling invisible. If
he didn't want me, then why was I waiting for him? I put my phone back into my
jacket pocket and put my face in my hands. I had never had a boyfriend to spend
my birthday with. After a week had passed without hearing from Professor
Hunter, a small part of me thought he'd surprise me on my birthday. He'd show
up and kiss me and sweep my off my feet. What kind of fairytale was I living
in? I thought about when I had told him I felt like a Disney princess. I lifted
my face out of my hands. Professor Hunter wasn't my prince. I needed him
tonight. I needed him and he hadn't shown up. I stood up and left the stall. I
washed my hands without looking in the mirror.


I went back into the bar and glanced around for Melissa. I
reached her on the dance floor. "Come on, let's go," I said to her. 


"Boo!"


I couldn't help but laugh. I grabbed her arm and we began to
walk out of the bar and back onto Main Street.


"I can't believe you didn't talk to anyone,"
Melissa said.


"The last thing I need is another guy in my life."


"Yeah...I don't think you know how to get over someone
at all."


"I just want to be single for awhile." Single.
I swallowed hard.


Melissa rolled her eyes at me. Melissa suddenly stopped
walking, almost causing me to fall over. "Shit, is that him?" Melissa
asked.


I followed Melissa's gaze. There was a man sitting on a bench
up ahead. His elbows were on his knees and his hands were in his hair. He was
staring at the ground. He was wearing shorts, a hoodie, and sneakers. It looked
like he had just been on a run. It was undoubtedly Professor Hunter. 


"Holy crap." I pushed Melissa into a side street
between two buildings and ducked in behind her.


"Is it him?" she asked.


"Yes." I peered out from behind the wall. He looked
distraught. I thought about the text I had sent him a few minutes ago. Is
that why he's upset? He wasn't looking at his cell phone. He was just
staring at the ground.


"So why are we hiding? Go talk to him. Obviously you
want to."


"I can't." Professor Hunter always looked so poised
in class. Was he actually falling apart too? Did he miss me as much as I missed
him? I wanted to run over to him and kiss him. I didn't want him to be in pain.
But it wasn't necessarily me that was causing him pain. The thought was
numbing. "I can't," I repeated.


I watched as he pulled an envelope out of his pocket. He put
his hands in the middle of it and was about to rip in half but stopped. He
tossed it on the bench beside him, put his elbows back on his knees, and his
face in his hands.


I stopped looking and leaned against the brick wall. Whatever
was in that envelope was why he was upset. He wasn't missing me.
"Melissa." It was so hard to swallow reality. "Please, I
can't."


"Okay, this way," Melissa said and grabbed my hand.


I looked at Professor Hunter one more time before following
Melissa down the alley. Seeing him like that made it feel like he had only just
left me. The wound was still fresh. And I was beginning to think it would never
heal.


But for the first time since he had left me in his apartment,
I felt a glimmer of hope. There was no basis for it. He was clearly upset about
the contents of the envelope. But I hadn't been eating. And I hadn't been
sleeping. All I wanted to see was that he was upset too. Maybe he wanted me
back as much as I wanted him. 









Chapter 3


Friday


I woke up to the sound of my phone buzzing. My head was
pounding. Melissa was a terrible influence. I grabbed my aching forehead in one
hand and my cell phone in my other. I slid my finger across the screen. 


It was a text from Tyler: "Class is canceled! See you
tonight, Penny!"


I quickly opened up my email. There was one waiting from
Professor Hunter. I clicked on it and read the message.


 


Comm 212 is canceled this morning. Please spend the weekend
thinking about your next speech - describing how something works. Everyone with
last names beginning with A through M will be going Wednesday, and everyone
else will go on Friday. I'm looking forward to hearing your speeches.


- Professor J. Hunter


 


Why had he canceled class? I needed to see him. I needed to
talk to him. I bit my lip. He never answered my calls, emails, or texts. What
was I doing? I was being a stalker. Enough was enough. His problems were no
longer mine.


I typed out a text to Tyler. "Can't wait!"


But I could wait. I didn't want to go to the party tonight. I
didn't want to dress up in a stupid costume. All I wanted was to see Professor
Hunter. 


 


***


 


I walked down Main Street toward Professor Hunter's apartment
building. I should have been going to the dining hall to grab lunch, but I
couldn't resist. Besides, it was almost on the way. Actually it wasn't. It was
in the complete opposite direction. My stalker tendencies were out of control.
I stopped outside of his building. If I could just see him through his window
to see if he was okay. 


"So who is it that you're looking for exactly?"


I looked over and saw a man staring down at me. He was
wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and was already sporting a five o'clock shadow. He
looked familiar but it took me a second to place him. It was the man from the
elevator; the one who had seen me flee from the building wearing just one of
Professor Hunter's t-shirts. And who had probably seen even more of me when I
had fallen. 


Oh God. "Oh, umm...I'm not looking for
anyone."


"No?"


"No. I'm just...admiring the architecture."


The man laughed. "You're a bad liar."


I looked back up toward Professor Hunter's window. He wasn't
there. "Yeah, you caught me."


"So you were running away before, and now you can no
longer get in?"


"Something like that."


"Sounds dramatic."


I couldn't help but laugh. "I guess it is."


"Isn't that rather exhausting?"


I turned toward him. "Yes." That's exactly how I
felt. I was completely and utterly exhausted.


He put his hand out. "I'm Brendan, by the way."


"Penny." I shook his hand.


"It's nice to meet you, Penny."


I smiled at him, but only half heartedly. If Professor Hunter
had canceled class and wasn't in his apartment, then where was he? My stomach
churned. I couldn't help but let my mind wander to his soon-to-be ex wife.
Maybe our fight had led him back to her. I felt like I was going to be sick.


"Is there a message you'd like me to relay to this
person that you're stalking?"


"I'm not stalking him."


"Mhm."


I looked over at Brendan. He was eyeing me curiously. He
looked older than me, possibly older than Professor Hunter. He was handsome in
a rugged way. For some reason he didn't look like he belonged in such an
extravagant apartment. I shook my head. There was no reason to assess this
stranger. I had enough going on right now. Besides, he clearly thought I was
nuts. "I should probably go." 


"Penny?" he said before I started to walk away.


I looked back up at him.


"If you ever decide you're done being exhausted, how
about you give me a call." He handed me his business card.


I grabbed it but didn't read it. "What, are you a
therapist or something?"


Brendan laughed. "No." He gave me a funny look.


I just stared back at him.


"No." He smiled at me. "I'd like to take you
to dinner."


"Are you seriously hitting on me? Even though you know
I'm a crazy stalker?" I swallowed hard. I don't know why I had said that.
Now he really would think I was crazy. Not that it mattered, because I was.


"Actually, I think your behavior is endearing."


"Endearing?"


Brendan shrugged. 


"I'm sorry, but I'm seeing someone."


"How about I pick you up at eight?"


"What? I can't, I just told you."


"Are you referring to the man you're stalking? Even
though I'm not a therapist, I do have some advice for you."


Normally I'd be horrified at someone saying these things to
me. But I needed advice. An outside perspective could be just what I needed.
"And what is your advice?"


"Trying this hard to make something work sometimes means
it's not meant to."


I looked back up at Professor Hunter's window. "That's
what I'm afraid of."


"So maybe you can give me a call when you figure things
out."


"Assuming that I'll follow your advice."


"It's good advice."


It was. But it wasn't advice that I wanted to hear. "How
old are you?"


Brendan smiled. "Does that matter?"


"Yes, it does."


"I'm 29."


"So you're not a student here?"


"No, I'm not."


"I am."


"I figured that." He nodded at my backpack.


"And I only just turned 20 yesterday."


"Well, happy belated birthday, Penny."


"That doesn't horrify you?"


"That you're 20? Why would that horrify me?"


I shrugged. Because it horrified him.


"I have to say though, you do look older than 20."


Maybe that was the problem. If I looked older than my age it
could have led Professor Hunter astray. 


"Have you had lunch?" Brendan pressed.


"No. I was actually just on my way to the dining hall. I
should get going."


"Come with me." Brendan turned and started to walk down
Main Street. 


I stood frozen. I looked down the road toward the dining hall
and then back toward Brendan. He stopped and turned around.


"You coming?"


I took a deep breath and followed him. I wasn't sure what I
was doing. Brendan was a stranger. And for some reason it seemed easy to talk
to him. Maybe he wasn't a therapist, but talking to him might help me work out
my problems.


We walked up to a small stand outside of the Five and Dime.
He ordered two hotdogs with the works and handed one to me. We walked to a
nearby bench and sat down.


"This is delicious," I said after taking a bite.
The only thing I really had an appetite for recently was cupcakes. It was a
nice surprise to want something savory.


"It's good to know that you like meat in your
mouth."


I choked on my bite. Had I imagined him saying that? I looked
up at him and cleared my throat. "What did you say?" 


He was smiling down at me. "You've never had one of
these?" he asked, ignoring my question. "You've lived on campus for
awhile, how could you pass by here and not try a hotdog? What is wrong with
you?"


I laughed. "I never knew hotdogs could be this good.
Thanks for this."


"No problem. See, eating with me isn't so bad. I'm not
sure why you turned down my dinner invitation so vehemently."


"I'm sorry. I'm kind of going through some stuff right
now. I'm really not in any place to start dating someone."


"Dating? That's rather forward of you. I asked you on
one date. No strings attached."


"What, do you only do one night stands or
something?" Melissa's advice came back to me. The best way to get over
someone is by getting under someone else. I shook my head. Ridiculous.


"No, not always."


"So you're kind of a slut." I quickly took another
bite of the hotdog. Why had I just said that?


Brendan laughed. "I like to live in the moment is all.
Sometimes it's best to move on to better things." He raised his eyebrow.
He was referring to him being better than Professor Hunter. He was rather full
of himself.


"So you've never been heartbroken?"


"Is that what you are?"


I looked at the traffic passing through Main Street.
"Yes."


"You're young. You'll get over him."


I wasn't sure how those two things necessarily went together.
But maybe he was right. I just needed time. "If you're not a student or a
therapist, what do you do?"


"You mean, how can I afford to live in that apartment
building?"


"No, that's not..."


"It's fine." He smiled. "Actually, I wouldn't
be able to. But I designed it. They comped me a small apartment."


"Oh. So you should have been flattered when I said I was
admiring the architecture."


"I would have been if you weren't lying."


"I wasn't really. It is a nice building." My phone
buzzed. I grabbed it and looked at the alarm. "I have to get to
class."


Brendan stood up and put his hand out for me. I grabbed it
and he pulled me into him. I gulped. His hands slid down my cheeks to my neck.
His palms were rough. He pulled my face toward his and kissed me. I immediately
kissed him back. His experienced tongue made me completely forget that we were
making out in the middle of Main Street. He placed one last hard kiss against
my lips before moving his face away from mine.


"Thank you for the kiss," I said weakly. "I
mean lunch. Thank you for lunch. Well, and the kiss." 


Brendan was smiling at me. It looked like he was holding back
from laughing. "I look forward to your call, Penny." He let go of my
face and walked back toward his apartment building.


 









Chapter 4


Friday 


"God that's hot," Melissa said.


"It was." I had relayed the story of running into
the handsome stranger outside Professor Hunter's apartment building. My skin
still tingled where he had touched my cheek. 


"Now he completely understands how to get over
someone. You should have just followed him right into his apartment."


"Melissa!"


"Penny!" she said sarcastically.


I actually had wanted to. But I liked the idea of it more
than actually doing it. It was comforting to know just because Professor Hunter
had rejected me, it didn't mean that I wasn't still desirable. I was starting
to think that Melissa's advice had some merit. I didn't want to go sleep around
with a bunch of strangers, but maybe kissing a few wouldn't hurt. Besides, I
had already slept with my professor. Anything I did from here on out couldn't
possibly be worse than that. So what did it matter. 


And now I was actually looking forward to the party. Normally
I'd be horrified to be wearing a costume like this, but tonight I felt sexy and
confident. I had let Melissa talk me into buying it when I was still with
Professor Hunter. I stood back from the mirror and examined my outfit. The
dress was so short that it was basically a green bathing suit. Ivy encircled my
arms and legs. I had applied green eye shadow and matching lipstick. And to
make my hair crazier than usual, I had diffused it.


"I can't believe you've never dressed up as Poison Ivy
before," Melissa said and turned to me. "It's the perfect Halloween
costume for you. You look amazing."


"Thanks, Catwoman."


Melissa laughed. She was wearing a tight leather onesie and
matching black cat ears. "Pretty sexy, huh?"


"Mhm." I looked back in the mirror. The old Penny
would never wear something like this. But she was gone. I wasn't innocent
anymore. This was the new me. I was going to let go and have fun tonight if it
was the last thing I did. I was going to take Brendan's advice and live in the
moment. I was done being upset about Professor Hunter. Fuck him. Yes I was
young. And it was time to start acting like it. I strapped on the green,
platform stilettos that matched my costume. 


Melissa poured us each a shot. I downed it. We each had a
second one too.


"Can I have one more?" I asked. I was ready to let
loose. Alcohol helped.


"Absolutely." She poured us each another and I
downed that one too. 


I took a deep breath and glanced in the mirror one last time.
"Let's go," I said. I grabbed her arm and we made our way out of our
dorm. "It's so cold."


"We'll be there soon. Definitely not worth bringing
coats. We'd probably just lose them."


"Definitely." I was trying to be less like myself,
but I still wished that I had a jacket.


When we arrived at the frat house, the music was already
blaring. It almost felt like the ground was shaking. Or maybe it just felt like
that because I had already had three shots. We walked in the front door and
looked around.


"Hey, birthday girl." Tyler smiled at me and walked
over to us. He was wearing all black with a mask that covered just around his
eyes. And a sword was strapped to his belt.


"Tyler!" I threw my arms around him.


"Whoa. Did you pregame or something?" Tyler kept
his hand on my waist when I let go of his neck.


"We had a few shots before coming here," Melissa
said. "Where's Josh?"


"Setting up the keg in the basement."


"I will see you two later. Remember that advice I gave
you, Penny." Melissa gave me a not so subtle wink and left to find Josh.


"Tyler." I traced my finger along his sword.
"Your sword is huge." I giggled to myself.


"You are so drunk," he laughed.


"No. No, I'm not. I'm just happy. It's my birthday
party!"


"Well I'm glad you're happy."


"Are you?" I looked into his blue eyes. It was easy
to get lost in them.


"Look, Penny, I'm sorry about the other day. It's none
of my business whether you report Professor Hunter..."


"No, I am. I'm so sorry about everything. I've been such
an idiot."


"Yes, you have." He was smiling at me.


"Tyler," I said teasingly and shoved his shoulder.
"What are you supposed to be anyway?"


Tyler let go of my waist and stepped back. "You don't
know?"


"Zorro?"


"What? No, I'm not Zorro. I can't believe you don't
recognize me from your favorite movie."


"Oh my God, you're Westley?!"


"Technically the Dread Pirate Roberts, but yes."


"You're Westley! Tyler that's so sweet. God, you're like
the sweetest guy ever. I can't believe you dressed up for me."


"Well it is your birthday party."


I stepped toward him and leaned in close. "Is your
mustache real?"


"Does it look fake?"


I rubbed my index finger along his upper lip. 


"What's the verdict?"


I kept my hand on his face. I gulped. I wanted him to kiss
me. I wanted to get over Professor Hunter. "You're my Westley."


"As you wish." Tyler grabbed my waist and pulled me
against him.


For weeks I had felt empty. I didn't want to feel empty
anymore. I grabbed both sides of his face and kissed him. His kisses were
familiar now. Soft and loving, yet enticing. I didn't flinch when his hands
drifted to my ass. I liked his hands on me. There had been so many almosts with
him. Tonight wouldn't be an almost. I was finally going to have him. I grabbed
his collar and pulled him down so that I wouldn't have to stand on my tiptoes.
I wanted him to pick me up and take me to his room. I wanted all of him. 


"Oh my God." I released his collar. "I'm so
sorry." I took a step back but Tyler grabbed my wrist.


"Penny, what's wrong?"


"Natalie. You're still going out with Natalie. How do I
keep forgetting about her? Geez, is she here?" I looked around the room.
There weren't any girls staring at us. Maybe she wasn't here yet. I needed to
get out of here.


Tyler sighed. "I'm not going out with her anymore."


I took a step back toward him. "Why?"


"I stopped seeing her after you and I almost...after
we...well, after you and I almost had sex."


"Why?" I asked again.


Tyler took a deep breath. He let go of my wrist and leaned
back against the wall behind him. He rubbed the side of his neck. He finally looked
back at me. "Because I realized that I couldn't stop thinking about
you."


It felt like my heart was beating out of my chest. "Are
you still thinking about me?"


"Always." He said it without hesitation. He was so
sure of what he wanted. I wanted to be sure for him.


"Penny! Tyler!" Melissa came up to us.


I reluctantly broke my eye contact with Tyler. He hadn't said
it, but it felt like he loved me. How could he love me? I had been so awful to
him. But I liked him. I really liked him. It still felt like my heart was
broken though. A part of it was still with Professor Hunter. Would I ever get
that part back? Would being with Tyler help? Or would it just make everything
worse?


Melissa shoved cups of beer into both of our hands.
"Come on! Let's dance!" 


"But..." I tried to say. Melissa grabbed my arm and
pulled me toward the basement. I looked back at Tyler.


He shook his head and started to follow us.


We made our way down the steps. The room was dark except for
a strobe light. I drank a few sips of beer so that it wouldn't spill while I
was dancing. Melissa pulled me into the middle of the dance floor. I let my
body move to the beat of the music. Before I knew it, two hands were at my
waist. Tyler pulled my waist into him. I began to grind against him.


"I thought you didn't like to dance like this?" he
yelled over the music.


"That's before I knew that I wanted you."


Tyler pushed my hair to one side and kissed the back of my
neck. I felt chills sweep down my spine. I did want him. I had never stopped
thinking about him either.


"You never guessed what I am," I said to him.


Tyler spun me around. "Sexy as hell."


I laughed. "I meant my costume."


"Hmmm...a plant?"


"Tyler! You really don't know?"


Tyler laughed. "Of course I know. You're the sexiest
Poison Ivy I've ever seen."


I finished the rest of my beer. I grabbed his hand and pulled
him off the dance floor and toward the stairs.


"Where are we going?" Tyler asked.


"I still haven't seen your room." With every step I
was more and more sure of what I was doing. 


"And why do you want to see my room? That's rather
forward of you."


He was teasing me about the first time I had ever come here.
I smiled at him. "Actually I just want to talk to you."


He looked slightly disappointed. "Okay." He
squeezed my hand and led me up the stairs, around the corner, and up the other
set of stairs. This time there wasn't a tie on his doorknob. He opened it, let
me in, and locked it behind him.


I looked around his room. There were posters of half naked
women on the walls and there were several bottles of vodka on his bureau. I
picked one up. "What, do you bring girls up here and get them drunk?"
I opened it up and took a sip.


"Just you apparently." He sat down on the edge of
his bed.


"I'm not drunk." Maybe I was a little drunk. The
way he was looking at me made me nervous. I took another sip and put the cap
back on. "Oh my God, is this you?" I picked up a picture frame that
was next to the bottles. It was a young boy with bright blue eyes and blonde
hair next to an older woman that looked a lot like him. It must be his mother.
"You were so cute."


Tyler stood up, took the frame out of my hands, and set it
back down on the bureau. "What, you don't think I'm cute anymore?" He
pretended to look hurt.


"No," I laughed. "You sir," I poked him
in the middle of the chest, "are a stud."


Tyler's Adam's apple rose and then fell. 


Does he want the same thing that I do?


"What did you want to talk about?" he said softly.


"So is this what you like?" I gestured to the
posters on his walls.


"No. I like you. Actually, that reminds me. I have a
present for you, Penny."


He turned away from me but I grabbed his arm. His biceps were
so muscular. I swallowed hard. I wanted him. I wanted to forget about Professor
Hunter and the pain. I wanted to be with someone who wanted me back.


"There's only one thing I want for my birthday that I
haven't gotten yet," I said. 


"And what is that?"


I untied his mask and let it fall to the ground. He was
staring at me so intensely that it made my knees weak. Tyler was the birthday
gift I wanted. And I couldn't wait to unwrap him. "You."


"I was hoping you'd say that." He grabbed both
sides of my face and kissed me hard. 


I put my hands in his hair and kissed him deeper. His hands
fell from my face and found the zipper to my costume. There was no hesitation,
just desire. He continued to kiss me as he pulled the straps on the dress off
my shoulders. I pushed it the rest of the way off. I fumbled with the buttons
on his shirt and pushed it off his arms, feeling his biceps as I removed the
fabric. I pulled his belt from the loops of his pants. His sword clattered to
the ground. I quickly unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. He took a step back
from me. He was my Tyler again. Just in his boxers. He stood there examining
me.


My heart was beating so fast. Why had he stopped touching me?
"Tyler?"


"I'm sorry." He traced his fingers along my
clavicle, down past my bra to my stomach. "It just suddenly feels a lot
more like it's my birthday than yours." His fingers ran down the front of
my thighs, overtop of the ivy encircling my legs, and then back up my inner
thighs.


My body trembled in anticipation. Part of me had always
wanted Tyler. Professor Hunter had successfully distracted me from that for
awhile, but the want was still there. My thoughts quickly turned back to Tyler
as he pushed my thong to the side and sunk his finger inside of me. 


"Tyler," I moaned.


"You don't know how long I've been waiting for you to
say my name like that." He pushed his finger even deeper inside of me as
his lips met mine again. I gasped when his finger curved, hitting my G-spot.


"Tyler," I moaned again.


He slid his finger out of me and took a step back, pulling me
to my knees. "I want your lips around my cock."


He pushed his boxers to the ground, letting his erection
free. I didn't hesitate to oblige. I wanted this as much as he did. I wrapped
my lips around his tip. I could already taste his salty pre cum. I was getting
wet with just the thought of his thick cock inside of me. My lips slid down his
shaft.


"Penny," he said breathlessly.


I tightened my lips and moved up and down his length. He
groaned in response. I liked seeing him this way. I took his cock as deep as I
could and heard him groan again. I wanted him so badly. I wanted him deep
inside of me. I pulled back and looked up into his eyes.


"Tyler."


He opened up a drawer in his bureau and pulled out a condom.
I stood up, unhinged my bra, and slid my thong down my thighs. Tyler walked
over to me. I had never seen him completely naked before. He was so sexy. His
abs, his happy trail, the way he was looking at me. He had never seen me naked
before either. The only thing I was wearing were my green high heels and the
ivy that was wrapped around my arms and legs.


"You're even sexier than in my dreams," he said as
he pulled on the condom.


"You've dreamt of this?"


"I always dream of you." He grabbed my breasts, my
waist, my ass. He lightly pushed me onto his bed. The sheets smelled like him.
Tyler spread my thighs and leaned down over top of me. His biceps were on
either side of my face.


"I've dreamt of you too," I whispered. The image of
him fucking me against the chalkboard flittered into my head. The whole class
watching us. Just the thought of it made me want him even more.


"This will be better than our dreams." He thrust
his cock inside of me.


"Tyler!" I gasped.


He gyrated his hips, hitting all my walls.


Oh my God. I grabbed the back of his head and brought
his lips to mine. I wanted to taste him. I wanted to remember every second of
this.


He began to move slowly in and out of me. I wanted more. I
wanted every inch of him. I let my hands wander down the muscles in his back. I
grabbed his ass and pulled him deeper.


"Fuck, Penny," he moaned.


He began to thrust faster and harder than before, stretching
me, possessing me.


"Harder!" I groaned.


"You're not as innocent as you look." He grabbed my
hands and held them down on either side of my face. His hips moved faster and
faster. The feeling of him sliding in and out of me was taking me to the edge. 


He pulled me to his chest and rolled over so that I was on
top of him. He was staring up at me, waiting to see what I would do to him. I
moved my hips. He kept his blue eyes locked on me as I slowly slid up and down
his shaft. 


"God you're sexy," he said. He grabbed my hips and
began to guide me, faster and faster. He stared at my tits as they bounced up
and down with every thrust. 


I leaned down and grabbed his shoulders to steady myself. He
felt so good inside of me. I never wanted it to end.


His hands slid to my breasts. He squeezed them hard.
"Every inch of you is perfect," he whispered. He pulled me to his
chest again and rolled over so that he was on top of me. He put his hands on
either side of my face again and dove deeper still.


"Yes!" I watched his biceps tense as he moved
faster and faster. 


"Come for me, Penny."


It felt so good. I seemed to have lost control of my body. My
orgasm washed over me. "Oh, James," I mumbled. James? What the
fuck. "Tyler," I panted. "Tyler."


I felt his cock pulse inside of me. Had he not noticed?



"Penny," he groaned when he finished. He rolled
onto his side, pulling me with him. "Penny, Penny, Penny. What am I going
to do with you?" He pushed my bangs out of my face.


"Tyler, that was amazing." I tried to catch my
breath.


He studied my face for a moment. "You're not over him,
are you?" He looked hurt. Had he heard me say James? What is wrong with
me? Maybe he was just worried that I hadn't had long enough to get over
James.


"I am over him." I wanted to be. I needed to be. I
suddenly felt like I wanted to cry.


Tyler stood up and began to get dressed. He looked back at me
as he buttoned up his pants. Being with Tyler was wonderful, but was he right?
Tyler walked over and sat down on the edge of the bed. He hadn't put his shirt
back on yet and his abs were rather distracting.


"I want you to be happy," he said. He had told me
that before. I knew that he meant it. His sincerity made me feel guilty.


"You make me happy, Tyler."


Tyler smiled at me. "I hope so."


"Tyler." I sat up and straddled him. "I'm so
happy right now." I ran my hands down his pecks and abs. "I wish we
had done that the first night I came here. It would have changed
everything."


"But we didn't."


"Tyler..."


"Penny, I want you to be my girlfriend. You know that.
It's what I've always wanted. And I'm pretty sure I've made that clear. But I
want you to be all in. I don't want to have to worry about you running off with
Professor Hunter."


"I am all in." Professor Hunter wanted nothing to
do with me. There was no chance I'd run off with him. 


"You fucking said his name when you came." He
pushed me off of him and stood up. He quickly grabbed his shirt off the ground.


Shit, he did hear. He looked mad. 


"I want to be your girlfriend."


"What?"


"You heard me. Tyler, I'm all in."


Tyler stared at me.


"I'm all in."


"Penny." He pulled his shirt on. 


"What?"


"You two only just broke up. You're not over him"


"I am." I'm not. But I wanted to be. There
was nothing left between Professor Hunter and me. He had made that clear. He
was over me. I needed to be over him too. Tyler could help me do that.


He leaned down and kissed me. "I want to believe you, I
do."


"If you didn't think I was over him then why did you
have sex with me?" 


"Because you asked me to for your birthday. And I was in
no place to argue with you. You don't know how badly I've wanted this."


I suddenly felt cheap. Like I had begged him for sex.
"Oh." I quickly grabbed my costume and started to get dressed. I
finished zippering up my dress and turned to him.


"Why are you mad?" he asked.


"Because you don't want to be with me. You just wanted
to fuck me."


"That's not true, Penny. I just told you I wanted you to
be my girlfriend."


"And when I said yes you told me I wasn't ready."


"Because you're not. You haven't even told me what
happened between you and Professor Hunter. I don't...I don't trust you."


Trust. It was the same reason why Professor Hunter had
left me. My mind was fuzzy and my stomach churned at the memory. "You
don't trust me?" Because I've lied to him too. He shouldn't trust me.
Him saying the same words that Professor Hunter had said to me stung, though.
When had I become so untrustworthy? I felt like I couldn't breathe.


"No, I don't trust you. We almost did this before and
you went back to him. Do you have any idea how that made me feel?"


"Bad."


"Yeah. Bad." He rubbed the back of his neck with
his hand.


"Well that's why he broke up with me. Since you wanted
to know."


"Because we almost had sex?"


"No, because he didn't trust me either." I didn't
realize how much I had jeopardized my character. I had slept with my professor.
I had almost slept with Tyler. I had slept with my professor some more. I had
kissed a mere stranger in the afternoon. And then I had fucked Tyler at night.
I had lied to everyone, including my best friend, to hide all the terrible things
I had done. What is wrong with me?


I felt so numb. I thought sleeping with Tyler would make me
feel better, but I only felt worse. I felt sleazy. 


"I'm sorry," Tyler said. "I didn't know that's
why you guys broke up."


"Yeah, well." I shrugged. "Apparently I'm not
very trustworthy. So, if you'll excuse me."


"That's not what I meant."


"Then what did you mean?!"


"Damn it, Penny, I don't want to get hurt again."


That was it. That was why Professor Hunter wasn't talking to
me. I had hurt him. I had hurt him and I had hurt Tyler. "I don't want to
hurt you."


"I know. But you have. Over and over again."


"I'm sorry." I had hurt so many people. I was
horrible.


Tyler took a step toward me. He put his hands on my
shoulders. "Penny, tonight was amazing. You're worth waiting for. And I'll
be waiting when you're ready." He grabbed his mask off the floor and put
it back on. "Let's go back to the party." He intertwined his fingers
with mine.


"Tyler?"


"Yeah?"


"Do you think it's possible to be in love with two
people at the same time?"


"I don't know. All I know is that I don't want to be one
of two. Put yourself in my shoes. How would that make you feel?"


My mind flashed to Professor Hunter's wife. "It
sucks." 


"What do you mean?"


"It would suck is what I meant."


"Penny?"


"Really. I just meant it would suck."


"Okay. Sorry, I thought you were saying that that
asshole was cheating on you. If that was true I'd..."


"Tyler." I touched his chest. "I don't want to
talk about him. It's you. I want to be with you. And I'll prove it to you. I
don't know how long it will take, but I'll earn your trust back. Thank you for
my birthday gift."


Tyler leaned down and kissed me. It was soft and gentle. It
felt a lot more like a goodbye kiss than a we-just-had-sex kiss. 


"Come on, let's get back," he said. "There's a
cake somewhere with your name on it."









Chapter 5


Friday


Melissa and I blew out the candles on our cake. The house was
full of people. I barely knew any of them but they all cheered for us.


"Best. Birthday. Ever!" Melissa yelled as she cut
us each a slice of cake.


"Yeah." I smiled over at Tyler.


He was leaning against the wall with his arms folded. He
still had sex hair. A few buttons at the top of his shirt had been left undone.
He looked sexy and he was staring back at me. He nodded his head to the side,
gesturing for me to come over. I grabbed two slices of cake and wound my way
through the other people. I handed him a plate.


"Thanks for all this," I said.


"Josh and Melissa planned most of it. And of course,
there was Melissa's dad, James." He laughed as he took a bite of cake.


My lies had spilled over so quickly about Professor Hunter.
"I told you that I was sorry." I lightly nudged his shoulder.


"I know, I'm just messing with you."


"Oh, I almost forgot. I really do have a present for
you. Let me go get it."


I grabbed the back of his neck, stood up on my tiptoes, and
kissed him. It was tempting to go with him back to his room. "Are you sure
you don't want me to come up and try to convince you again that I want to be
your girlfriend?" I whispered in his ear.


Tyler laughed. "Your offer is very tempting. I need a
few minutes to recover, though. I'll be right back." He kissed my cheek
and disappeared into the crowd on the dance floor. I leaned back against the
wall. I spotted Melissa and Josh dancing. She looked happy. She had been right,
as usual. This party had been a lot of fun. And getting under someone else had
helped too. I cringed at myself for thinking it. 


"Have a great life?"


My blood turned cold. Oh God. I'd know his voice anywhere.
I turned and saw Professor Hunter leaning casually on the wall beside me. He
was dressed in a plaid button up shirt with a white t-shirt peeping out from
underneath. He was wearing slightly baggy jeans, pushed into dirty brown boots.
His sleeves were rolled up and he was wearing a knit hat. It looked like he
hadn't shaved in a few days. He was carrying an axe. Fake. Hopefully. My heart
was beating out of my chest. God he looked good as a lumberjack. And young. He
blended in perfectly with college students even though he wasn't wearing a
mask.


It seemed like I was imagining him. He hadn't looked at me,
let alone talk to me, in weeks. I closed my eyes for a second and opened them
again. He was still standing there, staring at me intently. It took me a second
to register his words. Have a great life. I had said that to him in the
text from my birthday. I took a deep breath. All the happiness I had felt
tonight seemed to get sucked out of me. I thought whenever he decided to talk
to me again I'd be happy. But I wasn't. I had been so sad for so long that I
hadn't realized how angry I was with him. I had never been so angry with
someone in my life. How dare he just show up here? "Yeah. Have a great
life." I turned my attention back to the dance floor. I wanted him to walk
away. I wanted him to let me have this one good night after so many bad ones.
But he remained where he was. 


"Are you done?" His voice sounded cold.


I looked back at him. I wanted to slap his stupid, beautiful
face. "Done what?"


"Done here? Let's go."


He reached out and brushed his fingers along my wrist. His
touch still gave me that warm tingly feeling. I hated that it gave me that
feeling. I took a step back from him. "No, I'm not done. This is my
birthday party. I'm not leaving. And I'm definitely not leaving with you."


"You're drunk."


"I'm not drunk!" Shit. I always had a hard
time controlling my temper. It was probably even worse since I had been
drinking. But I wasn't drunk. I took a deep breath.


"Penny, we need to talk. And I don't want to do it
here."


"You've had weeks to talk to me. You don't just get to
show up tonight and ruin my birthday party. Why tonight of all nights?" 


"I thought you'd be happy to see me."


The way he said it made my throat catch. He sounded like he
genuinely thought that was true. As if this surprise appearance suddenly erased
all the pain. "I'm not. Please just go."


"I'm not leaving here unless it's with you."


"You forgot my birthday." I bit my lip. I wish this
still didn't hurt so much.


"I didn't forget."


I shook my head. What an asshole. "Fine. You ignored my
birthday then. I feel like that's even worse."


"Please just let me explain."


"There's nothing to explain. You're my boyfriend, you
should have at least wished me a happy birthday. Sorry, ex boyfriend." I
crossed my arms in front of my chest.


"Well that explains a lot."


I looked up at him. "What are you talking about?"


"You and Mr. Stevens don't seem to be acting like just
friends anymore."


I glared at him. "That's really none of your
business."


"Everything you do is my business."


"Nothing I do is your business. We're done. You've made
that very clear."


"We are not done."


"Yes we are. You ignored me for weeks. And now you
finally show up. Apparently just to make me feel like shit because I don't hear
you offering an apology."


"I told you that I wanted to talk."


"Then talk. Tell me why you acted like I didn't exist.
Do you have any idea how hard it was to go to class and feel invisible?"
The room felt stifling.


"Yes, I do."


"No, you don't." I looked down at the ground. I
didn't want to cry. "It's too late to talk. You waited too long. I can't.
I don't want to. Not anymore."


"Penny, come on, let's go." He reached out for my
hand.


"Stop." I pulled away. I didn't want him to touch
me. I didn't want him here. I could feel tears beginning to well in my eyes. Why
is he here? Just to torture me?


"Penny." He put his hand on my elbow.


"Don't touch me." I took another step back.


"Penny." He closed the gap between us.


"She said stop." Tyler put his hand on Professor
Hunter's chest and lightly shoved him back. I wasn't sure when he had appeared.
I wondered how much of our conversation he had heard.


Professor Hunter looked stunned that Tyler had shoved him.
"Tyler," he said coolly and nodded his head.


"James, is it?" Tyler said sarcastically.


"Look, she's drunk. I'm just going to take her
home."


"Jesus, I'm not drunk." Why does everyone keep
saying that?


"She can spend the night if she wants to. Don't worry
about it," Tyler said.


"That's exactly what I'm worried about. Penny, let's go.
Now." He had talked to me sternly before, but never like this. I swallowed
hard. Why was it so hard to resist his authority? It took every ounce of my
resolve not to go to him.


Tyler put his arm out in front of me even though I didn't
move. "She's not going anywhere with you. Why are you even here?"


"Because my girlfriend invited me."


"She's definitely not your girlfriend. Get the fuck out
of my house."


"What is that supposed to mean?" Professor Hunter
looked at me. His expression turned icy. 


"You know what it means," Tyler said.


Shit. 


"Tyler. Get out of my way." Professor Hunter seemed
calm, but I could tell he was on the edge.


"Or what?"


Professor Hunter took another step toward me, but Tyler
shoved him in the chest again. Harder this time. Professor Hunter took a few
steps back to steady himself. He shook his head back and forth. 


"Tyler," I said quietly. I reached out and touched
his shoulder. I didn't want them to fight. They both looked so angry now. 


Professor Hunter looked down at my hand on Tyler. He balled
his hand into a fist and cocked his arm.


"James!" I screamed. 


But he didn't listen to me. He punched Tyler square in the
nose.


Tyler cursed as he stumbled backwards.


"Oh my God, are you okay?" I touched the side of
Tyler's face. His nose started gushing blood. "Oh my God, Tyler."


He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. "Hold this
for me," he said and handed me a small wrapped box. My present. I looked
back up and saw him charging at Professor Hunter. 


"What the hell are you doing?!" I yelled after him.


Tyler dropped his shoulder at the last second, slamming into
Professor Hunter's stomach. They knocked into a few couples dancing as the two
of them fell to the floor. They were yelling at each other, but their words
were drowned out by the music. 


A girl screamed as they rolled over and almost knocked into
her. Professor Hunter had blood on his face, and I wasn't sure if it was
because Tyler had hurt him or if Tyler's bloody nose had just dripped onto
Professor Hunter's face. I looked around for a fire alarm. It was the only
thing I could think of to do. But we were in a frat house. There were no fire
alarms.


The dance music suddenly stopped. 


"I'll fuck whoever I want to fuck," Tyler snarled
as he landed a punch across Professor Hunter's face.


Oh my God.


The room was quite for another second and then people started
yelling, "Fight, fight, fight!"


I ran over to them. "Stop it! Both of you, stop!"


I tried to grab Tyler's arm before he landed another punch on
Professor Hunter, but I wasn't strong enough to hold him back. Professor Hunter
grabbed his axe from the floor beside him and whacked Tyler on the side of the
head with it.


He grabbed Tyler's collar and pulled him close to his face.
"If you know what's good for you, you'll stay the hell away from
her."


"I can end you."


"Then do it." He let go of Tyler's collar and
pushed him back down to the floor.


Professor Hunter stood up. He was starting to get a black eye
and there was a cut on his lip. There was blood on his face, but I wasn't sure
where it was coming from. He gave me a pleading look. 


I looked over Professor Hunter's shoulder as Tyler stood up.
"Please stop fighting. James, please just go. We can talk tomorrow, okay?
Please."


"Penny, do not make me carry you out of here," he
said. 


"Hey, asshole! She asked you to leave." Tyler
pulled his sword from his belt and chucked it at the back of Professor Hunter's
head. 


Professor Hunter stumbled to the side. He rubbed the back of
his head. He gave me one last pleading look.


I didn't know what to do. 


"Okay," Professor Hunter said. "Okay." He
turned away from me and walked toward the stairs.


Melissa came running up to me. She started talking really
fast but I couldn't seem to focus on her words. When Professor Hunter passed by
Tyler, Tyler said something to him, but I couldn't make it out. Professor
Hunter's head snapped to the side and he rammed into Tyler. The two of them
fell onto the table that they were using as a bar.


I ran toward them again. "What is wrong with you?!"
I screamed, directing it at both of them. I grabbed Professor Hunter's arm and
tried to pull him off. I wasn't strong enough. I let go of his arm and stood
back, screaming at them to stop. Professor Hunter punched Tyler one last time
and stood up. I couldn't see Tyler. Professor Hunter was blocking my view. Is
he okay? 


Suddenly Professor Hunter stepped to the side. Tyler's fist
landed on my stomach. I tried to breathe but couldn't. I stepped backwards and
slipped on some of the spilled alcohol. I put my hands out to catch myself but
my reaction was too slow. My head slammed against the concrete floor.









Chapter 6


Saturday 


"Penny," a familiar said. "Penny? God, Penny
open your eyes."


I gasped and sat up. The room was so bright. It felt like I
was dreaming. I blinked hard as the room came into focus. My head was pounding.
I reached up and felt something damp. When I brought my hand down my fingers
were covered in blood.


"Penny?"


My eyes focused on Professor Hunter's face. "I thought
you weren't talking to me?" I mumbled. I reached up and touched my
forehead. "What happened?"


"You fell. Don't you remember?"


"What?" I looked down at Professor Hunter's hand.
He was holding a cloth that was covered in blood. Is all that blood from my
head?


"Penny, what is the last thing you remember?" He
was standing next to me by the bed I was on. He looked concerned.


"I don't know." I felt like I wanted to cry.
"You weren't talking to me." I looked around at Professor Hunter's
bedroom. "Why am I here? How did I get here?" It had been so long
since I had been here. The last time I was in his apartment he had told me to
leave.


"I carried you." Professor Hunter looked concerned.
"Penny, tell me the last thing you remember."


"I don't know." I started to cry. I felt confused.
"I don't know why I'm here. I can't remember. Am I okay?" What is
happening to me?


"You're going to be fine. The doctor is on the
way." He said it calmly, but he didn't look calm. He lightly pressed the
cloth in his hand against my forehead.


I put my hand over my mouth. I was going to throw up. I tried
to climb out of bed, but the sudden movement made me dizzy. I started to fall,
but Professor Hunter caught me. He kept his arms around me as he set me back
down on the bed.


"Penny, stay still. The doctor will be here any second.
You're going to be fine," he repeated. He sat down on the bed next to me
and rubbed my back.


I immediately threw up down the front of him. He patted my
back as I finished vomiting all over his shirt. The taste was horrible. The
sight was even worse. "I'm so sorry," I groaned.


"It's okay." He rubbed my back. "It's okay.
Stay right there. I'll be right back." Professor Hunter quickly stood up
and walked out of the room. When he came back a minute later, he was no longer
wearing a shirt and was carrying a bottle of ginger ale. He handed me the
bottle. 


"Drink this," he instructed. He sat down next to
me.


"I'm so sorry," I repeated. 


"Please stop apologizing. All of this is my fault."
He suddenly looked angry. "Where the hell is he? He should have been here
by now."


I reached up and grabbed Professor Hunter's chin. I turned
his face to me. "You're hurt."


"I'm fine, baby. I'm fine." He took my hand and
kissed my palm. He stroked his thumb against my palm as he brought it to his
lap.


"No." His lip was cut and there was a bruise
forming around his eye. Tears started to stream down my cheeks again. He was
hurt, yet here he was taking care of me.


"You should see the other guy." Professor Hunter
gave me a weak smile.


"Was this my fault?"


Professor Hunter continued to rub his thumb against my palm.
"No. It's mine."


A buzz sounded through the apartment. "Finally."
Professor Hunter stood up. "Don't move." He disappeared from the
room.


I heard the elevator doors ding open and then hushed voices.
I tried to concentrate on their words.


"She just threw up," Professor Hunter said.


"Has she been drinking?" said the stranger.


"Yes. But that's not why I'm worried."


"How much?"


"I don't know."


"Let me see her."


"Steven, she fell. She hit her head hard. She's
disoriented. She doesn't even remember what happened."


The stranger walked into the room. "Miss Taylor, I'm
Doctor Ridge."


"Hello," I said weakly. I couldn't help but realize
how much trouble I was in. Doctors had to report underage drinking to the
college, didn't they? 


"Can you tell me what happened tonight?"


I shook my head.


"How did you hit your head?"


I looked up at Professor Hunter. "I fell?" That's
what he had said.


"Do you remember falling?"


"No."


"Have you been drinking?"


"I don't...I don't know." I swallowed hard. My head
was fuzzy like I was buzzed. "Yes. I think so."


"How much alcohol have you consumed?"


"I don't know. I don't remember." My eyes were
growing watery again. His tone was so accusatory. 


He walked around the bed and put down a bag on the floor. He
unzipped it and held up some sort of small flash light to my eyes. "Follow
the light with your eyes," he instructed.


I did as best I could.


"Please stand for me."


I slid off the bed and onto my feet. But my legs were wobbly.
I felt dizzy. Doctor Ridge put his hands on my arms and helped me back onto the
bed. 


"You have a concussion. Sit back for me."


I leaned against the pillows behind me. He grabbed something
else from his bag and blotted my forehead. It stung.


"You need stitches."


"Shouldn't I go to a hospital?"


"I'll fix you up better than any emergency room doctor
at this hour. Close your eyes. This is going to sting, but then you won't be
able to feel anything."


Professor Hunter climbed on the bed beside me and grabbed my
hand.


Before I closed my eyes I saw Dr. Ridge pull a syringe out of
his bag. Holy shit. I squeezed Professor Hunter's hand. I felt the pinch
of the needle in my forehead and a few moments later the pain was gone.


"Keep your eyes closed, Penny," Professor Hunter
said. He stroked my palm with his thumb. I squeezed my eyes shut. Professor
Hunter's voice was soothing. And his fingers rubbing against my palm made me
relax. I kept my eyes shut until the doctor told me he was done.


"Take it easy for a few days," he instructed.


"Thank you," I murmured.


Dr. Ridge nodded and gave me a small smile. Professor Hunter
walked him out of the room.


"What about her memory?" James asked as soon as
they were out of the room. I closed my eyes and listened.


"She's just in shock. She should be fine in the morning.
Call me if she's still having trouble with her memory."


"Thank you for coming out, Steven."


"Did you want to tell me what happened tonight?"


"A sequence of unfortunate events is all."


"I see. How old is she?"


"Old enough." Professor Hunter sounded defensive.


"Does Isabella know?"


Professor Hunter didn't answer. Or at least, I couldn't hear
his answer. I bit my lip.


"Put some ice on that eye, James."


I heard the elevator ding. A moment later James walked back
into the room. He walked to my side of the bed and sat down on the edge.
"Stay still," he said. He dotted some salve onto my forehead. It felt
good to be taken care of after so many weeks of feeling completely alone. 


"Why are you crying? Does it hurt?" he asked.


I shook my head. He placed a white bandage over the stitches.
I watched his face as he applied the medical tape to keep it in place. I
suddenly felt homesick. 


"I want to go home."


"Penny, you are home." He cupped my chin in his
hand.


"Please, Professor Hunter."


"I'm not letting you out of my sight." He sat down
next to me and pulled my head onto his chest. His tantalizing scent made me
feel numb.


"I need to go home." Tears began to well in my
eyes. I missed my parents. I needed to talk to my mom. "Please."


He kissed my forehead. "You need rest."


His cologne had completely engulfed me. I looked down at my
lap. "Why am I wearing one of your shirts?"


"I didn't want Dr. Ridge to see you in the outfit you
were wearing earlier."


"You undressed me?"


"Yes."


How long had I been passed out? "You shouldn't
have done that."


"Penny, I've seen you naked plenty of times."


I looked up at him. "You're not allowed to see people
naked that you've ignored for two weeks. That's not how things work. You've got
everything backwards." I was rambling. I wasn't even sure what I was
saying. 


"In that case, I'm sorry."


"Good."


He kissed my forehead next to my bandage. A rumble of thunder
sounded outside. A moment later I could hear the patter of rain against the
window. I breathed in Professor Hunter's cologne.


"It's raining," I mumbled.


He kissed my forehead again.


"Whenever it rains I think about you. It's when I missed
you the most. You promised you wouldn't be mad at me. You promised."


Instead of answering me, he kissed my forehead again. 


I looked up at him. "You should put ice on your eye."


"Don't worry about me, Penny."


"You're very worrisome," I sighed into his chest.
"You never talk to me. You won't let me in."


Professor Hunter ran his hands through my hair. "I'm
trying."


I yawned. "It's normal to worry about the people you
love." I tried to keep my eyes open but my eyelids felt heavy. Before I
knew it, I had fallen asleep.









Chapter 7


Saturday 


I slowly opened my eyes. Professor Hunter was laying next to
me in bed. His eyes were closed and his breathing was slow and steady. There
was a dark bruise around his eye. I sat up. My head hurt. I reached up and felt
the bandage. I climbed out of bed and went to the bathroom. I flipped on the
light switch and stared at my reflection in the mirror. A bruise was peeping
out from under the bandage. Everything came back in a rush. I gulped,
remembering the feeling of getting the wind knocked out of me. Shit. Tyler.


I ran back into the bedroom. I needed to call Tyler. I needed
to see if he was okay. My Poison Ivy costume was in a heap on the floor. But my
phone wasn't there. I looked around the bedroom. Professor Hunter stirred in
his bed. I went back into the bathroom and locked the door. I put my back
against the door and sighed. What had I done? I swallowed hard. My mouth
still tasted like vomit. I looked over at the sink. There was a toothbrush
still in its plastic wrapping. I walked over, opened it up, and brushed my
teeth. When I was done I held the brush in my hand and stared at the toothbrush
holder. Professor Hunter's toothbrush sat there alone. I thought about Tyler's
hands on my waist. I gulped and tossed the toothbrush into the trash. I leaned
down and put my face in my hands. 


I had turned into a slut in one day. I kissed a stranger. I
fucked Tyler. And I slept over at Professor Hunter's apartment all within a
day. I slid my hands down and looked at my reflection in the mirror. I pulled
my hair up into a messy bun and pulled Professor Hunter's t-shirt off. There
was a large bruise on my stomach and a small one on my elbow. I moved away from
the mirror and turned on the shower. I felt disgusting. I needed to wash
yesterday off of me.


The water only took a second to get warm. I stepped in,
trying carefully not to get my bandage wet. I put my hands on the wall and let
the water fall on my back. The image of Professor Hunter in here with me popped
into my head. I tried to shake it away. I poured some of his body wash onto my
hands, trying to ignore the intoxicating smell. I imagined his hands on me,
washing me. Fuck. I quickly rinsed and turned the water off. I needed to
get a grip. My stomach was in knots. How had things escalated so quickly last
night? Tyler and Professor Hunter had had a fist fight over me, or because of
me. This whole situation seemed surreal. I needed to get back to my dorm room.
Melissa would know what to do. She always knew what to do.


I wrapped my towel around myself and opened up the bathroom
door. Professor Hunter was no longer in bed. There was a pile of clothes by the
bathroom door. I picked them up and quickly dressed. A pair of yoga pants and a
tank top. No underwear. I didn't dwell on it. I walked into the main room and
over toward Professor Hunter. He was in the kitchen. He was wearing a pair of
sweatpants and no shirt. Stop being so sexy. I took a deep breath and
walked toward him. When I reached the counter he turned toward me.


"How are you feeling?"


"I'm fine," I lied. My head pounded, either from
the concussion, or too much to drink, or a combination of the two. And I felt
guilty for being here. "I'm going to get going."


He pushed a plate of waffles in front of me. Instead of
responding to me, he just arched his eyebrow.


"I thought you didn't cook."


"I don't. They were frozen."


I looked down at my plate. It felt like I was going to throw
up again. "I'm not hungry."


"You've lost weight. You need to eat."


"So now you suddenly care about me again?"


"I never stopped caring about you." His eyebrows
lowered slightly. "I see that you have your memory back."


I pushed the plate away. 


Professor Hunter walked over and placed two pills down on the
counter. "You need to eat with these." He pushed the plate back
toward me.


"I'm not taking those."


"Dr. Ridge left them for you. They're for the
pain."


"I'm okay. Actually, I'm used to dealing with pain
now." I took a deep breath. "Where is my phone?"


"Penny, take the pills. Eat the waffles. I'll give you
your phone when you're done."


"I need to tell Melissa where I am."


"Your friends know where you are." He emphasized
the word friends. Is he referring to Tyler too? 


He had no right to boss me around. But if this was the only
way he'd let me leave, then so be it. I took the two pills and downed them with
water. "How do you know Dr. Ridge?" I cut up the waffles and poured
syrup over them.


"He's an old friend."


"A friend of Isabella's too?" I took a bite and
swallowed. Why was he doing this to me?


"No." He put his elbows on the counter and ran his
hands through his hair.


I took another bite of the waffles and then pushed them away.
"I can't eat anymore."


Professor Hunter walked over and sat down on the stool beside
mine. 


"Look, thank you for taking care of me last night. You
didn't need to do that..."


"I did need to." He put his hand on my thigh. I
swiveled my chair to remove it. I didn't need his tantalizing touch clouding my
judgment. I was still so mad at him. Taking care of me for one night didn't
erase how he had made me feel for weeks.


"You didn't. But I do appreciate it. I'm fine now,
though. And I need to go. Please give me my phone."


"I can't let you leave. You have a concussion."


"I can take care of myself."


"You certainly didn't take care of yourself last
night."


"I was fine before you showed up," I snapped. I was
starting to lose my temper. 


"You haven't been taking care of yourself these past few
weeks either."


I stood up from my stool. "How dare you throw that in my
face?" I took a deep breath. "I tried. How can you sit there and
judge me for feeling? I loved you. I loved you so much. And it meant nothing to
you. I meant nothing to you. You're completely fine. It's so hard to see you that
way when I'm falling apart." 


"Penny..." he reached out for me.


"Don't touch me. Don't you dare touch me." I felt
so weak. "I couldn't eat. I couldn't sleep. Because of you! Because you
left me!"


The words seem to echo in his apartment. "That's not fair,
Penny. You can't put all the blame on me."


"Yes I can. You're the one that left. You're the one
that refused to talk to me. You shut me out. You didn't even give me a chance.
I made one mistake and you left. You left me."


"Only because you lied to me!"


"Yes. Because I wanted to be with you. I didn't think
you'd want me if you knew how young I was. And I hate that I lied to you."


"I know."


"No. Not because it made you leave me. But because it
made us get together in the first place."


"You wish we had never started fucking?"


His words were chilling. I had told him I loved him.
"And that's it, isn't it? Just fucking? See, that's the problem. I thought
it was more than that. I want someone to love me. Unconditionally."


"And that's what Tyler does? Because last time I
checked, taking advantage of someone when they're drunk isn't love."


"And what do you know about love? You're fucking married
to a woman that you don't love. You didn't even love her when you got married.
And instead of facing it and getting divorced, you just go around screwing
students like it means nothing."


"I don't go around screwing students. You're the
exception. You know that."


"Do I? Because I don't think I know you at all."


"You know me." He stood up. His fingers were
gripping the side of the counter. "You'll never forget what it feels like
to have my rock hard cock deep inside of you. You'll never be able to stop
screaming my name."


I swallowed hard. Why was I suddenly aroused? Fuck him.
"I was already forgetting you. Tyler didn't take advantage of me. I told
him that I wanted him. I asked him to fuck me."


"Because you were drunk."


"No! It was because you left me! Because I was numb! You
ruined me." My voice cracked. I turned around. I didn't want to look at
him. "You ruined me."


He grabbed my arm and pulled me toward him. "So it's my
fault that you're loose?"


"I'm not loose." I shoved his chest so he'd let go
of me. "You broke up with me. I was trying to get over you."


"I never broke up with you. I said I needed time."


"I gave you time. Weeks! In order to work things out,
normal people usually talk. What was I supposed to think?"


"That's not how I work through things." 


"That's not an excuse. Keep my phone. I'm leaving. I
don't want to hear anything else you have to say." I stormed off toward
the elevator doors. 


"What is wrong with you?" He sounded so angry.


I turned back around. "What is wrong with me? What is
wrong with you?!" He had no right to be angry with me. He was the one that
had left me. Why did he even care that I was leaving? We were done.


"Stop acting like a child." He walked toward me.


"I'm not acting like a child. Get over yourself."


"I'm trying to talk to you now. Which is exactly what
you wanted. You're being immature."


"And you're being an asshole!"


We both stood still, staring at each other. He lowered his
eyebrows. He was looking at me in that hungry way. I gulped.


"You're infuriating, Penny."


Everything below my waistline clenched. He had said the same
thing to me in his office the first time we had ever had sex. I was so mad at
him. But somehow that made me want him even more. "Then punish me,
Professor Hunter." I repeated the words that had started our tryst in the
first place.


He took a step toward me, pressing my back against the wall.
He pushed my tank top up my sides. It had been so long since he had looked at
me like that. It was like a drug. And I needed more. I lifted my arms in the
air and let him pull my shirt the rest of the way off. He grabbed my jaw and
turned my face toward him. His fingers dug into my skin. "I will never
share you again. Do you understand me?" 


"Yes." My voice was shaky. How could I want him
so badly right now? I had never been angrier with anyone in my life.


He shoved my yoga pants off my hips and down my thighs. I
stepped out of them. He put his hands on the wall on either side of my face.
"I want to fuck you. Hard. Is that what you want?"


"Yes," I gasped. He wasn't touching me, but I had
never felt so aroused. 


He pushed his sweatpants down, grabbed my ass, and lifted me
up. I wrapped my legs around him as he sunk his cock deep inside of me.


Oh God. I closed my eyes and let the sensation fill
me. He moved his hips fast, knocking my ass against the wall. I buried my hands
in his hair, pulling his head down to my neck. He placed a kiss against my
collarbone. He squeezed my ass as his length went in and out of me. I could
feel his hot, ragged breath against my neck. I groaned.


"You think I ruined you?" he whispered into my ear.
He thrust his cock even deeper.


I gasped.


He bit my earlobe. "I'll show you what it's like to be
ruined."


I whimpered at his naughty words.


He kept his hands on my ass but pulled out of me. I felt
empty without him. He set me on my feet and turned me around. My whole body
felt alive, like only he could do to me. He leaned forward so that his erection
was on the small of my back. He grabbed my hands and put them on the wall. 


I was breathing fast, waiting to see what he did. 


"You asked me to punish you." He grabbed my hips
and pulled them back so that I was arching my back with my hands still pressed
against the wall. "And I intend to." His voice sounded tight.
"Don't move out of this position." He slapped my ass hard with his
palm. 


I gasped in surprise.


"When I tell you it's time to go, you will not make me
ask twice. Do you understand?"


"Yes," I said breathlessly.


He spanked me again.


Fuck. Why is this turning me on? 


"You will not jeopardize your safety on purpose."


"I didn't..."


He slapped my ass harder. "Do you understand?"


"Yes."


He cradled my ass in his hand, caressing it gently. His other
hand slipped between my thighs. My body trembled with anticipation. One of his
fingers slid inside my wetness. 


"Professor Hunter," I panted.


And then he spanked me harder still. "And you will not
lie to me." Another one of his fingers joined in.


"Never." My cheek stung. But his fingers were
driving me crazy. All I could feel was the sensation of him inside of me,
teasing me.


He slapped my ass again. "Tell me that you need me as
much as I need you."


"I need you. I need you, Professor Hunter." And it
was true. I needed him. I had never stopped needing him. 


He grabbed my hips and thrust himself back inside of me. Fuck
yes. He was angry with me. I loved when he was angry with me. His
fingernails dug into my skin. There was nothing better than the feeling of him
inside of me. He grabbed my hair and pulled my head back. His dick was so deep
inside of me that it hurt. He was fucking me harder than he ever had before. He
gyrated his hips.


"Professor Hunter," I moaned.


"Come for me, Penny." He pulled my hair again.


I was close. Every time he thrust, it felt like he was
slapping my raw cheek again. The combination of pain and pleasure was too much
to bear. "Professor Hunter," I groaned. As soon as I said his name I
felt his hot liquid shoot through me. There was no feeling better than him
coming inside of me. He knelt down behind me and placed a kiss where he had
slapped me. 


"The thought of you screaming his name haunts me. Never
again. You're mine." He kissed my cheek again.


I turned to face him. He was still on his knees. It looked
like he was in actual pain. He leaned forward and kissed the bruise on my
stomach.


I knelt down in front of him. "I didn't scream his name.
Actually, I screamed yours." I shrugged my shoulders.


For the first time this morning there was a glint of humor in
his eyes. "I'm not as easy to forget as you implied?"


"No. I've tried." 


"I wanted you to."


I looked into his eyes. He looked so vulnerable. I could tell
we were about to have the conversation that I had so badly wanted these past
few weeks. And now that it was here, I was scared to have it. "What? What
do you mean?"


"I wanted you to forget about me. That's why I haven't
been talking to you."


"Why? I told you that I loved you."


"I know. But I'm no good for you. You deserve someone
without so much...without so many issues."


"What issues?"


"You were right. You don't know me as well as you
should."


"I do."


"You don't."


His words haunted me. I thought I had found out all his
secrets. What else is he hiding from me? 


"So if you wanted me to forget about you, why did you
come to the party last night?"


"When you sent me that text about having a nice life it
made me realize that I couldn't. Not unless you were in it."


"That's a selfish reason." I repeated the words
back to him that he had used when I told him my excuse for lying to him.


"It is. But I've seen you disappearing these past few
weeks. Not eating. Drinking too much. Not focusing in class. I may be bad for
you, but I'm better than the alternative."


"So I get to be with you by default?"


"I need you, Penny. I'm addicted to you. I want what's
best for you. And I'm going to try hard to be that for you."


"You know that I'm addicted to you too. Or else our
argument wouldn't have just turned into sex. But you left me. I've never felt
so broken before. Tyler was there to help try and pick up the pieces. And if
I'm being honest, I didn't just sleep with him because I was drunk."


"I know." Professor Hunter gritted his teeth.


"I have feelings for him too."


Professor Hunter sighed. "Here is where I should tell
you to go to him. Where I should be unselfish. Please don't make me do
that."


"I know you said you needed time, but you waited so
long. You made it seem like you wanted nothing to do with me. You wouldn't even
look at me in class. I thought...I thought..." I put my face in my hands.
"I made a mess of everything."


"No, I did." Professor Hunter grabbed my face in
his hands. "I never should have walked out on you that night. I understand
why you lied. And I did exactly what you feared. But I need you to know that
the age difference means nothing to me."


"When you were in high school, I was in elementary
school."


Professor Hunter laughed. "It doesn't matter."


"You're my professor."


"It doesn't matter." He leaned forward and kissed me.
I could feel the cut on his lip. But that didn't stop him. He grabbed the back
of my head and leaned into me until my back was against the cool tile.
"I'm sorry." He kissed the top of my bandage, then the side of my
neck. He left a trail of kisses between my breasts and down my stomach.


"Mmm."


He kissed the inside of my thigh. "I missed you."


"I missed you too."


He kissed the inside of my other thigh. "I want you
again," he whispered against my skin. He lightly brushed his fingers
against my clit. I was still aroused. I had been without him for so long. And
now that I was in his presence again, I couldn't get enough of him.


I grabbed the bottom of his chin and tilted his head toward
me. "I want you too."


He leaned between my thighs again and kissed me gently. I
wrapped my legs around him as he slowly entered me. He was being gentle and
loving this time. I let my hands wander down his muscular back.


The contrast between him fucking me and him making love to me
was unimaginable. Hard and raw versus gentle and intimate. He continued to kiss
me as his thick cock stretched me wide. He reached down and touched my clit
again, making me moan with pleasure. 


He tilted his hips, thrusting his cock deeper.


"Professor Hunter," I gasped.


He ran his hand up the side of my torso. His touch made my
whole body tingle with pleasure. He intertwined his fingers with mine and moved
them to either side of my face. His hips moved faster. "Promise that
you'll remember that you're mine."


"I promise," I moaned as my orgasm washed over me.
He squeezed my hands as he found his release.


He rubbed the tip of his nose against mine. He placed one
last kiss on my lips and pulled out of me. He stood up, grabbed his sweatpants
off the floor, and pulled them on. I had never seen the look he was giving me
now.


I was about to ask him what was wrong, when he said, "I
have a present for you."


I sat up. "So you did remember my birthday?" I
wasn't fuming anymore. I wanted to talk. I wanted to hear him out.


"I told you I remembered." He gave me a small smile
and walked through the kitchen. He disappeared into a room I hadn't been in
yet. I grabbed my clothes and went into his bedroom. I flipped the switch on in
his closet. All the clothes he had bought for me were still hanging there. I
opened up a drawer and pulled out a lacy thong and matching bra. I put them on
and then finished getting dressed in my pants and tank top. There were sneakers
at the bottom of the closet. I grabbed a pair of socks and laced up the
sneakers. Everything fit me so perfectly. I crossed my arms. It was chilly in
his apartment. I grabbed a light jacket and pulled it on.


When I walked back into the living room, Professor Hunter was
sitting on the couch. I sat down next to him. He was holding a sealed envelope
in his hand. My name was written in his familiar scrawl. 


"What is it?" I couldn't help the excitement
coursing through me. I had waited my whole birthday for a present from him to
arrive.


"I wanted you to get over me." He wasn't looking at
me. He was looking down at the envelope.


"You already told me that."


"Before you open this I need to tell you
something."


"Okay." My heart was racing.


"I did something I regret. But I can't take it
back."


I didn't know what to say, so I stayed silent.


"I thought I needed to get over you. I thought it was
best for you."


"And for you?"


"No." Professor Hunter shook his head. "I
always knew it wasn't best for me." He looked over at me. "You said
that it didn't look like I was in pain. But I was. I felt numb. My days dragged
on. Without you there's nothing for me here. It sounds like I'm trying to make
excuses but I'm not. I can own up to my mistakes. I just needed you to know
that I was in pain too. I need you to understand the place I was in."


"I don't want to know what you did."


"Penny..."


"Please don't tell me."


"I want you to be honest with me. How can I expect you
to be if I'm not honest with you?"


"Is it going to hurt me?"


Professor Hunter ran his hand through his hair.
"Yes."


I bit my lip. "You kept my clothes in your closet.
Why?"


"I felt like if I got rid of them then what we had
really would be dead."


"So this thing that you did didn't make it feel like
what we had was over?"


"No. I thought it would, but it didn't."


"I wish you would have talked to me. I wish you would
have told me that you thought you weren't good for me. I would have convinced
you otherwise."


"You've convinced me otherwise the whole time we were
together."


"You still should have talked to me."


"I can't take that back either."


I nodded my head. "I kissed some guy that lives in your
apartment."


Professor Hunter lowered his eyebrows. "Who?"


"Does it matter?"


"Yes."


"His name is Brendan."


"Okay. Just one kiss?"


"Yes. And he gave me some advice. About how if things
are so hard between us maybe we're not meant to work things out."


"It's not bad advice."


"Clearly I didn't take it."


"I know." We were both silent for a moment.


"Is what you did worse than that?"


"Yes."


"Is it worse than the fact that I slept with
Tyler?"


Professor Hunter closed his eyes. "I left you. You
thought I had broken up with you. You weren't in the wrong."


"Is it worse?"


"By default, yes." 


"So you had sex with someone else?"


Professor Hunter leaned forward and put his elbows on his
knees. "I did."


I stood up from the couch. "A stranger?" My heart
was racing.


"No."


His words made my body feel cold. He didn't have to say it. I
knew what he had done. He had sex with Isabella. He had sex with his wife.
That's what married men did. They had sex with their wives. What should I have
expected? He ran back to his wife when things went sour between us.


"Did you enjoy it?"


"It was just sex. It didn't mean anything. It wasn't
like it is with you."


"So you did enjoy it?"


"Penny..."


"When we were arguing earlier you said all we were doing
was fucking."


"I didn't mean it. I was upset."


I took a deep breath. "I shouldn't be upset with you. I
slept with someone else too. But I am. I don't know what you want me to
say." It was hard to picture his hands on someone else.


"You're allowed to be upset with me."


"It was her, wasn't it?"


He looked up at me.


"Isabella? Your wife?"


"Yes," he sighed.


"Okay."


"Penny, I didn't go to New York with the intention of
sleeping with her."


"Okay."


"It just happened."


"Okay."


"Please stop saying okay. It's not okay. And I'm sorry.
I'm so, so sorry, Penny."


"You don't have to explain it to me. She's your
wife."


"I needed you to know."


I took a deep breath. "I need some air."


"Okay. Let's take a walk."


"I want to be alone."


"Penny, you have a concussion..."


"I'm okay. Please. I just need some air."


"Take this." He lifted up the envelope.


"I shook my head."


He folded the envelope and stood up. He slipped it into my
pocket. Then he grabbed my phone out of his pocket and slipped it next to the
envelope. "Please be careful."


"I promised you I would be." I went over to the
elevator and pressed the button.


"Please stay."


"I can't."


"I'm begging you, please."


"I can't look at you right now." The elevator
dinged as the doors slid open. I stepped on.


"Penny."


"Professor Hunter."


The doors closed.


 









Chapter 8


Saturday 


I hugged my arms around myself. I needed to be alone. I knew
that I could forgive him for not talking to me for weeks. Hell, I already had.
But sleeping with Isabella? He was supposed to be getting a divorce, not
fucking her. I shook my head and looked down at my sneakers. I hated that I was
wearing clothes that he had bought for me.


The elevator doors dinged. I kept my eyes on the ground.


"I apologize in advance for what I'm about to ask
you."


I looked up. Brendan had just stepped onto the elevator. He
hit the button to close the doors.


"So, the dramatic guy. Did he do that to you?"


"No. It's not like that." He just spanks me when
he thinks I've misbehaved. "I fell. That's all."


"Okay." He moved closer to me and leaned against
the wall. "Are you alright?"


"I'm fine."


"Then why does it look like you're about to cry?"


"I just found something out that I'm not happy
about."


"Did you want to talk about it?"


"Not really."


Brendan sighed. "You seem to be having a bad day. And I
don't want to make anything worse. But I do need to tell you something. And
just so we're clear, it's not because I want to get into your pants. I mean, I
do want to get in your pants. But I'm not telling you because of that."


I couldn't help but laugh. I looked up at him. "What do
you need to tell me?"


"I'm not 100 percent sure. Closer to 85 percent. But I'm
pretty sure that both of the men that have penthouse suites are married."


I looked back down at my shoes. I could feel his eyes on me.
He thought I was a monster. "I didn't know that when I started seeing
him."


"But you do already know?"


"Yes." I felt ashamed. "He's getting
divorced."


"That's what they all say."


"I believed him." I sighed. "I believed him
until about five minutes ago."


The doors opened. We both stepped out into the parking
garage.


"It was nice seeing you again," I said.


"Where are you going?" he asked.


"For a walk. I need to clear my head."


"I was actually going to go for a walk too. Do you mind
if I join you?"


"I find that hard to believe." He was so easy to
talk to. And he seemed to like offering me free advice. "But no, I don't
mind." 


Together we walked out of the parking garage. The sun was
bright and the autumn leaves crunched under my feet. My head pounded. I was
glad Professor Hunter had made me take those pills. We walked in silence for a
few minutes. "Do you mind if we sit down for a second?" I suddenly
felt dizzy.


Brendan grabbed my arm and escorted me to a bench. He sat
down next to me and put his arm behind me on the bench, but he didn't touch me.
I rubbed my forehead.


"Do you need to see a doctor about that?"


"I already have."


"And?"


"I have a concussion. I needed stitches. Because I'm an
idiot."


"Should you be walking around like that?"


"Probably not," I laughed.


"I'm curious to know how you ended up with a concussion.
I'm even more curious to know how you ended up dating a married man. Girls like
you don't need to date married men."


"Girls like me?" I laughed.


"Yes, girls like you." He put his hand on my knee.
"Tell me your story."


I crossed my legs on the bench and turned to him. "It's
a long story."


"Luckily I'm free all afternoon."


"It kind of started last semester. I was dating this
asshole. He made me feel small. But when things didn't work out it still hurt.
He was my first boyfriend. My first kiss. My first...well, you know."


"The first person you'd ever had sex with?"


"Yes." I looked down at my lap. I launched into the
story about running into Professor Hunter before I knew he was a professor. I
told him about meeting Tyler. I told him about my obsession with wanting
Professor Hunter to want me. And how my feelings for Tyler had always skirted
away from the friend zone. How I led him on. How I lied to both of them. I told
him about when I found out that Professor Hunter was married. About my awkward
speeches in class and my almost hookup with Tyler. I told him about lying about
my age and my fight with Professor Hunter. I told him about not hearing from
him for weeks, which led me to being a stalker and running into Brendan in the
first place. I told him about taking his advice and having sex with Tyler.


"Let me stop you right there." He hadn't said
anything the whole time. He was just listening. "I never told you to have
sex with anyone. I just wanted you to let me take you on a date. If I had known
there was a Tyler in the equation, my advice probably would have been
different."


I laughed. "It was good advice. Until the professor
showed up." I had referred to Professor Hunter as the professor since the
beginning. I didn't want to run his name through the mud. "We got in a
huge fight. And then he and Tyler got in a fist fight. Tyler accidentally hit
me and knocked the wind out of me. I slipped on some spilled beer and hit my
head."


"End of story?"


"Almost. The professor carried me back to his apartment
and took care of me. It was sweet. We got in another fight. We made up. A
couple of times." I could feel my face blushing. "And then he told me
that while he wasn't talking to me he had sex with his wife." 


"You're kind of adorable."


"What?" That's not the reaction I had expected from
my horrific story. If anything, I expected a 'See you later, you idiot.' "


"I don't know. You look at the world in this really
naive way. And no matter how many times something goes wrong, you always see
the best in people. Like I said before, I find you endearing."


"I think I'm a mess."


"And that's why you keep doing messy things."


I laughed. "I guess so."


"So, who's better in bed?"


"Excuse me?"


"You heard me, Penny."


"That can't possibly be your advice."


"A sweet guy is nice. A mysterious guy is great. But a
good lay? I'm sorry, but it always goes back to that."


"I don't believe that. There's so much more to a
relationship than sex."


"Well, I'm assuming you're great in bed. Especially if
you have two men fighting over you."


"I don't think that's why they like me. I mean, Tyler's
liked me this whole time and we only just had sex for the first time
yesterday."


"Then it was the idea of fucking you that kept him
around. He liked the chase."


I shook my head.


"And you said you fucked the professor twice this
morning. And fought the rest of the time. It sounds like sex is the only thing
working in your relationship."


I lowered my eyebrows. Maybe he's right.


"So I'll ask you again. Who's the better lay?"


I sighed. "The professor."


"By the way, there's only one professor at your school
that's rich enough to live in my building. James is a lucky guy."


"Oh my God." I put my hand over my eyes. "If
you knew this whole time why didn't you say anything?"


"I thought you reaction would be funny." He grabbed
my hand and removed it from my face. "I guess he's not that lucky, though.
Because you're out here talking to me instead of him." He kept his hand on
top of mine.


"You're easy to talk to."


"Because I'm an unassuming acquaintance."


"I don't know why." I looked down at his hand.
"Do you have any other advice for me?"


"I'm sorry, what?"


I raised my eyebrow.


"I just got distracted. The bandage on your forehead
makes it look like you were in a fight. You're tiny. It just put a comical
image in my head."


I laughed. "I asked if you had any other advice for
me?"


"I think you need to tell Tyler that James is better in
bed."


I rolled my eyes.


"Did you want me to walk you to wherever he is?"


"It's not that easy."


"I thought everything was settled?"


"James is married."


"And he doesn't love her."


"But he's still married. You said yourself that all
cheaters say they're getting divorced."


"Maybe he'll be the exception."


"Do you really believe that?"


Brendan shrugged. "I'd be lying if I didn't say I had my
own agenda. Because if it doesn't work, I'll probably run into you on the
elevator. And then you'll know what a good lay is."


I gulped. He was so forward. "So I shouldn't trust your
advice?"


"I think it's pretty good advice."


I stood up and Brendan stood up next to me. "Thank you
for letting me talk so much."


"Like I said, I find you endearing. I do wish you the
best of luck."


"You're a really nice guy, Brendan."


"I'm actually not. I only listened to half of what you
said. I was mostly just staring at your breasts."


For some reason I couldn't tell if he was serious or not.
"Do you think that maybe we could be just friends?"


"Isn't that what we already are?" He smiled at me.


"I guess." I stepped forward and hugged him. He
seemed taken aback, but he wrapped his arms around me. I let go of him and
stepped back. "See you around, Brendan."


"See you around, Penny."









Chapter 9


Saturday 


I wished Professor Hunter was as easy to talk to as Brendan.
I walked up the steps to the front door of Tyler's frat. I took a deep breath and
knocked on the door. I didn't know if Brendan was right about the sex. But it
was Professor Hunter that had my heart. I had never stopped loving him. I
needed Tyler to know. And then I needed to tell Professor Hunter that I wanted
to be with him. But not until he divorced his wife. 


The door squeaked open. A guy who I had never seen before
opened it.


"Sup?"


"Hi, is Tyler here?"


"Yeah, he's upstairs." The boy walked away from the
door.


Okay. Such a gentleman. I couldn't help but think he
would have been nicer if I didn't have a huge bandage on my forehead. I stepped
in and closed the door. The whole house seemed trashed from last night. There
were empty red cups on the floor and it smelled like stale alcohol. I stepped
over the mess and made my way up the stairs. 


I wasn't sure how I'd feel once I saw him. He had an effect
on me. I was just about to knock on his bedroom door when I heard something. I
put my ear against his door. He was playing guitar. Softly. I closed my eyes
and listened. I didn't recognize the song, but it sounded sad. I couldn't help
the tears welling in my eyes. Could I do this? Did I even want to?


I listened to the rest of the song. It was beautiful. I had
never heard him play before. When it ended I quickly knocked on the door before
I had time to chicken out. 


The guitar made a weird noise and then everything was quiet.
"Umm, just a sec," I heard Tyler say. A moment later he opened his
door a crack. "Shit, Penny." He came out and closed his door quietly
behind him. He was wearing just his boxers. He still hair sex hair. But the
inside corners of both his eyes were bruised and his nose looked swollen.
Professor Hunter must have broken his nose.


"Penny." He touched the side of my face.
"Penny, I'm so sorry."


"It's not your fault."


"God." He put his hand over his mouth. "I
called you a million times. Didn't you get any of my messages?"


I hadn't checked my phone. I shook my head.


"Penny." He wrapped his arms around me. "I was
so worried."


I still liked how comfortable I felt in his arms. "Tyler
can we sit down?"


Tyler glanced at his door. He suddenly looked nervous.
"Yeah, let's go downstairs." He grabbed my hand and led me down the
stairs. We sat down on the couch in his living room.


"Are you okay?" He eyed my bandage.


"It's nothing."


"Penny." He pushed my bangs out of my face.


"I have a concussion. I needed a few stitches. It's not
a big deal. I feel okay now."


"I'm so sorry. I don't know what came over me. I just
got so angry when I saw him yelling at you."


"It's okay."


"It's not okay." He put his hand over his mouth
again. "I punched you. I'm so sorry. I can't believe I punched you."


"It was an accident."


"I'm so sorry," he repeated. His fingers traced the
hem of my tank top. I could tell he wanted to see where he had hit me. But I
didn't want him to see the bruise. I didn't want him to feel bad.


"I'm okay."


He shook his head. He pushed my tank top up. 


I grabbed his hand. "Don't, Tyler."


"I need to see." There was so much pain in his
eyes. I let go of his hand. He pushed my tank top up to my ribcage.
"Fuck." He put his hands over his face. "Fuck. Penny, I can't
apologize enough. I'm so sorry."


"Tyler, I'm fine. Really, I'm okay." I pushed my
tank top back down.


"It really doesn't hurt?"


"Not as much as my head." I tried to laugh. It came
out forced.


"Which is also my fault."


"I slipped. It wasn't your fault."


"You slipped because I knocked the wind out of
you."


"Tyler." I put my hand on top of his. "Are you
okay?"


"You mean my busted up nose? Yeah I'm fine. I kind of
deserved it, didn't I? I provoked him enough."


"You both acted stupid. But it was my fault for putting
you in that situation."


Tyler shook his head. "I don't regret being with you.
Not for a second."


"I don't either."


Tyler sighed. "When you fell I didn't know what to do. I
let him take you. I didn't know how to take care of you."


"It's okay."


"I was scared. I was so scared that you wouldn't be
okay."


"I'm okay, Tyler."


"He knew exactly what to do. I just stood there like an
idiot and watched."


"I wouldn't have known what to do either."


"I'll never forgive myself for what I did to you."


"I've forgiven you. Actually, scratch that, because
there's nothing to forgive. It was an accident. You're being too hard on
yourself."


"You wouldn't open your eyes. I was yelling your name
and you just laid there. Penny so many thoughts went through my head."


"It's over. Please stop, I don't want to hear about
it." I let go of his hand and touched my forehead. It was hurting more and
more as I sat there.


"I'm sorry." He looked distraught.


"It's just a headache. I'm okay." I took a deep
breath. I needed to tell him that I wanted to be with Professor Hunter. But he
looked so upset. And he was barely wearing any clothes. I closed my eyes.
"I heard you playing your guitar."


"Oh. Yeah."


I opened my eyes. "What was the song? I didn't recognize
it. But it was beautiful."


"I wrote it."


"It sounded sad." I wanted to cry. I swallowed
hard. This was so painful.


"Does he know you're here? I'm pretty sure he'd come
back and break my nose again if he knew you were talking to me." Tyler
gave me a small smile. I could tell that smiling hurt his nose.


"He doesn't know."


"Did you walk here? I feel like you shouldn't be walking
around by yourself."


"Tyler, I'm fine. I needed to come talk to you."


"I guess you and Professor Hunter had some time to talk
then?"


"Time to argue, yes."


"I want you to be happy."


I shifted in my seat. "He told me that he stopped
talking to me because he thought he wasn't good for me. It wasn't because he
didn't want me. He was being...selfless."


"And you believe him?"


"I'm choosing to. I want to believe him. You were right.
I'm still in love with him."


Tyler nodded his head.


"It's hard, because I do have feelings for you."


"I know." He leaned in and placed a soft kiss
against my lips. "But you don't love me."


"I do love you. I love who you are as a person. But I'm
not in love with you."


He nodded.


"I'm sorry."


"I could tell you weren't over him. If I had agreed to
be your boyfriend, would things be different right now?"


I shook my head. "I don't think so."


"Tyler?" A girls voice sounded from upstairs.


"I'll be right there!" he called back. He grabbed
my hand. "It's not what you think."


Wow, Brendan was right. Tyler got me and now the chase
was over. How could Brendan's awful advice actually be right? Was everything
really just about sex? "So that's why you didn't ask me to come into your
room? Of course. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have come here."


"Penny..."


"And that's really why you didn't want me to take you up
on your offer of being my boyfriend? All you ever wanted was sex."


"No. What? No. I mean, yes I wanted to have sex with
you, but I wanted more than that. I just wasn't sure I'd ever get more. I took
advantage of the situation. And I'm sorry." He looked over at the stairs.
"We didn't do anything. She gave me ice for my nose. We just fell asleep
in my room."


"I want you to be happy too."


Tyler smiled his small, pained smile. "Well I've never
been happier than I was last night. Before every possible thing went
wrong."


"Thank you for trying to protect me."


"Don't put me in a good light for that. I think I did it
more for my own ego than for you."


"Still." I bit my lip. "Do you think we can go
back to being friends?"


"I..." Tyler shrugged. "It's going to take me
some time to stop picturing you on my bed in nothing but green high
heels."


"You're not easy to forget either." I looked over
at him. "Actually, you're not leaving very much to the imagination right
now."


Tyler laughed. "I should probably get back up
there."


"Of course." I stood up quickly. I felt a little
dizzy. I shook my head to help clear my head.


"Do you need me to walk you back?"


"No. I'm okay. Go back to your lady friend."


He rubbed the back of his neck. "It's Natalie."


I smiled at him. "I hope that you two can be together
now. I'm sorry that I interfered so much. I'm going to go." I turned away
from him and walked to the door. It hurt a little that he was able to move on
so fast. But hadn't I? A selfish part of me was hoping he'd fight for me. Not
literally this time. But he didn't seem hurt at all that we'd just become a one
night thing. He had known what it would be the whole time. I was the only one
who didn't know my feelings.


"Penny?"


I turned around. He walked over to me. He was looking at me
intently. "Yes?"


"In case I never get another chance..." he grabbed
both sides of my face and kissed me. I kissed him back. I wanted to remember
what it was like to be with him too. When he released me, I felt a little
lightheaded again.


"Feel better soon," he kissed my forehead.


"You too."


"I'll see you on Monday."


I watched him as he walked back up the stairs. When he
disappeared from view, I let myself out of the frat house. That had gone better
than I had ever expected. I actually felt like for the first time ever we were
going to be just friends. I took a deep breath. Professor Hunter wasn't going
to like that. It didn't matter. We were going to be honest with each other from
here on out. And I could honestly say that I was just friends with Tyler.


The autumn sunshine felt good against my face. I crossed Main
Street and began to walk toward Professor Hunter's apartment. There was a lot
more I wanted to talk to him about. I was exhausted. Part of me wanted to go
back to my dorm room and just talk to him tomorrow. But it needed to be now. He
needed to know that I was choosing him. There were just some contingencies. I
shook my head. Guys hated ultimatums. But I didn't know how else to do it.


I stopped at a bench and sat down. I felt out of breath and
my head was pounding. Maybe I should call him and ask him to pick me up. I
reached in my pocket and felt the envelope. I looked down at it as I pulled it
out of my pocket. I ran my fingers across the top of the envelope. There was a
small rip in the center of it. I gulped. This was the envelope that I had seen
him with on my birthday. He had looked so distraught that night. And I had
convinced myself that it had nothing to do with me. But it had everything to do
with me. I pulled the envelope to my chest. Whatever was in here had upset him.
Could it be worse than him sleeping with Isabella?


I pulled it back down to my lap and stared at it. In the
center of the envelope was my name. Even his handwriting was sexy. It reminded
me of the note he had left me in my syllabus. I smiled. I took a deep breath as
I opened up the envelope.


I pulled out the contents. On top there were two tickets.
They were VIP tickets to the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade. Thanksgiving?
Is he asking me to meet his family? I had watched the parade on television
every Thanksgiving morning with my parents for as long as I could remember. I
always wished I could go.  


I quickly unfolded the note beneath the tickets. It was dated
October 14th, the day before my birthday. I took a deep breath and read.


 


Penny,


I woke up late the first morning that classes started. I
wouldn't have come into the coffee shop at that moment unless I had forgotten
to set my alarm. Who knew that such a small thing could change the rest of my
life? You've captivated me from the very start. You're timid, yet bold. You're
humorous, yet sincere. You're young, yet wise. You're gorgeous and you don't
know it. You're contradictory, and challenging, and passionate. And I love you.
I love you with all I am.


These past few weeks have been the hardest of my life.
Because you have captivated me, body and soul. I eat, breathe, and dream you.
And when you're not beside me, I feel such loss. When I see you in class, I can
no longer breathe. When I think about you, I can no longer eat. And only
nightmares of losing you accompany me in slumber. 


I thought I knew what love was. But I was wrong. The love I
have for you is something that I have never known. It is constant and all
consuming and it terrifies me. The only thing scarier than realizing what my
love for you is, is the fact that I have lost that love. 


I wanted to protect you. I didn't want to drag you into my
darkness. But I realize that when I am with you, I am not the man I once was.
When you look at me, I can feel the way you see me, and I become something
better. I want to be the man that you need. And I feel like I can be everything
you want.


But you need to know that I have many flaws. And one of them
is weakness. When I realized my feelings for you, I left. I left you, and I
have never regretted anything so much in my life. Because without you, I am not
living. Only with you am I strong. Only with you am I good. Only with you am I
whole.


And I am selfish. Because I want you to be with me despite my
demons. I want to kiss you every morning when you wake up in my arms. I want to
whisper I love you in your ear before we fall asleep at night. I want my days
to be consumed by your love. And I want you to love me back even though I am
telling you that I am not good for you. Because it is your choice. I tried to
stay away from you and I cannot. I am not a good man. But if you choose me I
will not push you away again. I will trust your judgment. And every ounce of me
hopes that you'll make a mistake and come back to me. Every fiber of my being
wants you to make the wrong choice. And if you do, I promise to be the best
that I can be for you.


I don't care that you lied to me. I don't care that you only
just turned 20. I don't care that you are a student in my class. All I care
about is you, Penny. My greatest love. 


 


Tears were streaming down my cheeks. He opened up to me. He
finally opened up to me. He had written this before my birthday. He had almost
ripped it up that night because he wanted to protect me. But I was so glad that
he couldn't stay away. Because I loved him too. I loved him so much. I couldn't
seem to stop my tears. I wept for a long time, sitting there in the middle of
Main Street. 


I went to fold the paper to put it back when I realized there
was another sheet behind it. I put the tickets and the note back into the envelope.
I wiped my eyes so I could read what was on the last sheet of paper. It was a
bunch of legal jargon. I scanned it. New York City Supreme Court. December
29th, 2014. It felt like my heart stopped beating. I looked down at the bottom.
James Hunter. His signature was above his printed name. And beside it was
Isabella Hunter. There was a blank line above her name. His divorce papers. She
hadn't signed them, but he had. Last year, just like he had said. This was the
proof that he was done. It was the proof that I needed to trust him. He was
getting divorced. I quickly stood up and began walking back to his apartment. I
needed to see him. I needed to tell him that I still loved him.


The street began to wobble in front of me. I slowed down and
then stopped completely. My vision was blurry. The pain in my head seared. I
tried to reach out for something to steady myself but there was nothing there.
I gasped for breath. I reached into my pocket for my phone. Oh God. 


"James," I mumbled as I fell to the ground.









PART 2









Chapter 10


Saturday


I sat up with a start and blinked hard as the room came into
focus. Where am I? "James?"


"Shhh. Penny."


I looked up into the familiar eyes of my mother.
"Mom?" My voice caught a little. It was so good to see her. 


"It's okay, sweetie, I'm here."


"Where's James?" I lifted my arm but it was
attached to an IV. I was in a hospital bed. I looked down at the tubes in my
hand. 


"Penny, who's James? Do you mean Brendan?"


"What?" My mom's eyes were red. I wasn't sure if
it was because she had been crying or because she was tired. But it made me
want to cry. I was so happy to see her. But where was Professor Hunter? I
needed to talk to him.


"The nice young man that found you?"


"Found me?" I pulled on the IV. Shit that
hurts.


"Penny."


I looked over at my dad. He had just stood up from a chair.
He put his hand on my shoulder.


"Take it easy, Pen. You have a concussion." He
looked over at my mom and then back down at me. "You need some more
rest."


I looked over at my jacket. It was draped across the back of
the chair my dad had been sitting in. I wanted the envelope. I wanted to read
what Professor Hunter had written again. I needed to see him. "I know I
have a concussion. But I'm fine. I don't need to be here. This is silly."


"Penny," my mom said. 


"Really, I'm fine."


"You fainted in the middle of Main Street. You're not
going anywhere." She leaned down and hugged me. I automatically relaxed
and rested my head on her shoulder.


"It's so good to see both of you." I swallowed
hard, trying to hold back my tears.


"Aw, Penny. We've missed you. When we got the phone
call we were both so worried. If Brendan hadn't been here to tell us what
happened, I would have gotten in a fist fight with that incompetent
doctor."


My dad laughed.


"I'm so sorry," I mumbled into her shoulder.
"I just..."


"It's okay, Pen." My dad said. "Just try to
be more careful in the future. You're going to worry us to death."


I laughed and unwound from my mom's hug. I eyed my jacket on
the chair again. "Can I have my jacket?"


"If you're cold we can get you some more
blankets." She patted my back.


"I just need my jacket."


My dad walked over and grabbed it off the back of the chair
and handed it to me. I put my hand in one empty pocket and then the other. The
envelope was missing. "How long have I been here?" For a brief second
I thought I had lost my mind. Maybe I had made Professor Hunter up. 


"Just a few hours, sweetie."


That wasn't enough time to create such wonderful memories. I
bit my lip. Or such painful ones. I hadn't made him up. There was no way. It
felt like I was going insane. "Is Brendan here?"


"He's waiting outside," my dad said.


"Can I talk to him? To thank him?"


"Of course. We'll give you two a moment." My dad
walked over to the door and gestured for my mom to follow. She leaned down and
squeezed my arm before following my father out of the room.


I heard them talking in the hallway. A second later there
was a knock on the door and Brendan walked in. A smile broke over his face.


"Well you look a million times better."


I bit my lip. "I passed out, huh?"


"You did."


"I guess it was good that you were stalking me,
then."


He laughed and sat down next to me on the side of my bed.
"I wouldn't say that I was stalking you."


"Then what would you call it?"


"Looking out for a friend. You weren't in great shape
when we were talking." He shrugged his shoulders. "I was worried
about you."


"I'm glad you were stalking me."


"Yeah, me too. Hey, move over."


"Brendan..."


"I've been sitting in an uncomfortable chair out there
for hours. I want to lay down too. So scoot."


I slid over and he immediately laid down next to me on his
side. He put his hand under his head and propped himself up on his elbow so
that he could look down at me. "Your parents seem nice."


I laughed. "It's kind of weird that you met my
parents."


"Why?"


"I don't know." I rolled onto my side to face him.
"I've never introduced them to someone that I was dating. Not that we're
dating, obviously. We kissed though. So it's a little strange."


He laughed. " Well, I think they like me."


"Well you did save their only child."


"I did. By the way, I feel obliged to tell you that
you're showing a lot of skin." He was smiling at me.


"What?" I looked at my back. The slit on the
hospital gown was revealing my backside. "Oh my God." I quickly
rolled onto my back.


"It's not like I haven't seen a lot of you already. I'm
starting to think your favorite pastime is flashing people."


"Hardly. Just you apparently."


"I'm not complaining." He smiled at me.


"Thanks by the way. For saving me, I mean."


"I kind of had to, or else all of my meddling in your
life would have been for nothing."


"Is that right?"


"Yeah, that's right."


I took a deep breath. "What did you tell my
parents?"


"You mean about why you fainted? Or about us?"


"Both."


"I told them that you were dating two guys at once and
they got in a fist fight over..."


"No you didn't," I said, cutting him off. Holy
shit.


"You're right. I didn't tell them that. I just said you
had fallen the other night and still weren't recovered. So you fainted."


"Thank God."


"They didn't ask any questions at all. Apparently
you're quite clumsy."


I laughed. "Yeah, I am." I looked at him
curiously. "And the other thing?"


"What did I tell them about us?"


"Yeah."


"I told them that we were friends."


"And did they look confused that I was friends with
someone who was so much older than me?"


"I'm not that much older than you. Besides, I assumed
they wouldn't be surprised since you're dating your professor. I'm sure that
was a fun conversation. They probably just thought I was one of his friends or
something."


"They don't know about James."


"Oh." He had a small smile on his face.
"Why?"


"I don't know." I turned to face him in the bed
again, making sure my gown covered me. "He didn't want me to tell anyone
about us. And then we weren't really together anymore. There wasn't anything to
tell."


"And that's it?"


"No. I shouldn't be dating my professor. I don't want
to tell them. I'm worried about what they'll think of me."


"Well they seemed to like me okay."


"But you're not my professor."


"Right. Plus I'm super charming. And I saved their only
child."


I laughed. "You probably can't do wrong in their eyes
now."


"If you say so." He leaned down and kissed me. His
kiss was soft and gentle. I put my hand on his chest to stop him. He pulled
back and looked at me. I could feel the tears start to fall down my cheeks.


"You're right, Penny. You shouldn't be dating your
professor." He wiped my tears away with his hand.


I stared up at him. He was right. Of course he was right. I
shouldn't be dating my professor. I thought about how upset my parents looked
when I woke up. They'd be ashamed of me. Am I ashamed of myself? I
should be with someone nice like Brendan. Or Tyler. But none of that mattered.
Because I was in love with Professor Hunter. I loved him despite everything.


"Get some rest, Penny."









Chapter 11


Sunday


When I woke up I turned toward Brendan, but he was gone. In
his place was my cell phone and the envelope from Professor Hunter. There was a
note on top.


 


Penny,


I've given you my two cents. You have my number. I hope to
hear from you soon.


-Brendan


 


I put my fingers between my eyes and squeezed to help
diminish my headache. I leaned back down against my pillow and looked at his
note again. Brendan was right. I knew he was right. I had always known that I
shouldn't be with Professor Hunter. But I wanted to be. I needed to be. If he
really still felt the same way about me, then there was no choice to make. It
was always going to be him. 


I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was 2 a.m. Professor
Hunter would be asleep. I picked up my phone. I had two missed calls from him,
but no voicemails. I clicked on his name. He had shown me his divorce papers,
but his wife still hadn't signed them. Maybe we just needed to take a break
until it was official. If it was love, time wouldn't matter. We could wait
until it was right.


I typed out a text to him. "Are you up?"


His reply came almost immediately. "Yes."


Me: "Can we talk?"


James: "I'll come get you. Are you in your dorm?"


Me: "We can talk on the phone. Call me."


James: "I want to see you."


I bit my lip. I didn't want him to know I was in the
hospital. He already felt bad enough about what had happened. He couldn't come
here anyway. I was pretty sure visiting hours were over.


Me: "Let's just wait until the morning. I'm actually
pretty tired."


James: "Penny, where are you?"


I swallowed hard and responded: "Please don't freak
out."


James: "Where are you?"


I sighed and let my head sink back into the pillow.
"I'm in the hospital."


James: "I'll be there in twenty minutes."


Me: "I think visiting hours are over."


I waited a few minutes for a response but none came. I
rolled onto my side and put my phone back down on the bed. They weren't going
to let him up. Just in case, I folded up the note from Brendan and slipped it
into the envelope that Professor Hunter had given me.


I was just drifting asleep again when the door opened.
Professor Hunter was standing there in jeans and a zip up hoodie. He wasn't
wearing a shirt underneath his hoodie and I could see his muscular chest. He
closed the door and made his way over to me without saying a word. He kicked
off his shoes as he looked down at me.


I couldn't read his emotion. Worried. Angry maybe. Lost.


He lifted the sheet on my bed and climbed in next to me. 


"James," I whispered. I tried to hold back my
tears. It was so good to see him. 


He wrapped his arms around me. "I shouldn't have let
you leave." He kissed my forehead.


"I didn't give you much of a choice."


"No, you didn't." He kissed my forehead again.
"How long have you been here?"


"We can talk in the morning." I didn't want to
tell him that we needed to wait. I wanted him to hold me like this forever.
Being in his arms was my favorite thing in the world.


"How long, Penny?"


"Since this afternoon I guess. Not long after I left
your place. I passed out on Main Street."


"And someone found you?"


"Brendan." He pulled back from me slightly. 


"I'll have to thank him."


"How did you get up here?" I didn't want to talk
about Brendan with Professor Hunter. I didn't want him to get angry again.


"Having money has its advantages."


"You bribed the hospital staff?"


"I didn't say that."


I looked into his eyes. "I'm glad that you're
here." I was quiet for a minute as I stared at him. "I'm sorry."


"You have nothing to be sorry for. Even though you're
not nervous around me anymore, you still like to apologize for things you
haven't done." He smiled at me. 


"You still make me nervous."


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "Why?"


"You're so hot and cold. I never know how you're going
to react to things. It's unsettling. And confusing."


"There's nothing to be confused about anymore. I'm here
and I'm not going anywhere." He placed a gentle kiss against my lips. 


I wanted to cry all over again. I was so sure that I wanted
to wait. The plan was to put the brakes on for awhile. But now that he was
here, I couldn't think straight. He was caring, and kind, and sincere. I pulled
back from his kiss. His face was shadowed in the dark room so I couldn't see
his expression. But I could still make out his black eye. I could feel his
heart beating underneath my hand and it was beating so fast.


"Do I make you nervous too?" I asked.


"Sometimes. I'm nervous right now."


"Why?" I rubbed my hand against the scruff on his
cheek.


"You left me today because you needed time to think
over things." He pulled my hand off his face and kissed my palm. "And
I can't tell what you're thinking." He turned my hand over and kissed each
of my knuckles. "I don't know what you've decided."


"I opened my present."


"And?"


"You've never opened up to me like that before."


"I want to be able to give you what you need,
Penny."


"Why is it so hard for you to talk to me?"


"Most people look at me and judge me in one second. I'm
well off. My parents are well off. They think everything has been handed to me.
And when I was younger, it was. So I can't correct their opinion. I haven't met
anyone who sees more than that."


"Because you refuse to open up. So what else are they
supposed to see?"


"You see more."


"That's because I don't care about your money. I care about
you."


"I know. I'm trying, Penny. I'm not used to this."



"This?"


"The way I feel about you."


He had written that he loved me. Why can't he say it out
loud to me? I wanted to hear him say it. "I've never been in love
before."


"I know." He ran his fingers through my hair.


"Have you?"


"I've never felt like this."


"Does love always hurt this much?"


"I'm not trying to hurt you. I don't want to ever hurt
you again."


"You're not good for me."


He sighed and put his arms around me again. "No, I'm
not."


"But I love you anyway." I could feel my tears
falling again. "I'm sorry. Geez, I don't know why I'm so emotional
today."


"It's a side effect of having a concussion."


"Oh." I laughed and wiped the tears off my cheeks.
I wanted him to say he loved me back. I needed him to say it.


"You're so gorgeous."


I laughed. "I have a huge bandage on my head."


"You're still gorgeous."


I wanted to hear those three words out loud. I needed to
know that it was real, that he still felt the same way. I traced the bruise
around his eye with my index finger. "I love you."


He ran the tip of his nose against mine, but didn't say a
word.


"I'm actually really tired now." I rolled over so
that I was no longer facing him. Having a concussion really did make me
emotional. But it wasn't just that. Why won't he say it back? Maybe this
wasn't love. Maybe it was lust on hyper drive and I was just as insane as I
felt. 


"Hey." He leaned over and grabbed my chin in his
hand. "What's wrong?"


I sat up so that his hand fell from me. "Why won't you
say it?"


"Say what?"


"I've told you multiple times that I love you. You
never say it back. Why won't you say it?"


"I have said it."


"No, you haven't."


"I haven't?" 


"No."


He pushed the sheet off of us and straddled me, pinning me
in place. "I could have sworn I said it."


"You haven't." 


"My mistake." He kissed my shoulder. "I love
you." He kissed my neck. "I love you." He pulled down the
neckline of my hospital gown and kissed my clavicle. "I love you." He
tugged on the string behind my neck and pulled the gown down even more. "I
love you," he said as he kissed me between my breasts.


It was exactly what I wanted. And more. The machine I was
attached to that monitored my heart rate started beeping faster. 


He laughed at the machine as he kissed the bruise on my stomach.
"I love you." He pushed the fabric to the side and kissed my hip
bone. "I love you."


A moan escaped from my lips. I could feel him smile against
my skin. My heart was racing and the beeping of the machine was a constant
reminder. I could feel myself growing wet each time his lips touched my skin. I
never wanted him to stop.


His breath lingered between my thighs. "I love
you." He put his lips around my clit and gently sucked.


I closed my eyes and lifted my hips to meet him. He pushed
my hips back down, spread my thighs with his strong hands, and placed a slow
stroke against my aching pussy.


The machine was beeping so loudly I thought it might break.


He made a slow, torturous circle with his tongue and looked
up at me. His eyes were filled with want. "I love you. And I want to make
love to you."


I gulped. "Then do it."


He sat up between my thighs and slowly unbuttoned his jeans.
I reached my hand that wasn't attached to the IV out and unzipped his hoodie.
His perfectly sculpted torso seemed to glisten in the dark room. He stared down
at me as he pulled down his fly. He pushed his pants and boxers down his hips.
His erection was already full. He slid the rest of my hospital gown to the side
and looked down at my naked body. I loved his eyes on me.


He glanced over at the monitor. "Your heart is beating
so fast." He leaned down and kissed my left breast.


"Because you're torturing me."


"Am I?" he said as he took my nipple in his mouth.
He swirled his tongue around it and then bit it gently with his teeth.


I turned my head and moaned into the pillow. My breathing
hitched when both his hands slid to my ass. He lifted my lower back and slowly
entered me. I moaned into my pillow again. He leaned into me and lowered my
back down onto the bed. He kept one hand on my ass and put his other on the
pillow next to my face.


I turned to look at him, and as soon as I did, he placed a
kiss against my lips. I ran my fingers through his hair and grabbed the back of
his neck. He squeezed my ass as he thrust himself deep inside of me. I moaned
into his mouth. He bit my lip as he pulled back slightly.


"Are we going to break that thing?" he asked. The
monitor was beeping relentlessly.


"I don't care." I grabbed a handful of his hair
and brought his lips back down to mine. I wrapped my legs around him and let
the sensation of him filling me take over. With each thrust of his hips I
climbed higher and higher.


"I love you, Penny."


"I love you, Professor Hunter," I panted. I ran my
hand down his chiseled abs and slipped it behind his hoodie. I ran my fingers
down his muscular back and onto his ass. It tensed each time he thrust his
length inside of me. I squeezed his tight ass and he moaned in response.


He moved his hand to my thigh. "I'll never get enough
of you."


I groaned as he began to move faster. He knew my body so
well. He knew exactly how to make me unravel.


He leaned in and whispered, "Come for me, my
love." He tilted his hips down, making his erection hit me in just the
right spot.


"Professor Hunter," I moaned as my toes curled. I
felt myself clench around him. He silenced me with a kiss. Only he could fill
me with that complete feeling of warmth and bliss. 


"Penny," he groaned in my ear. He lightly bit my
earlobe as he found his own release.









Chapter 12


Sunday


Someone cleared their throat. My eyelids felt heavy. I slowly
opened my eyes and saw my parents standing by the door.


Oh shit. Professor Hunter had his arm around me and
his eyes were still closed. Shit! I elbowed him in the stomach.


"Penny," he mumbled and kissed my shoulder.


I elbowed him again. I was relieved to see that my hospital
gown was tied back in place. James must have done it after I had fallen asleep.
"Mom, Dad, hi."


"Huh?" Professor Hunter opened his eyes.


Oh my God. I had no idea what to do. I pushed
Professor Hunter again so he'd get off the bed. "James," I whispered
and tilted my head toward my parents.


He slowly sat up. His hair was sticking up in that sexy way
it always did after we slept together. Oh my God, he has sex hair. And
my parents are standing there seeing him with sex hair. I ran my fingers
through my hair just in case I looked anything like Professor Hunter. 


Professor Hunter rubbed his eyes and looked over toward the
door. "Oh." He pretended to cough as he zipped up his pants.
"Oh, umm..." he quickly climbed off the bed and laughed awkwardly.


Holy fuck. Did they hear him zippering his pants?


He looked down and zipped up his hoodie to hide his naked
torso.


This isn't happening.


"Wow, this is not how I expected to meet you Mr. and
Mrs. Taylor." He ran his hand through his hair and looked over to me. He
looked so uncomfortable and nervous. Which made him look even younger. Thank
God he looks so young.


"Mom, Dad, this is James."


James walked over to my parents and held out his hand to my
father. "I've heard so much about both of you. It's a pleasure to meet
you, sir." 


My dad looked at me and then back at James. He seemed
pissed. "That's quite the shiner," he said dryly and shook James'
hand.


"Oh." Professor Hunter touched his black eye and
tried to laugh it off. "I had forgotten about that. Just a
misunderstanding." He turned toward my mom. "And Mrs. Taylor."
He put his hand out and she quickly shook it. She didn't look angry at all. She
actually looked ecstatic.


"Excuse my outfit." Professor Hunter tugged the
zipper on his hoodie all the way up to his neck. "I just rushed over as
soon as I heard what happened." He leaned down, picked up his shoes off
the floor, and sat down in a chair. He laced his shoes and stood back up.


"It's so nice to meet you, James," my mom said.
She was smiling from ear to ear. "So how do you know Penny?"


"Oh." He smiled over at me. "We actually met
at a coffee shop on Main Street at the beginning of the semester."


"Is that so?"


"And we ended up having a class together. Comm."


"Do you hate it as much she does?" my mom asked.


Professor Hunter laughed. "I actually love the class.
It's my favorite this semester. Mostly because Penny's in it." He smiled
at me. "You know, I didn't actually know she hated it, though. Her
speeches are really good. She tends to be too hard on herself."


"That's what I always say," my mom responded.


This could not be any more awkward.


"It's so nice to get to meet Penny's new friends. We
got to meet Brendan yesterday. Such a sweetheart. He stayed and waited for
hours to see if she was okay. Are you friends with him too?"


A cloudy expression crossed over Professor Hunter's face.
But only for a second. I was probably the only one who saw it.


"No. And actually, Penny and I aren't just friends.
She's my girlfriend."


"Oh?" My mom looked even happier, if that was
possible.


"Yes."


"I'm so sorry, James. Penny didn't tell us she was
dating anyone. I'm so embarrassed. Penny, this is kind of a big deal isn't it?
Your first boyfriend?"


Mom! "It's still new. I was going to tell
you." I thought it couldn't get any weirder, but it just had. Is she
trying to mortify me?


Professor Hunter turned back to me. It looked like he was
biting the inside of his cheek to prevent himself from laughing. He seemed to
be enjoying himself now.


"You know what? James was the first thing she said when
she woke up. We had no idea what she was talking about. But I guess she wanted
to see you. Isn't that sweet, honey?" She looked over at my dad.


"Mhm," my dad said and crossed his arms. He never
got mad, but he looked so angry right now. 


James seemed to sense the hostility in the air too.
"Well, I don't want to interfere with your time, Mr. and Mrs. Taylor. I
just spent all night with her."


What the hell?


"Sleeping," Professor Hunter quickly said.


"Excuse me?" my dad asked.


Professor Hunter cleared his throat. "Not sleeping with
her. I was just in bed with her. Sleeping next to her I mean. Just beside
her." Professor Hunter shoved his hands into his pockets. He was usually
so collected. But my father was intimidating him. It was actually pretty
entertaining to watch.


My mom laughed. "Don't be ridiculous, James. We'd like
to get to know you." She walked into the room and sat down in one of the
chairs. My dad walked over to the only other chair and sat down. His arms were
still crossed. 


Professor Hunter half stood half sat on the edge of my bed.
I reached over and grabbed his hand. He seemed to automatically relax. He
squeezed my hand.


There was an awkward silence in the room. I was relieved
when there was a knock on the door and the doctor walked in.


"You look a lot better this morning," she said. I
saw her eyes flit toward Professor Hunter for a second. I couldn't help but be
a little jealous.


"Do you think I can go home today?"


"Let's see." She pressed a button on the machine
that had been monitoring my heartbeat. It started printing out a long chart.
"Well that's strange."


"What is it?" my father asked.


"Well, it looks like there was a twenty minute period
of escalated pulse." 


Professor Hunter laughed and then turned it into a forced
cough. He squeezed my hand and looked down at his shoes.


Oh my God. I hadn't even thought about someone
monitoring the information on that stupid machine. Who has sex in a hospital
bed anyway? Didn't I have any control?


"How are you feeling?" she asked and looked at me.
"Are you struggling for breath at all? Have you noticed that your heart is
racing? Or any palpitations?"


"No. Not at all. I'm fine." 


She flipped a few switches on the monitor. "It could
have been a computer malfunction. It seems to be working fine now, though.
Strange." She leaned down and unplugged the machine and then plugged it
back in.


"Maybe it was just a nightmare or something," I
said quietly.


"Possibly," the doctor replied. "So the man
who brought you in said you had fallen a couple nights ago and hit your head
pretty bad. And then you fainted yesterday afternoon. Are you feeling
lightheaded at all today?"


"No. I feel a lot better."


"Well you have a moderate concussion. You shouldn't
have been walking around by yourself. Plus you had an empty stomach and you
were dehydrated. It's no wonder that you fainted."


"Will she be okay now?" Professor Hunter asked.


"She needs to rest and build her strength back
up."


"Can she leave today?" he asked.


"Let's keep the IV in for a few more hours to help with
your dehydration. I'll be back to check on you soon. And if everything looks
good and your heart rate stays down, you can head home."


"How long should she stay at home?" my mom asked.
"She has classes." She looked at my dad. "I can take tomorrow
off. I just need to call in."


"I'd recommend taking it easy for a few days.
Definitely no classes on Monday. And just see how you feel on Tuesday. Don't
push yourself. I'll be back in a few hours to check in." The doctor nodded
at my parents and walked out of the room.


"Okay, let me call the office." My mom stood up
and grabbed her purse.


"She can come back to my place," Professor Hunter
said. "If that's okay with both of you, of course." He looked at my
parents.


"A dorm room isn't the best place to recoup from
this," my dad said coolly.


"He actually lives in a nice apartment, Dad. It would
be okay with me. I don't want to inconvenience you guys."


"It's never an inconvenience, Penny. Besides, James has
classes. We can't ask him to miss them," my mom said.


"I can cancel them. I mean, skip them. Not a big deal
at all."


"Well, if you're sure it's okay, James. And if that's
really what you want to do, Penny," my mom said.


My dad lifted up his hand. "Nonsense. You'll be coming
back with us, Pen." His tone was the same one he would use when I got in
trouble when I was younger. It meant that it was the end of the discussion. He
wasn't even giving James a fair chance. I was just about to protest when there
was a knock on the door. Melissa burst into the room and ran over to me. 


"Oh my God, Penny!" She threw her arms around me.
"Have you been here this whole time? I thought you were okay." She
turned to James. "Thanks for keeping me in the dark, James."


"I didn't know she was here either. I would have told
you." 


"Then where were you, Penny? I haven't heard from you
since Friday night. I can't believe..." she let her voice trail off when
she saw the expression on my face. "We can talk later." She squeezed
my arm and walked over to m parents. "Thanks for calling me, Mrs.
Taylor." She hugged both my parents at the same time.


My parents loved Melissa. Whenever they visited me at school
they always took Melissa and me out to dinner. I was pretty sure they thought
Melissa being my roommate freshman year was the best thing that ever happened
to me. And they were probably right. Having a best friend that was outgoing and
fun had definitely been good for me. And without her forcing me to go out all
the time, I never would have run into James in the rain that night. 


"Oh, I have someone I want you to meet." Melissa
let go of her embrace and walked over to the door. "Hey guys, it's okay,
you can come in."


Josh came in, followed by Tyler.


What the hell?


She grabbed Josh's hand and steered him toward my parents.
"Mr. and Mrs. Taylor, this is my boyfriend, Josh." She looked up at
Josh. "These are Penny's parents."


"Nice to meet you," he said and shook both of
their hands.


My father didn't look nearly as cold when he shook Josh's
hand. Maybe because he hadn't expected that Josh had just had sex with Melissa.
And he also lacked a black eye.


"And that's our friend Tyler." Melissa pointed
over at him. He was hovering by the door. Tyler still had bruises around the
inside corners of his eyes. 


My dad looked at Tyler's face and then glanced over at
Professor Hunter's. His brow furrowed.


"Nice to meet you both." Tyler smiled at them but
didn't move. 


My parents started talking to Josh and I tuned them out. I
looked over at Tyler. He was staring at me. It looked like he wanted to come
over, but he stayed where he was.


"Thanks for coming, Tyler," I said quietly. I was
more than a little surprised to see him. But we were still friends. It was nice
of him to come.


He glanced at Professor Hunter and then shook his head. He
walked over to me. "Yeah, well, Melissa needed a ride." He rubbed the
back of his neck with his hand. "It's hard to say no to her."


"Right." I smiled at him. He didn't want to be
here. "Well, thanks for bringing her." We had gone from so much to so
little. "My parents can take them back. You don't have to stay if you
don't want to."


"What? No, that's not what I meant. I wanted to
come."


Professor Hunter was gripping my hand tighter and tighter
with each word Tyler and I spoke to each other.


"How did you end up in here?" Tyler asked.


"I fainted. On Main Street."


"Penny," his voice sounded strained. "I knew
I shouldn't have let you leave. You're so stubborn."


Professor Hunter loosened his grip on my hand.


Shit. I hadn't told him about going to Tyler's. But he
wouldn't be upset when I did. I had gone there to call things off between us.
"I'm okay, Tyler."


"That's what you said yesterday too. So I don't believe
you."


Professor Hunter let go of my hand and stood up. "Does
anyone want some coffee or something to eat?"


No one said anything.


"I'll be right back." He ran his hand through his
hair and walked toward the door without looking back at me. My dad quickly got
up and followed him out of the room. Not good.


"Penny?"


I looked back up at Tyler. 


He gently took my hand between both of his. "It's hard
for me to see you like this."


"I'm not in pain. I'm fine, really. And this time I
mean it."


He crouched down by my bed. "Look, I know what I said
the other day," he whispered. "But I need you to listen to me now. I
don't care that you were with Professor Hunter. I forgive you for hurting me. I
forgive you for everything. Please stop making the wrong choice. I need you to
choose me. I need you to know the truth..."


"Tyler, stop."


"I was wrong before. I can take care of you. I want to
take care of you. I want to be with you. Please stop doing this to me." 


"I love him. I love him, Tyler. I don't know what else
I can say."


"Okay." He let go of my hand. "Right."
He stood back up. He leaned down and kissed me on the forehead. "I'll see
you in class then." He gave me a forced smile.


"Wednesday probably."


"Okay." He walked away from my bed. "I'm
going to get going guys. Are you staying?"


"Just a minute," Melissa said. Melissa came back
over to my bed. 


"I'll be waiting outside." Tyler walked out of the
room. It was so hard to see him upset. And it was even worse knowing it was my
fault.


"What did Tyler say to you?" she whispered.


"That he wants to be with me."


"And?"


"And nothing. I'm in love with James."


"We have a lot to talk about."


I wasn't sure what she meant by that. I sighed. "I
know."


"When will you be back?"


"Tuesday."


"Okay." She squeezed my arm again. "Text
me." She gave my mom a hug goodbye.


"Feel better, Penny," Josh said. The three of them
left.









Chapter 13


Sunday 


"James is very handsome." My mom sat down on the
edge of my bed.


I smiled. "He is."


"And he seems very smitten with you."


I laughed. "I'm smitten with him too."


My mom smiled at me. "I couldn't help but notice that
Tyler and Brendan seem to like you too."


I bit my lip. "I know." 


"So that must have been a hard choice to make."


I shook my head. "I love him."


"Oh, sweetheart." She patted my foot. "Maybe
one day."


"What?"


"Love is more than physical attraction."


"Mom." Oh my God. "I know that."
I looked down at the sheets and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.


"Relationships are hard work. You're so young. You're
supposed to be enjoying yourself."


"I am. He makes me so happy."


"Then why didn't you tell us about him?"


I shrugged my shoulders. "We were a little on again off
again at first."


"Is that why James and Tyler both have black
eyes?"


I pulled my knees into my chest and wrapped my arms around
them. "They got in a fight."


"Over you?"


"I've made some mistakes. I was confused about what I
wanted."


"Penny. Try not to take everything so seriously. Is it
love? Maybe someday. Don't try to grow up so fast. There's no rush."


I smiled at her. "I know." Professor Hunter was
older than me. It was hard not to take things seriously with him. He had asked
me to move in with him a few weeks ago. He had just told me he loved me.


My dad and Professor Hunter walked back into the room with
the doctor. They were both talking to her, and they both looked more relaxed
than they had earlier.


"Okay, Penny," the doctor said and walked over to
me. She clicked a few buttons on the monitor and read the report.
"Everything looks normal now. You all set to get out of here?"


"Absolutely."


I gritted my teeth as she pulled the IV out of my hand. She
placed a bandage over the small hole.


"Take it easy, okay." She handed me some forms to
fill out. "Release forms."


I quickly signed my name and handed the clipboard back to
her.


"Nice meeting all of you." She smiled at James.


Back off.


She walked out of the room. My mom and dad were discussing
something. James walked up to me and handed me my clothes. I slid off the bed,
making sure to hold the back of my gown shut. 


"I want to come back with you," I whispered.


"I'll see what I can do." He winked at me.


I grabbed my clothes and went into the bathroom. I glanced
in the mirror as I untied the hospital gown. My hair was a disaster and my face
was greasy. I quickly pulled my hair into a ponytail and splashed water on my
face. 


When I finished getting dressed, I walked out of the
bathroom. I grabbed my envelope and cell phone off the nightstand and shoved
them into my jacket pocket.


Professor Hunter walked over to me. "If you want to
come back with me, you can." He put his hand on my cheek. "Whatever
you want to do."


I nodded and went over to my parents. "Is it okay if I
go back with him, Dad?"


"As long as you promise to take it easy, Pen." My
dad leaned down and hugged me. "Don't worry us like that again."


"I'm sorry, Dad."


"Call us once in awhile, okay?"


I laughed. "I will. I love you."


"I love you too."


When he let go, it was my mom's turn to hug me.


"Don't forget what I told you, Penny," my mom
said. "And when big things happen, call us. No more surprise
boyfriends." She laughed. "I love you, sweetie."


"I love you too, Mom." It had been so nice to see
them.


"Maybe we can come down sometime again soon and take
you two out to dinner. Wouldn't that be nice?"


"Sounds wonderful," James said. "It was
really nice meeting you, Mrs. Taylor." He put his hand out.


"Don't be ridiculous." My mom hugged him. James
patted her back a little awkwardly.


"And Mr. Taylor." He put his hand out to my dad
and my dad shook it without hesitation this time.


"Just because the Eagles season didn't start out well
doesn't mean they won't beat the Giants," my dad said. 


James laughed. "We'll see."


My parents waved to me and walked out of the room.


I went over to James and clasped my hands behind his neck.
"You seem to have won over my dad."


"You never told me how intimidating your father
is."


"I didn't know he had an intimidating bone in his body
until today."


"Maybe it's because I had to zip up my pants when they
came in."


"Do you think they heard that?"


"Well if they didn't, the accelerated heart rate may
have tipped them off. Or my rambling about sleeping next to you."


"You were so flustered. It was cute. And mortifying, of
course."


"Or I guess they could have just been surprised that
you finally had a boyfriend after all these years."


"Shut up and kiss me."


He laughed and placed a kiss against my lips. "I like
that I'm your first boyfriend, Penny."


"And I like that you're my first boyfriend. I feel like
we're a normal couple right now. It's refreshing."


"Do normal couples usually hang out in hospitals?"


"No. Can we go back to your place now?"


"Yes." He picked me up in his arms.


I couldn't help but laugh. He seemed so happy today. I had
forgotten how wonderful he could be. We had fought so much. "You don't
need to carry me. My legs work fine."


"I know." He pulled me to his chest. "I want
to."


I rested my head against his chest and breathed in his
familiar scent. "You smell really good. Have I ever told you that?"


"No, you haven't."


I looked up at the scruff under his chin as he stepped into
the elevator. He hit the button with his elbow.


"You can put me down if you need to."


"I don't need to." The elevator doors opened and
he stepped out onto the main floor. He carried me out the entrance and set me
down on my feet. It was pouring. "I'll pull the car up."


"I like the rain."


"Yeah, you're not getting a cold on top of everything
else. I promised your parents I'd take care of you." He pulled his hood up
and gave me a peck on the lips. "I'll be right back."


He ran into the rain. I watched him until he disappeared
from view. I put my hands in my pockets and felt the envelope. I didn't want to
think about it. Right now I just wanted to enjoy being with him. Maybe we could
have a more serious conversation in a few days.


His car pulled up under the veranda. He quickly got out and
opened the door for me. I walked over to him. He was completely soaked. 


"You're really handsome."


"Get in the car, Penny."


"You love bossing me around."


"I like when you listen to me."


"I know." I slid into the seat and he closed the
door behind me. When he got into his seat, he unzipped his wet hoodie and threw
it into the backseat. His abs looked even sexier when they were wet. He turned
on the heat and pointed one of the vents at me. After I buckled my seatbelt, he
put the car in drive and we sped off.


When we were on the highway, he put his hand on the center
console, palm up. I put my hand on top of his. He intertwined his fingers with
mine. 


"So you liked my parents okay?"


"Your parents are fantastic. And I appreciated that
they tried to ignore the fact that we're, well...you know."


"Banging?"


"You're very eloquent with your words, Miss
Taylor." He flashed me one of his smiles that made my knees weak.


"Are you going to get in trouble for canceling so many
of your classes?"


"I haven't canceled that many classes."


"You cancel class all the time."


Professor Hunter laughed. "Well, no one has said
anything to me yet. I doubt any students would complain about having more free
time."


"True. But I really do feel better. Maybe we should
both go to class tomorrow."


"The doctor specifically said to take tomorrow
off."


"I know. But I've been skipping class a lot recently.
And when I went I barely paid attention."


"I noticed."


I bit my lip and looked out the window. "I'm going to
fail statistics. I've never failed a class in my life."


"Then why do you think you're going to fail?"


I looked back at him. "My Stat professor has a really
thick accent and it's hard to understand him. I was teaching myself by reading
the book but I was so unmotivated recently that I've fallen really far behind.
And there's a test next week. And I don't even understand why I'm bad at it. I
was great at math in high school. I took A.P. Calculus and I never had a
problem."


"It's more business oriented than math oriented."


I laughed. "I guess I suck at business then. That's not
great for the major I chose. Either way, I think I need to hire a tutor." 


"I can tutor you."


"In Stat? You're a marketing professor."


Professor Hunter laughed. "So you really haven't read
that much about me online then?"


"Not much, no. Are you secretly a statistics
expert?"


He laughed again. "No, I wouldn't say that. But it is
your lucky day, because you're dating a genius."


"I know that you're intelligent, but you took Stat ages
ago. You're forgetting that you're an old man."


"Do you want my help or not?"


I laughed. "Yes."


"Good. You're definitely not going to fail Stat."


"That's very sweet of you to take such an interest in
my education, professor."


"I have selfish motivations."


"And what are those?"


"I don't like to see you upset. And I'm pretty sure
you'd be upset if you failed a class."


"Yeah, probably." I ran my fingers across the palm
of his hand and up the inside of his forearm. "Any other reason?"


"If you have to retake classes you'll be in school
forever."


"And that would bother you?"


"Yes, it would bother me." He pulled into the
parking garage underneath his apartment building. He parked between two of his
other cars and turned off the engine. "When you graduate I can finally
have you all to myself."


He grabbed his sweatshirt out of the back seat and climbed
out of the car. All to himself? When he opened the door for me, I
grabbed his hand and we walked over to the elevator. After sliding his access
card in the reader, the doors slid open and we both stepped on. 


"Well after I graduate, I'll get a job. If anything,
we'll probably have less time together."


"Maybe."


"You don't think I'll be able to find a job?"


"I didn't say that." He let go of my hand and
leaned against the wall beside me.


"Then what do you mean?"


He shrugged his shoulders. "I just meant that you won't
really need to work."


"Of course I will."


"Not necessarily." The elevator came to a stop and
Professor Hunter swiped his other access card through the reader. He lifted me
into his arms again and carried me into his apartment.


"So that's your master plan for after I graduate? You
want me to stay in your apartment all day while you work? I'd be bored out of
my mind."


"Well, it would be our apartment, not mine." 


"No it wouldn't. I wouldn't have any money to pay for
my half of the rent."


He laughed as he put me down on the couch. He knelt down on
the floor beside it. "I have enough money for both of us, Penny. Besides,
I don't rent this apartment. I own it." 


"James...I'm getting a job after I graduate. I want to
be able to provide for myself. I'm not going to mooch off of you."


He lifted up my tank top and kissed me right below my belly
button.


"Hey, stop trying to distract me." I cupped his
chin in my hand.


He was smiling at me. He found this conversation extremely
humorous for some reason.


"It's a good thing I am young. Because now I have extra
time to convince you that that's a terrible idea."


"Mhm. It doesn't sound that terrible to me right
now," he said. 


"Certainly you'd be sick of me by then anyway."


He lifted my legs, sat down on the couch, and put my legs on
his lap. "No, I don't think so." He slowly unlaced one of my
sneakers, pulled it off my foot, and dropped it on the floor. Grabbing my other
foot, he repeated the process with my other shoe.


It was hard to talk about the future with him. I didn't want
to discuss everything right now. But he was being so nonchalant about the fact
that he was still married. He couldn't commit to me in his current situation,
so what was the point of talking about it?


"Are you hungry?" I asked.


"I'm guessing that means you are?"


"I'm starving."


"What would you like?"


"Can we order a pizza or something?"


"That sounds fantastic." He pulled out his phone
from his jeans and looked over at me. "Where do you want it from?"


"Is Grottos okay?"


"Sure. I haven't tried their pizza yet."


"Are you serious? How can you live here and not try
that?" I bit my lip. That's what Brendan had said to me when I told him I
hadn't tried one of the hotdogs from the stand on Main Street. 


"I'm assuming you like it?"


"It's the best."


"Grottos it is then." He put his phone up to his
ear. "What kind of pizza do you like?"


"Plain."


"Is it weird that I didn't know that?" He rubbed
his thumb along the inside of my ankle. 


Tyler knew my favorite pizza place and that I only liked
cheese pizza. I shook the thought out of my head. "We've never had pizza
together before. How would you know?"


"Hey," he said into the phone. He ordered the
pizza and gave them his address. When he hung up, he smiled at me. He was still
caressing the inside of my ankle. "So what makes their pizza the best?
Because I'm from New York, and I'm pretty sure New York pizza is supposed to be
the best."


"You'll just have to wait and see."


"What else don't I know about you?"


"You know me pretty well. Although, we don't do much
talking when we're together." I tried to raise my eyebrow at him but I
couldn't do it. 


He laughed. "I'm glad you can't give me a scolding
look."


"I'm not trying to scold you. I think that being
intimate is time well spent."


I pressed the sole of one of my feet against the zipper of
his jeans. 


He grabbed my foot in his hand. "Except you're supposed
to be taking it easy. Which gives us a perfect opportunity to talk."


"Okay. Let's play a game."


"What did you have in mind?"


"Truth or dare."


Professor Hunter laughed. "Wait, really?" 


"The idea of playing truth or dare with I guy I liked
has always excited me. I don't know, we don't have to. You can just ask me some
questions."


"No, I'll play."


I smiled at him. "Okay, truth or dare?"


"Truth."


"What do you usually do in your free time?" I
looked around the empty apartment.


"I grade papers."


"That can't be all that you do."


"Recently I've been busy thinking about you." He
smiled at me.


"So you grade papers and think about me? But what do
you do for fun?"


"Thinking about you is fun when you're not mad at me.
But I believe it's my turn now. Truth or dare?"


"Truth."


"Why didn't you tell your parents you were dating
someone?"


"I thought our relationship was supposed to be
secret."


"At first. But then things changed. You told
Melissa."


 "I didn't want to lie to them about you being a
professor."


"So are you mad that I met them today?"


"No, not at all. I think they both liked you."


"Only because they don't know that I'm your
professor."


"Maybe. My mom thought you were hot."


Professor Hunter laughed.


"Truth or dare?" I asked.


"Truth."


I wanted the game to be light and fun, so I switched gears.
"So back to my original question. What do you do for fun?"


"You."


I kicked his leg playfully. "Seriously, James."


He shrugged. "I exercise most days."


"Obviously." I looked at his muscular physique.
"What do you do for exercise?"


"There's a gym in the building. And I like to run
outside."


"Do you even have a T.V.?"


"No. I can get one if you want." 


"Don't you get bored? Alone in your apartment?"


"I've been toying with the idea of starting a new
company. It keeps me busy."


"Another tech company?"


"Yeah. I've been working on some logistics for awhile.
But it's in the beginning stages. It doesn't make sense financially to start it
right now." He looked away from me.


I swallowed hard. "Do you mean, it's better to wait
until after you're divorced?"


He ran his hands through his hair. "I'm not giving her
half of this too."


"Truth or dare?"


"I think it's my turn, Penny."


"Truth or dare?" He was the one that brought her
up. Now seemed as good a time as ever. 


"Truth." He sighed.


"Why did you go to New York while we were broken
up?"


"I needed to talk to her."


"About what? Why didn't you just talk to her on the
phone?"


"I was hoping I could convince her to sign the
papers."


"By having sex with her?"


"It wasn't like that."


"So what then? You went to talk about getting divorced
and ended up sleeping with her? One step forward, two steps back."


"I missed you. I was a mess. I'm sorry, Penny."


"Do you still have feelings for her?"


"No."


"Then why did you sleep with her?"


"It's not like I made love to her. It was just
sex." 


"And what about the first time we had sex? Did that
mean nothing too?"


Professor Hunter sighed. "No. It meant everything. It's
different with you. Everything is different with you. I don't know what else I
can say. I was upset. I made a mistake. End of story."


"It's not the end of the story because you're still
married." I was trying to keep my voice even, but I was having trouble.


"Truth or dare?" he asked.


"Dare."


"Penny..."


"Fine, truth."


"And what about Tyler?"


"What about him?"


"You went to see him yesterday. What did you talk
about?"


"I went to see him to tell him I wanted to be with
you."


"After you read my letter?"


"No, before. I want to be with you. That's all that I
want. But you're complicated. The situation is complicated. And I don't mean
just because you're my professor. It's because you're still married. How can
you sit there and talk about a future with me in this situation?"


"Because I know it's over. I'll talk to her
again."


"No." I pulled my feet off his lap and hugged my
knees to my chest.


"I'm not going to sleep with her again. Penny." He
leaned forward and kissed my kneecap. "I'm getting divorced. I've already
signed the papers."


"I know."


"So why are you still upset about it?"


"It makes me feel like a bad person. What if she never
signs the papers?"


"I'll get her to sign them." He kissed my knee
again. "I'm sorry about what happened. Please forgive me."


"I love you. I love you so much. There's a million
reasons why I should give you up. But I can't. I don't want to. And we were
broken up. So there isn't anything to forgive."


"Penny, Penny, Penny." He leaned over me and
placed a kiss against my lips. "I love you."


"I love you, too." I started to cry. I pushed
myself up into a seated position. "Stupid concussion." I tried to
laugh as I wiped my tears away.


"Hey." He pulled the cushion away from the back of
the couch and slid next to me. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder.
"What's wrong?"


"If this really is love, then it won't matter if we
wait." It's what I had decided before I fainted. Nothing had changed. I
needed to be strong.


"Wait for what?"


"For your divorce to be final. For me to graduate. For
things to be less complicated."


"Is this about Tyler? Or Brendan?"


"No. It has nothing to do with them."


His look was cold.


"I thought you didn't want me. I was a mess. I was
trying to get over you. But I don't want either of them. I felt so empty when
you stopped talking to me. I just didn't want to feel empty anymore." My
words hung in the air for a long time. 


"I felt empty too." We were silent again as we
looked into each other's eyes.


"I choose you. I just want to wait till it's
right."


He looked down at my legs and traced a circle around the
inside of my knee. He was silent for a few minutes. "Penny, I've spent my
whole life doing things I didn't want to. I don't want to wait anymore. You
make me happy. To me, that's all that matters."


"Am I not worth waiting for?"


"That's not what I meant. Of course you're worth
waiting for." He grabbed my hand and rubbed his thumb against my palm.
"But I feel like I've been waiting my whole life already. You're young. I
get that." He sighed. "But two years is a long time. I don't want to
wait anymore."


 "Then we can just wait until your divorce is final.
What's the point of being together if we can't fully commit to one
another?"


"I am committed to you. I've told you I love you. I
don't take that lightly."


"But our relationship is a secret and you still have a
wife. How happy do you think we can be for the next two years like this?"


"What if I disclose our relationship to the dean?"


I looked up at him. "What?"


"Is that what you want? Will that prove to you how I
feel? We won't have to hide our relationship anymore."


"We'll get in trouble."


"Not necessarily. Only if someone complains."


"What about Comm?"


"I'm not sure what will happen with that."


"I don't want to have to take it again."


"So how about I quit?"


"Teaching?"


"If it's the only way."


"I thought you loved teaching. It's your fresh
start."


"You're my fresh start. And I don't love teaching
nearly as much as I love you."


I straddled him on the couch. His hands slipped to my waist
as I leaned forward and hugged him. "I don't want any of that. I'm sorry.
I just want your divorce to be official. I don't want you to have to change who
you are. I love who you are." I put my forehead against his. "I don't
want to wait. I just don't want to have to feel guilty about not waiting."


"There's nothing to feel guilty about. But I'll have my
lawyer figure something out, okay? I'll take care of it."


"Soon?"


"Soon."









Chapter 14


Sunday 


"Favorite soda?" he asked.


"Cherry Coke."


"I had my fridge stocked with a bunch of things when I
thought you'd be staying here more often." He pulled out a Cherry Coke and
handed it to me.


I took it and grabbed the fridge handle before he closed it.
"Let me see." The fridge was completely full. I reached in and
grabbed a packet of juice boxes. "Juice boxes? Seriously? How young do you
think I am?"


"Those are actually mine." He grabbed the pack,
put it back in the fridge, and closed the door. 


"Why don't you just buy a bottle of apple juice if you
like it so much?"


He looked embarrassed. "I was never allowed to have
them when I was a kid." He shrugged.


That was probably the most personal thing he had ever
confessed to me. I imagined him as a little boy demanding juice boxes and being
denied. I thought it would make me laugh, but it made me feel sad. His parents
sounded worse and worse every time I learned something new about them.
"Okay." I handed the soda back to him. "I actually want one of
those."


"You do?"


"Yes, please."


He smiled and opened the fridge back up. I took two juice
boxes, he grabbed two plates, and we sat down at the kitchen counter.


I picked up a slice of pizza and took a huge bite. I was so
hungry. It was only a matter of seconds before the first slice was gone.


Professor Hunter was staring at me. "I'm glad to see
that you've gotten your appetite back."


"That's what your love does for me."


He smiled and took a bite. "This is pretty
delicious."


"I told you." I took a sip out of the juice box.
"Why is everything so much better with a straw?"


"I don't know, but it really is." He took a sip
from his juice box.


I started laughing.


"What's so funny?"


"It's just...you look like a model and you're drinking
from a juice box. It's like, the sexiest apple juice ad ever."


"Marketing at its finest?"


"Absolutely."


Professor Hunter laughed. "What do you want to do with
our day off tomorrow?"


"It's not really a day off. I'm supposed to just
recuperate, right?"


"We're both ditching class. So it's kind of a day off.
We can do whatever you want."


"I think I'd like to see what a normal day is like for
you. The behind the professor's facade special."


"You do like to watch a lot of T.V., huh?"


"I don't think I watch an unusual amount. You're the
weird one. Who doesn't have a T.V.?"


Professor Hunter shrugged. "Sometimes I watch stuff on
my computer. Speaking of which, I need to send out that email about canceling
class. I'll be right back."


"It really is okay if you need to go to class."


"I don't need to." He kissed me and slid off the
stool. He went over to the door I had never been through and disappeared behind
it.


I grabbed another slice of pizza. I was glad we had ended up
talking about everything. There was this calmness between us now. We had been
surviving through tension and now we wouldn't need to. It had been a long time
since I had felt so relaxed.


A few minutes later my phone vibrated. I picked it up and
slid my thumb across the screen. Professor Hunter had sent the email.


 


"Comm 212 is canceled tomorrow morning as well. I've
had some pressing personal matters that have needed my attention. But speeches
will resume as planned. Everyone with last names beginning with A through M
will be going Wednesday, and everyone else will go on Friday. I will have my
regular office hours on Tuesday if you have any questions. Please feel free to
email me as well. I'm looking forward to hearing your speeches." 


-Professor J. Hunter


 


There were several unread text messages on my phone, but I
decided not to read them. I put my phone back in my pocket and wandered to the
door that Professor Hunter had disappeared through. I knocked lightly on the
door, but there was no response. I slowly opened the door.


"Professor Hunter?" My voice echoed down a
hallway. I had expected to find one room, not a hallway. There were several
doors lining the right side. All along the left side were potted plants. It was
like I had stepped out of an apartment and into a fancy office. I stood there
for a moment, thinking about what to do. It seemed like snooping if I opened
every door. But then I heard his voice at the end of the corridor. I walked
toward the door at the end of the hallway. I was about to knock when I heard
him talking again.


"Send the photos when you have them."


Silence.


"That's fine. I just need it done."


Silence.


"By the end of the week at the latest."


Silence.


"No, I'll need it delivered. I don't want a cyber
footprint on this. Thanks, Max."


What the hell is he talking about? I had heard the
term cyber footprint in class before. It was like the paper trail of the
internet. But why was he worried about one? 


I knocked on the door. "Professor Hunter?"


I heard the shuffling of papers. A drawer opened and closed.
And then Professor Hunter opened the door.


"So I'm a pressing personal matter?" I smiled up
at him. He was blocking my view of the room.


"Yes."


I glanced over my shoulder down the hallway. "Your
apartment is a lot bigger than I realized."


"Do you want me to give you a tour?" He stepped
out of the room and closed the door behind him. He grabbed my hand to lead me
down the hall, but I didn't move.


"Well, what's in there?" I nodded my head at the
door he had just come from.


"It's my office. Nothing fancy."


"I'd like to see that." I tried to give him my
most innocent smile.


"It's kind of messy."


"Good, because the rest of your apartment is
unnervingly clean." I stood up on my tiptoes and clasped my hands behind
his neck. "Please?"


"It's really not much to see."


"So it doesn't matter if I see it then."


He smiled at me. "Whatever you want." He opened
the door back up. I let go of him and walked past him into the room.


It was just as big as his bedroom. The room was long and
wrapped back around to the front of the apartment so that there were windows
overlooking Main Street to one side. All the furniture was modern and the room
had kind of a sleek vibe to it. His desk was positioned near the window to get
the best view. Two of the walls were covered in floor to ceiling bookcases.
There was a whiteboard on the other wall, covered in some type of mathematical
formulas, but nothing I knew how to decipher. He hadn't been joking. The room
was clean, but there was stuff everywhere. It was a lot more like what I
assumed a bachelor pad would look like. There was even a dartboard and a little
basketball hoop above the trash can.


"You're kind of a hoarder," I said as I walked
farther into the room.


"I'm not a hoarder," he laughed. "I actually
use all this stuff."


"What on earth do you need this many computers
for?" There were at least a dozen throughout the room.


He shrugged his shoulders.


"And you do have T.V.'s." There were a few mounted
next to the whiteboard.


"Oh. Well, yes, but I just use them as monitors.
They're hooked up to my computers."


I looked at the leather sofa in the corner. There was a
pillow and a blanket on it. "So the rest of your apartment is immaculate
because you spend all your time in here?"


"I spend most of my free time in here, yes."


"Well, you seemed very judgy of my wonderfully
comfortable dorm room bed. Yet, you usually sleep on a leather sofa?"


"I've been finding it hard to fall asleep in my bed
when you're not in it with me." He pressed his lips together.


"Oh." The way he was looking at me made me flush.
He was so distracting. I walked over to his desk. "So this is where all
your personal stuff is?" I lifted up a picture frame off his desk. There
was a picture of him with a woman I didn't recognize and a younger man that looked
a little like him. They all had similar features. Professor Hunter's hair was
slightly longer in it and he was smiling brightly. He looked a little younger.
They were all dressed in fancy clothes. It looked like he and the other guy
were wearing tuxedos. "Are these your siblings?"


He walked over to me. "Yeah."


"What are their names?"


"Jennifer and Rob."


"When was this taken?" I had a fleeting thought
that it might be from his wedding.


"At the launch party of my company."


"Is that a thing? That's rather extravagant."


"It was a P.R. nightmare."


"How old were you?"


"22."


"Hmm."


"What?" He was smiling down at me.


"You look so happy in this picture. Do you miss
it?"


"Running a company?"


"Yeah."


"You'd think that being a C.E.O. would mean I didn't
have to answer to anyone." He sat down on the edge of his desk. "But
most of my time was spent doing things I didn't love. I do miss certain parts
though."


"Is that why you're thinking about starting a new
company?"


"Well, as you have so eloquently pointed out, I've had
a lot of free time. I needed something to occupy myself."


I laughed and moved between his legs. I put my hands down on
his thighs. "I had a question about my present."


"And what is that?"


"The tickets to the Thanksgiving Day parade. Is that an
invitation to meet your family?"


He smiled down at me. "If you want it to be."


"Do you think they'll like me?"


"Jennifer and Rob will love you."


"What about your parents?"


"If you could just laugh off everything they say like
they're crazy people, that would be best."


"You don't think they'll like me? Why?"


He pulled me closer to him, making my hands slide farther up
his thighs. "I don't like to try to think like them."


"Maybe they'll love me."


"Isn't my love enough?"


"Yes." I moved one of my hands to the waistline of
his jeans. "Speaking of which, it's a shame that I'm supposed to be taking
things easy. That probably means no sex."


"I don't think that's what that means."


 "I'm pretty sure." I slipped my hand slightly
beneath his waistline, running my fingers through his happy trail.


"I don't consider you to be one to shy away from
breaking rules, Penny."


"Me?" I unbuttoned his jeans and slowly unzipped
them. "I'm a stickler for the rules, Professor Hunter."


"So you'd be mad if, for example, I did this?" He
leaned forward and pushed my jacket off my shoulders. I shook it the rest of
the way off.


"Furious."


"What about this?" He pulled off my tank top and
unhinged my bra.


"I'm so upset with you right now." I tried not to
smile. 


"Hmm." He slid off the edge of his desk.
"What if I did this?" He pushed my yoga pants over my ass and slowly
pulled them down my thighs. When they reached my knees, he released the fabric
and they fell to the floor.


I gulped. "I can barely look at you I'm so angry."


"I figured. I'll respect your wishes then." He
zipped his pants back up. "I'm going to go take a shower."


What? "Professor Hunter..."


"Don't worry, I'm taking you with me." He lifted
me over his shoulder and carried me out of his office.









Chapter 15


Monday


I slowly opened my eyes. Light was shining through the
blinds. Professor Hunter's arm was wrapped around me. I turned to look at him.


He groaned quietly, but his eyes remained closed. His hair
was a little curly and there was scruff along his jaw line. He was perfect in
every single way. And I was the luckiest girl in the world. I moved my head so
that it was pressed against his chest. Everything seemed so simple when I was
with him. It was when we weren't together that all the stupid thoughts hanging
above me came falling down. I liked being in our own little bubble. 


He was right. There was no point in waiting. We should be
happy together now. And his bed really was more comfortable than mine. Or maybe
it was just that it was comforting to know he was beside me. Maybe I'd just
stay here forever. I kissed his collarbone and then underneath his chin.


"Mmm," he mumbled. 


"I like waking up next to you."


"I could get used to this." He ran his fingers
through my hair.


I laughed. "So what does the elusive Professor Hunter
usually do when he wakes up in the morning?"


"Are you a morning person?" he mumbled.


"I signed up for classes late and got stuck with all 8
a.m.'s. I've gotten used to waking up early."


"Well." He rolled over and looked at his alarm
clock. "You're like clockwork then. It's 7:30."


"Is Comm the only 8 a.m. class that you teach?"


"Yes. It's funny, I didn't want to teach it at all. I
kind of got stuck with it. But I'm so glad that I did." 


"Me too." I kissed his collarbone again.


He yawned and sat up. "I usually go for a run before
breakfast. But I just want to hang out with you today. What do you want for
breakfast?"


"What do you usually have?"


"Ellen usually fixes me something. But I gave her the
next few day off."


"Is that your chef?"


"She cooks and cleans and does everything that I don't
know how to do. You'll like her. Come on, let's get up." He lightly
slapped my ass.


I laughed and climbed out of bed. I was wearing one of his
t-shirts and he was just wearing a pair of plaid pajama bottoms. He looked
amazing.


"Does Ellen know about me?"


"Yes. She was the one who went grocery shopping for
you. She's excited to meet you."


I followed him into the kitchen. "And she's the one who
buys you juice boxes?"


"Mhm. She's a keeper." He opened up the fridge.
"How about a bagel?"


"That sounds perfect."


He grabbed a bag of bagels out of the fridge and pulled two
out. I watched him slice them and put them in the toaster. "Do you want
some coffee?"


"Do you have any orange juice?"


"That I do." He poured us each a glass.


"So I was thinking a little about my speech. And I'm
not really sure what to talk about this time. Usually I was flirting with you
or losing my mind. I guess I should just do something normal for once?"


"I wouldn't worry about it too much." He winked at
me.


"I haven't even thought about a topic yet,
though." 


"Certainly you'll get an A. You're sleeping with your
professor, after all."


"What happened to no perks?"


"Well, Miss Taylor. That concept kind of flew out the
window when I fell in love with you."


"Oh yeah?"


"Yeah." He grabbed our bagels and some cream
cheese.


"Maybe I should give detailed instructions on how to
seduce your professor."


He took a bite out of his bagel. "You didn't seduce me.
I seduced you."


"No way. Short skirts, my best push up bra, uncalled
for texts, and my unbelievably illicit answers in class seduced the crap out of
you."


"I had you right where I wanted you."


I believed him. I may have flirted my way closer to him, but
he was always one step ahead of me. He even gave me a fake grade to make me
storm into his office. 


"So what do you usually do after breakfast?"


"Go to class."


"What other classes do you teach?"


"I teach that grad class twice a week. And I have a few
300 and 400 level marketing courses."


"That's vague. Tell me what the 300 level ones are and
I'll try to sign up for one next semester."


"You probably shouldn't take any more of my
classes."


"But I like taking your classes. It means I get to
stare at you the whole time."


"Which is very distracting."


"You seriously don't want me to take your marketing
classes?"


"Well, I was thinking about it. And I think after this
semester it really would be best if we disclosed our relationship to the dean.
Maybe after winter session? That way your Comm grade won't be in
jeopardy."


"Which means I can't take any more of your
classes?"


"It does."


"Pros and cons."


"We can spend more time together at night that way. We
won't have to worry about people seeing us together around campus. It'll be
really nice."


"I'll think about it." Melissa had said other
professors might see me differently if they knew. I didn't want that to be the
case. "So what do you do after breakfast on the weekends?"


"Work."


"On your new company?"


"There's always something to do." He shifted in
his chair. "Actually, there's something I want to discuss with you."


"Okay." Why does it feel like I'm in trouble?


"My brother is coming back from Costa Rica this
weekend."


"That's fantastic. I can't wait to meet him. I want to
get to know your family."


"I invited him here indefinitely. Earlier this month.
We weren't together and..."


"James, that's fine. He's your brother. It'll be
fun."


"Yeah, he's definitely fun." He took a sip of
orange juice.


"Where will he stay?"


"There are guestrooms in the hallway before my
office."


"Did you not want me to stay over while he's
here?"


"Were you thinking about staying over more?" He
looked pleased.


"Well, you were right about your bed. It's a lot more
comfortable than mine."


"Is that the only reason?" He pulled me into his
arms. 


"I'm only in this relationship for the sleeping
arrangements. Did I not make that clear when we started this?"


"No, you failed to mention that."


"Well now you know. I'm going to go brush my
teeth." I pulled his hands off me and made my way back into his bedroom
and into the bathroom. His toothbrush was in the holder. I opened up a few of
the drawers, searching for one I could use. I shouldn't have thrown that one
away from the other day. But I never imagined I'd be back here. I was so glad I
was back.


There were no toothbrushes in his vanity. I bit my lip and
eyed his. Is that weird to do? I didn't really know what the normal
protocols for couples in this situation were. All of this was so new. I peered
out the bathroom door. It couldn't hurt. He wouldn't even know. I quickly
grabbed his toothbrush and brushed my teeth. I had this weird, excited feeling
when I realized I was using Professor James Hunter's toothbrush. This
probably is weird. I finished up in the bathroom and went back out into the
kitchen. He was reading something on his phone.


"I'll be right back." He put his phone in his
pocket and went into his bedroom. When he came back out he was looking at me
curiously.


"What?"


"Did you use my toothbrush?"


"Maybe?"


For some reason he found that funny. "You are
definitely making yourself at home. Even though you're only after me for my
sweet sleeping arrangements, you can stay whenever you want. You'd move in for
good if it was up to me. I only brought up Rob because I wanted to warn you
that we were going to have company for awhile."


"I know. So what do you want to do now?"


"I can help you with Stat."


"All my notes are in my dorm. Besides, lame. We have a
day off."


"So you want to do something more fun?"


"Yes. But I can't really go anywhere with my secret
professor boyfriend and a huge bandage on my forehead."


He walked over to me and grabbed my chin. I tilted my face
toward him as he slowly took off my bandage. "There, that's better."
His phone buzzed and he quickly answered it. "Hunter."


Silence.


"No, I'll come get it. Thanks." He hung up and
turned back to me. "You have a delivery." 


"What? Here?"


"Apparently so." His expression was cloudy. He
walked into his room and quickly changed into jeans and a v-neck t-shirt. He
looked unbelievably sexy and brooding. 


"I haven't given anyone your address, Professor
Hunter."


"I know. It's rather curious." He kissed my
forehead next to my stitches. "I'll be right back."


I watched him get on the elevator. I had a sinking feeling
in my stomach. What the hell? My parents were the only ones that knew I
was with him. And I didn't give them his address. I sat down on the couch in
his living room to wait for him.


I just wanted today to be fun. I was finally getting to know
him better. Hopefully this delivery wouldn't change his mood. Whatever it was,
I didn't want it. 


Oh shit. Brendan. Brendan was the only one who
knew Professor Hunter's address. I got up and went into the bedroom to grab my
phone. There were a few texts from Tyler and Melissa. My mom had sent one to
check up on me. But there weren't any from Brendan. And why would there be? He
didn't have my number. I had his. In the pocket of a pair of jeans probably on
my dorm room floor.


Maybe the delivery wasn't from him. It was probably spam.
Dirty spammers could find you anywhere. I went back into the living room, clutching
my phone. The elevator doors dinged and opened. Professor Hunter's face was
hidden by a huge bouquet. He placed the flowers down on the kitchen counter and
looked over at me.


"Are these from you?" I wasn't sure why I asked
the question. I could tell by the expression on his face that they were
definitely not from him.


"No, Penny. I don't know who they're from." There
was a small envelope attached to one of the stems.


"Probably my parents." I walked over and grabbed
the envelope.


"Probably." His tone was cool.


Please be from my parents. I slid the card out of the
envelope. The front said "Get well soon." I could feel Professor
Hunter's eyes on me. I opened it up and read the note.


 


Penny,


I went to the hospital last night to check on you and you
were gone. When I didn't hear from you, I figured I'd find you in the place
where you always seem to go back to. FYI, you're incredibly bad at taking
advice. Horrible really. I'll have to adjust my tactics. Flowers are probably a
good start, wouldn't you agree?


Feel better,


-Brendan


 


I looked up at Professor Hunter. He wasn't trying to read
the card, just my reaction. I put it back in the envelope and set it on the
counter. "They're from Brendan."


"A friendship rose kind of thing?" Professor
Hunter raised his eyebrow.


I sighed. I wasn't going to lie to him again. Even though a
lie was a lot more tempting than the truth right now. "No. He likes me.
I'll talk to him..."


"Get dressed."


"What?" That was not the reaction I was expecting
at all.


"We're going out."


"Okay." I watched him as he cleared our dishes. He
looked mad. I wasn't sure what to say. "James?"


He didn't answer me. It was possible he didn't hear me over
the sound of the water running, but it seemed like he was ignoring me. I sighed
and headed into the bedroom and then the closet full of clothes Professor
Hunter had bought for me. I pulled on a pair of skinny jeans and looked in the
mirror. They were probably the nicest jeans I had ever worn. I also grabbed a
sweater and some brown leather riding boots. The outfit made me look more
sophisticated than I usually did. I wondered where we were going.


When I walked back out, Professor Hunter slid his phone into
the pocket of his jeans. He leaned against the kitchen counter. His hands were
pressed against the granite countertop. 


I walked up to him. "I'm sorry."


He ran his hand through his hair. "Let's go."


"James."


He gave me a sly smile. "I feel like when you call me
by my first name I'm in trouble. I don't want to fight."


"I don't want to fight either."


"Good." He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward
the elevator. "I need to pick up some things."


"What kind of things?" We stepped onto the
elevator.


"Well, my girlfriend needs her own toothbrush."


I laughed. "Sorry, I didn't know what to do."


He pushed the button to close the door and then pulled me
against him. 


"I don't want to go back to reality tomorrow."


He smiled down at me. "Me either."


"Let's just run away together."


"Just name the place."


I sighed and leaned against his chest. He ran his hands down
my back and stopped when they were on the small of my back.


"Let's do something fun today. I don't want to go
shopping."


"Good, because we're not just going shopping."


I looked back up at him. "But you just said we were
going to go buy toothbrushes."


"Yeah." He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my
ear. "I lied."


The elevator doors dinged and opened. He grabbed my hand and
led me toward his car.


"Wait, then what are we doing?"


"It's a surprise." His eyes twinkled. He opened up
the car door for me.


I smiled and got in. He closed the door behind me. I loved
how spontaneous he was. Or maybe he had intended to do whatever we were about
to do this whole time.


"Am I at least dressed okay?" I asked as he put
the key in the ignition.


"Not at all."


"What? Let me go change then. What should I be
wearing?"


"That would kind of take away from the surprise."
We drove in silence for a few minutes. Once we turned onto the highway I
couldn't resist it anymore.


"Can I at least have a hint?" Where is he
taking me? 


He turned toward me. "I'm hoping to change your mind
about something."


"About what?"


"I already gave you your hint."









Chapter 16


Monday 


"Hey," Professor Hunter said softly. He rubbed his
hand on my cheek.


I opened my eyes. I must have fallen asleep. He was looking
at me intently with his dark brown eyes. He looked excited.


I looked out the window. "Where are we? Philly?"


Professor Hunter laughed. "No, not Philly."


I looked out the window again. "Are we in New
York?" 


"I don't think you've experienced it the same way that I
have."


"Because I'm not rich?"


He shrugged. "I want to show you my New York."


I looked at the clock on the dashboard. It was only 10:30.
"You like speeding."


"I tend to do everything efficiently."


"You mean fast." I regretted the words as soon as
they came out of my mouth. 


He bit his lip. "Penny," he said and grabbed my
hand. "I know what I want. I want you. All of you. I know that I'm older
than you. And I may be ready for something more serious than..."


"I didn't mean anything by it."


"Still."


"I'm running just as fast beside you." I squeezed
his hand.


He leaned toward me until his lips were an inch from mine.
"Okay," he whispered and opened up my door from the inside. He leaned
back in his seat and quickly got out.


I swallowed hard and stepped out of the car. The city was
loud. There wasn't anything appealing about it to me. But when I looked over at
Professor Hunter smiling at me, I realized there was one thing. Him. I'd go
anywhere for him. I walked over to him and clasped my hands behind his neck as I
stood on my tiptoes and kissed him. "I like New York better already."


"Well you're about to like it even more." He
turned toward the building closest to us. "Because Totonno's Pizzeria is the
best pizza."


"You brought me all the way to New York to prove a
point?"


"One of the reasons." He opened the door to the
pizzeria. 


The floor looked like a checker board and the walls were
covered in frames of newspaper clippings, awards, and black and white family
photos. It was quaint and not at all where I had expected to end up. But it was
perfect.


"This is your favorite pizza place?"


"Yes. Grab us a seat." He walked up to the counter
in the back while I sat down at a table for two by the window. I wasn't sure
what I expected. There was still so much I didn't know about him. But he was
trying.


"This place doesn't really seem like you," I said
as he sat down across from me.


"What do you mean?"


"You tend to be kind of extravagant."


"Not always. I used to come here to eat all the
time."


"What was your favorite part about living here?" I
put my hand in the center of the table. He immediately grabbed it.


"There's always something to do."


"So you've been pretty bored in a college town?"


"Hardly. You're very entertaining." He flashed me
a smile. He was so handsome. I noticed a few women in the restaurant staring at
him.


"You know that women stare at you everywhere we go,
right?"


"Is that so? I haven't noticed."


"You must have noticed. Everyone drools over you. I
mean, look at you."


"I'm too busy looking at you."


I felt myself blushing. "You're out of my league."


"You're out of your mind."


I bit my lip. "Why me?"


"What do you mean?"


"If you wanted to date a student..."


"I didn't want to date a student." He lifted up my
hand and kissed my knuckles. "Are you asking why I'm attracted to you? Or
why I love your personality?"


"Both I guess."


"You don't have much self confidence. It's rather
curious."


"Why would I? No one's ever looked at me the way that
you're looking at me right now."


"I know you don't see it. But you are always the most
beautiful girl in the room. I enjoy that you don't see it. It's intriguing how
naive you are. You're very alluring."


"Alluring?" I laughed. Alluring was how I'd
describe him. It's not how I'd describe myself.


"Yes. I find you unbelievably sexy." He stared
into my eyes. "Every inch of you."


I could feel my face flush.


"Did you want more intimate details? Because I could go
on for days describing the blue of your eyes with the small flecks of green in
the sunshine. Or the freckles on your shoulders. Or that birthmark on the
inside of your ankle. Or how your ass jiggles just the right amount when you
walk. Or how your breasts fit perfectly in my hands. Or how you get a cute
little wrinkle in your forehead when you frown at me. Or how it makes me feel when
you bite your lip when you look at me. Or the intoxicating smell of you. And
the taste of you." He swallowed hard. "And the way you're looking at
me right now...it's sexy as hell."


I gulped.


"So if you refuse to see how beautiful you are, you'll
just have to accept the fact that I'm attracted to you. And for things that
aren't physical." He paused and kissed my knuckles again. "I love
that you're down to earth. I love that you're shy. It's refreshing that you
don't seem to want to be the center of attention everywhere we go. I like that
you just want to be beside me instead, captivating me alone. I love that you're
open to second chances and quick to forgive. Yet you're extremely stubborn as
well, and I love how that challenges me. I love how intelligent you are. I love
that you like experiencing new things. And I love that you're a hopeless
romantic, or else we wouldn't be sitting here right now." 


I stared at him. I knew my face was bright red. No one had
ever said things like that to me before. He did know every inch of me. He
wasn't lying. "I'm a hopeless romantic because I chose you? Why is that
hopeless?"


"I told you that I wasn't good for you, yet here you
are. Besides, you had plenty of other options."


"I didn't."


"Tyler and Brendan?"


"I was always going to come back to you. I can't stop
thinking about you. I can't and I won't."


"See...hopeless romantic."


"I don't like that phrase. It makes it sound like we're
doomed."


"I think we've already been through the hardest
things."


"I hope so."


His lowered his eyebrows slightly as he looked at me.
"So really, the question is why did you choose me?"


"You're joking, right?"


"I'm curious."


"It seems as though you have plenty of self
confidence."


"Is that one of the things you like?"


"Yes. I like that you always seem so sure of what you
want. Even if what you want scares you."


He put his other hand on top of mine, so that mine was
sandwiched between his. He wanted to hear why I loved him. He needed validation
too.


"You know how good looking you are. You're classically
tall, dark, and handsome. When I see you I get butterflies in my stomach. And
when you touch me I get chills." I suddenly felt nervous. "I've never
been so attracted to someone in my life.


"That's how I feel about you."


I laughed.


"Penny. I do."


I looked into his eyes. He was being sincere. I wanted him
to know how I felt too. I wasn't done telling him what I loved about him.
"You're also dark and brooding and mysterious. But when you let me in,
when I get to see glimpses of the real you, I fall harder and harder. Like the
juice box thing."


"You like that my parents didn't let me drink apple
juice out of a box?"


"No, I like that you told me that. You're cute."


His eyebrows lowered again. "I'm not cute."


"Yes you are. You're being adorable right now."


He smiled at me.


"And I love that you're..." I looked down at his
hands on mine, "...domineering."


He laughed. "You mean in bed?"


I shook my head. "Yes, in bed. But in everything else
too. I'm indecisive. I'm so bad at choosing things."


"You chose me."


"I did. But you saw all the stupid stuff I did along
the way," I said.


"Which was my fault."


"No. It was because I'm a mess."


He smiled at me. "Do you know what I am currently
enjoying most of all?"


"About me?"


"Yes about you."


I gulped. He was giving me that hungry look. The look that
made me want him. I crossed my legs under the table. "What are you
enjoying most?"


"How insatiable you are."


"Insatiable? How so? By wanting to spend time with
you?"


"In bed, mostly."


Oh my God. "I don't think that's true."


He laughed. "If I wanted to, I could have you coming in
the bathroom before our pizza arrived." 


When he talked like that to me it was hard to think about
anything else. I wanted him. And he knew it.


He smiled at me. "Or maybe I could do it right here. I
believe I owe you an orgasm with an audience after the office blowjob
incident."


I gulped. "But you liked that."


"I did. And you'd like this." His foot brushed
against my leg. "Besides, I promised you I'd retaliate." He hitched
his foot on a leg of my chair and he pulled it closer to the table. The chair
squeaked against the floor.


"I thought you were joking." My heart rate was
accelerating. Just the way he was looking at me made me wet.


"I would never joke about pleasing you." One of
his hands left mine and disappeared beneath the table. A second later it was on
my knee. His skilled fingers slid up my thigh. His eyes grew darker with each
inch his hand moved higher.


"Professor Hunter..."


At that moment our pizza came to the table.


"James! It's so good to see you," a short woman
with an Italian accent said. She placed our pizza down on the table.


Professor Hunter removed his hand from my thigh and shook
her hand. "It's been ages, Marie. I was in the city for the day and this
was the first place I stopped."


"We all miss you here. And who is this?" Marie
turned to me.


"This is my girlfriend, Penny."


"It's a pleasure to meet you," I said. I reached
out my hand to shake hers.


"No, no, the pleasure is mine." She leaned down
and hugged me. "Every Monday James would come here and have lunch. Always
alone. Always glum. I'm so glad he has finally met someone. You better make him
happy," she said in a voice a little more serious than I expected. When
Marie released me from her hug, she smiled at Professor Hunter. "It's so
good to see you, James." 


"You too, Marie," James said as she walked away.
He put his hand back on my thigh. "Another time then. I will get
you."


I smiled at him. "Why did you eat lunch alone every
Monday?" I asked.


"Just a habit." He picked up a slice of pizza and
put it on my plate.


"Why did she think you were single? You still wore your
ring when you lived here, didn't you?"


He sighed. "No, actually."


"Why?"


"I stopped wearing my wedding ring the first time I
confronted Isabella about her infidelity. I thought she'd feel threatened and
stop. I thought maybe the idea of me sleeping around would bother her. It
didn't."


"Did you? Sleep around?"


"No." His voice was stern.


"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry."


"It's okay. I want you to be able to ask me questions.
But I don't want to talk about her. I just want to focus on us."


"Okay." Our lunch had taken a rather quick turn. I
wanted to go back to our happy bubble. I wanted people to stop interfering.
"So this is the best pizza, huh?" I held up my slice.


"Fold it before you eat it. Trust me."


I followed his instructions and took a bite. Mmm!


"What's the verdict?"


"It's freaking fantastic."


 


***


 


Professor Hunter pulled his car up to a tall building. A
valet rushed over.


"What's this?" 


"Trump International."


I looked up at the gold veranda. It said Trump International
Hotel and Tower, also in gold. It was a big glass, modern building. "Why
are we going to a hotel?"


"I have a surprise for you." He winked and climbed
out of the car.


I loved how mysterious he was. I loved the surprises. I
loved him.


Someone rushed out of the hotel to greet us. Professor
Hunter handed him the car keys and then opened the door for me. He grabbed my
hand and walked with me to the entrance. A man in a suit opened up the door for
us. 


"Good afternoon," he nodded at us. "Welcome
to Trump International."


"Thank you," said Professor Hunter.


The inside of the hotel took my breath away. The floor was
marble and the walls were wooden with mirrors and gold accents. Chandeliers
hung from the ceiling. The counter, where a few men and women were standing,
was also made of marble. Professor Hunter escorted me to one of the plush
lounge chairs. I sat down and watched him go up to the counter and start
talking to one of the women at the desk.


He handed her a card and leaned on the counter as he chatted
with one of the men. It looked like he was completely in his element. I liked
seeing him like this. The woman handed him his card back and gave him another
card.


"Right this way, sir," one of the men said and stepped
toward the elevator.


Professor Hunter turned around to me. I quickly joined him
and grabbed his hand. 


"James, is that you?"


I looked up at the man who had just stepped off the
elevator. He was probably Professor Hunter's age. He was handsome and suave.


"Mason, good to see you." The two of them shook
hands.


"I see that you finally took my advice." Mason
looked at me. His gaze made my skin feel cold.


Professor Hunter lowered his eyebrows slightly. "No. I
thought you would have heard. I'm getting divorced."


Weird response. What advice was Mason referring to?


"Oh, I'm sorry, man," Mason said. And then he
started laughing. "Geez, that's a lie. I'm not sorry at all. I'm surprised
it lasted as long as it did."


"You two never did get along."


"No, not at all. So, who is this then?" Mason was
looking at me again.


Before I could respond, Professor Hunter said, "This is
my girlfriend, Penny."


Mason smiled. "Girlfriend? You didn't wait around long.
Nice to meet you, Penny." He put his hand out for me.


I shook it. "It's nice to meet you. How do you two know
each other?"


"James and I grew up together. Oh, the stories I could
tell you..."


"Maybe another day," Professor Hunter interjected
and laughed.


"I'll have to hold you to that," I said.


"Well," Mason said and looked down at his watch.
"I have a meeting I need to get to. If you ever change your mind, you have
my number, James." Mason winked and walked away.


As soon as Mason was out of earshot, I said, "What was
he talking about?"


"Yeah, you don't want to know. Let's go to our
room."


We stepped onto the elevator with the man from the front
desk. There was instrumental music playing. I had heard of elevator music, but
I had never been in an elevator that actually played it. I looked up at
Professor Hunter. He was smiling at me. Whatever the surprise was, he seemed so
excited. I liked when he looked happy. The playful grin on his face made him
look younger.


The doors dinged and opened. The man guided us down an
equally ornate hallway to our room.


"If there is anything else you need, please don't
hesitate to call the front desk. Turndown service is at nine. Have a good
afternoon."


"You too," Professor Hunter said. He slid the
access card into the reader and opened the door.


I quickly walked past him. "Oh my God." I almost
ran up to the window. We had the most amazing view of the city and of Central
Park. It was beautiful. I had never seen anything like it.


"I told you that I could get you to like New
York." He pushed my hair to one side and kissed the back of my neck. His
hands slid to my waist. 


"It's beautiful."


"You should see it at night." He kissed my neck
again. His fingers traced the waistline of my jeans.


I turned around to face him. "Are we spending the
night?"


"I haven't decided yet."


"But I have to go back. I have classes."


"Me too." He ran his nose down the length of mine
and pressed his forehead against mine. "But I don't want to go back."


I wrapped my arms around his back and placed the side of my
head against his chest. "Me either." It was comforting to hear his steady
breathing.


He ran his fingers through my hair.


I looked back up at him. "I know I've made mistakes.
Thank you for forgiving me. Thank you for letting me back in."


"Thank you for forgiving me."


"You're different here."


"Different?"


"More relaxed, I guess."


"Well I'm not Professor Hunter here. I'm just me."


I smiled at him. "James. I still need to get used to
saying that."


"You do. Because Rob will give me hell if you go around
calling me Professor Hunter." He laughed.


"So, James. What would you do on a Monday after eating
lunch alone?"


"I'd go back to work."


"Was your office around here?"


"Well." He looked out the window.
"There." He pointed to one of the buildings in the distance. It
overlooked Central Park too.


"Is your headquarters still there?"


"It is."


"Your company must do really well."


"It's not my company anymore. But yes, it does."
He smiled at me.


"And what about after work?"


He unfolded his arms from around me and walked over to the
bed. I hadn't noticed it before, but there was a white box on the bed with a
red ribbon around it. "It would depend on my mood. Sometimes I'd grab
drinks with some of the guys I worked with. Or I'd have dinner back at my
place."


"Do you still have an apartment here?"


"No. Not anymore."


I could have asked him if he sold it. Or if Isabella lived
there alone now. But I didn't want to. I was going to focus on us. Nothing else
mattered. "What did you do after dinner?"


"It would depend on my mood." He lifted up the
box. "Tonight it's your decision." He walked over to me and handed me
the box. 


"What are the options?"


"Open it."


I pulled the red ribbon free and lifted off the top. I
picked up the red, silky dress and let the box fall to the ground. The dress
was adorned with a sheer red material with small flowers embroidered in it. It
was probably the most expensive piece of clothing I had ever touched.
"It's beautiful."


"So, I have tickets to an art gallery opening on the
Upper East Side. And you can wear that. We can go shopping for whatever else
you want. I already have reservations at Eleven Madison Park."


"What is Eleven Madison Park?"


There was a twinkle in his eye from my question. "It's
one of the most prestigious restaurants in the city. I want to treat you to a
night as one of New York's elite."


"New York's elite?" I laughed.


He smiled at me. "Or you can wear exactly what you're
wearing. And we can go to a comedy club that I love in East Village. We can
walk through Central Park and we can eat at the Tavern on the Green before the
show."


I folded the dress and put it back in the box. "I think
I'd like to go to the comedy club."


He grabbed my waist and pulled me against him. "God I
love you."


I laughed as I looked up at him. "Was that a quiz,
Professor Hunter?"


"No. I would have been happy doing either thing. I've
just never met anyone who'd choose option two." His eyes were suddenly
smoldering. He could so easily take my breath away.


"And you're happy that I did?"


"Yes." His hands slid to my ass. "Besides,
now we have more time for other things."


"You do realize that we came to a hotel with no
luggage? And we're probably not staying the night."


His skilled fingers unbuttoned and unzipped my pants. He
kissed the side of my neck. "Your point is?"


Do I have one? I tried not to focus on his hands.
"The people at the front desk probably think we're having an affair."



He let go of my waist and sat down on the edge of the bed.
He quickly hooked his index fingers in the belt loops of my jeans and pulled my
waist toward him. He pushed my sweater up a few inches and kissed my stomach.
"Well, if they already think so..." His breath was warm against my
skin. I had the familiar pull deep down in my stomach.


He raised his left eyebrow, giving me that challenging look.
I wasn't sure what he wanted me to do. He continued to stare at me as he pulled
off his shirt. Does he want me to strip for him? I slowly pulled my
sweater off. He continued to look at me without saying a word. I suddenly felt
extremely shy. I slowly pushed my jeans down over my hips and let them fall
down my legs. His Adam's apple rose and fell as he regarded me. Him watching me
made me feel so sexy. I moved my hands to the back of my bra and unhinged it. I
let it slowly fall down my arms onto the floor. My skin tingled from his gaze.
I hooked my fingers under the lace of my thong. He leaned forward and pulled it
down himself. His hands glided over my ass and down the back of my thighs.


I laughed as he pulled me down on top of him. 


He kissed the base of my neck and rolled over on top of me.
"Besides, I promised you an orgasm." He got off the bed and knelt
beside it. "I'm a man of my word." He wound his hands around my knees
and pulled my ass to the end of the bed.


My breathing accelerated. I wanted him. I always wanted him.


He spread my thighs wide and kissed the inside of my knee.


"Insatiable," he whispered against my thigh.


He was right. I'd never get enough of him. I propped myself
up on my elbows. It was sexy watching him. He liked teasing me. He liked
pleasing me more. "You're insatiable too," I panted.


"Hmm." His breath was hot between my thighs.
"Is that so?" His tongue made one long, slow stroke against my
wetness. I collapsed back down on the bed.


His hands left me for a second and I heard the zip of his
jeans. He kissed my thigh again and then pulled me off the bed and onto his
waiting erection. 


I gasped from surprise. "Oh God." I tilted my head
back as I let the sensation of him inside of me take over. He grabbed my hair
and tilted my head the rest of the way back, leaving a trail of kisses down my
neck. His hands found my hips and he moved them up and down, guiding me along
his length.


I groaned. 


He leaned into me and bit my lip, pulling me back up toward
him. His hands squeezed my ass as he stood up. I quickly clasped my hands
behind his neck and wrapped my legs around him.


"I want all of New York to know you're mine," he
growled.


I didn't know what he was talking about. All I knew was how
good he felt, possessing me. He pushed my back against the cool glass of the
window.


My body shivered. People would be able to see us.
"James..."


He thrust deep inside of me.


"James," I moaned, completely abandoning my
hesitation.


He grabbed my hands and unwound them from his neck. He
pushed them against the glass and held them firmly as he began to slide his
cock in and out of me again.


I needed to touch him. All I wanted was to run my hands
through his hair. I tried to move my hand. 


He spread my arms farther apart and pushed the back of my
hands more firmly against the glass. I couldn't move at all. He tilted his
hips. 


I moaned. The glass squeaked as my back slid against it.


He kissed me hard, silencing me. I wrapped my legs tighter
around him as his tongue invaded my mouth. Fuck this is hot. 


With each thrust of his hips the intensity grew. I couldn't
move at all. He was in complete control of my body. And I loved when he was in
control of my body. He knew what I liked better than I did. I clenched myself
around him. 


"Come for me, Penny." He kissed me again and
groaned into my mouth as he found his release. The coolness of the glass and
the warmth of him filling me was all I could take. I shattered around him. He
released his grip on my hands. I immediately ran them down his muscular arms.


"You're so sexy," I said.


He laughed and collapsed to his knees, pulling me down with
him. He held me against his chest and sighed into my hair. 









Chapter 17


Monday 


"Is he a good friend of yours?"


"Who? Mason Caldwell?"


"Mhm." We had just been seated at the Tavern on
the Green. It was a beautiful fall day and we had opted to eat outside. Small
lanterns hung in the tree above us. It was beautiful and romantic and perfect.
The whole day had been perfect.


"We used to be really good friends." Professor
Hunter shrugged. "We fell out of touch after school. Our parents are still
close. And the ad agency he works for has helped me out before."


"He seems nice. I've never met any of your
friends."


"You find out who your true friends are when things
aren't easy anymore. Turns out I didn't have many."


"He didn't even know about your divorce. From my experience,
you don't open up very easily. Maybe you're being too hard on your
friends."


Professor Hunter smiled at me. "You're probably
right."


I looked out toward Central Park. It really was pretty.
"Do you eventually want to move back here?"


He rubbed my palm with his thumb. "Not if you don't
like it."


I looked back at him. "I like it when I'm with
you."


He eyed me curiously. "We can go wherever you want, you
know. It doesn't matter to me. Wherever you'll be happy."


"After I graduate?"


"Yes."


"You talk so easily about our future," I said.


"That's because I already know that you're in my
future."


"But there's still..."


"I will never run away from this feeling. I'm not
letting you go."


I stared at him. "How many children do you want?"


He frowned. "What?"


"You want to talk about our future. So let's talk about
it."


"I'm not sure I'd be a very good father."


"Why would you say that?"


"I'm..." he stopped and looked up at the waitress
who had just approached our table.


"Welcome to the Tavern on the Green. I'm Lexi and I'll
be your waitress this evening. Can I get you both something to drink?"


Professor Hunter looked down at the wine list and then back
up at Lexi. "We're actually ready to order. We'll both have the cioppino.
And could we just have two glasses of apple juice?"


She looked a little surprised. "Sure. I'll be right
back."


I smiled at him. "Apple juice? You can have a drink if
you want."


"I don't want one." He sighed and let go of my
hand.


"We don't have to talk about kids. I'm sorry, that was
such like a weird thing for me to bring up. We only just started dating. I
just..."


"No. It's fine. I've just never thought much about
it."


"That's okay."


"Do you want kids?"


"One day. I'd want at least two. I always wished I had
a sibling growing up."


"Hmm." He sighed. "Two sounds good
then."


I smiled at him. He was acting weird. It still felt like he
was holding back something from me. "So is that why you think you'll be a
bad father? Just because you don't want kids anytime soon?"


"No, that's not it." He grabbed my hand again.
"I just haven't spent much time around children."


"I don't want them anytime soon."


"Good. I want you all to myself for as long as
possible."


"So what exactly is cioppino?"


He laughed. "Trust me, you'll like it."


 


***


 


 As we walked out of the Upright Citizens Brigade Theater I
was still laughing. "That's so cool that Amy Poehler used to do improv
here."


He smiled at me. "So you liked your choice?"


"Yes. Today was perfect." I looked up at the sky.
The stars were dull in the night sky. The city was too bright. "It's weird
not being able to see the stars."


"Pros and cons."


We walked slowly back toward the hotel. It was nice walking
through the street holding hands like a normal couple. We'd never be able to do
this on Main Street. Maybe he was right. Disclosing our relationship would be
for the best. I heard music playing in the distance. 


A smile spread across Professor Hunter's face. "Come
with me." We jogged into Central Park until we came to a guitarist. He was
strumming his guitar and singing. I laughed as Professor Hunter twirled me and
then pulled me in close.


His hand was on the small of my back. It reminded me of when
he had walked me home in the rain. The smell of him and the look in his eyes
took my breath away.


"Do you know this song?" My voice sounded airy. I
wanted to know what it was so I could find it on YouTube and remember this
moment forever.


"I believe it's called hands down." He twirled me
again and placed both of his hands on my waist.


"Every day I spend with you I fall harder and harder."
I looked up into his eyes.


He leaned down and kissed me. When the song ended he didn't
pull away. We kept swaying to the loud sounds of the city. "I should get
you home."


"Does that mean going home with you? Or are you sending
me back to my dorm?"


He laughed. "I'd like to bring you home with me."


"I don't want tonight to end." I put my hands in
his hair and brought his lips back down to mine. 


There was a quiet groan in his throat as he pulled away.
"I love you, Penny."


"I love you, James." 


 


***


 


I rolled over and looked at him. He looked so relaxed. This
was real. I wasn't dreaming. I would do anything for this man. I liked being in
his apartment. I liked that the sheets smelled like him. And I liked waking up
next to him. I suddenly had an urge to make him breakfast in bed. I looked at
his alarm clock. It was only 7 o'clock. There was time. I quietly climbed out
of bed and went into the kitchen, closing the door behind me.


Someone cleared their throat.


I turned my head and saw someone sitting at the dining room
table. I almost screamed, but then I saw who it was. She was tall and thin, and
had perfectly straight brunette hair. She was just as gorgeous as the pictures
I had seen of her. Isabella. 


"How did you get in here?" I didn't mean to
whisper, but my voice came out small. I didn't know anything about her. Was she
violent? Would she suddenly be because she had found me here instead of her
husband? I was sleeping with her husband. Fuck, I'm sleeping with her
husband.


"I'm his wife."


That didn't really answer my question. Had he given her a
key? Did she just tell the front desk and they let her up? I was wearing one of
Professor Hunter's t-shirts. I pulled the fabric down. This was the feeling I
wanted to avoid. This was why we should have waited. "I..."


"Don't embarrass yourself. I know all about you, Penny.
I like to keep track of who my husband is currently screwing."


I felt goose bumps rise on my skin. Had Professor Hunter
talked to her about me? I looked over at the door. Please get up. 


She pulled a manila envelope out of her purse and set it on
the table. "Don't flatter yourself. James definitely didn't mention you
the last time I saw him. He was occupied by other, more pressing matters."


I glared at her. The last time they had seen each other they
had sex. What the hell is she doing here? 


"Oh, did he not tell you? You were together at the
time, weren't you? It was only a week ago." She put her elbows on the
table. "I know exactly how he works. I know exactly what he wants. And
clearly you can't give him what he needs. If you could satisfy him, he wouldn't
have come crawling back to me."


I swallowed hard. "He did tell me."


"So let me guess," she said, ignoring my comment.
"You've given him quite the chase. Or is the fact that you're a student
enough?"


"What do you mean?"


"He only wants what he can't have. You must see that.
As soon as you say you'll stay, he'll leave you."


I thought about everything we'd been through. Him giving up
on me after my lie. Right after I told him that I loved him. All of our fights.
Even him having sex with Isabella had pushed me away again. Was he purposefully
sabotaging our relationship? Giving me just enough to cling onto?


"You do see it. I can see it in your eyes. You just
realized that this..." she waved her hand around the apartment,
"...is all a lie."


Professor Hunter wouldn't lie to me again. I wasn't going to
let her convince me to not believe in him. What we had was real. She was just
jealous. "I don't think you know him as well as you think." 


She leaned forward and raised her eyebrow. "Is that
what he told you?"


"He didn't need to." 


"I've known him since we were kids. I know him better
than you ever will. And if you'll excuse me, I need to talk to my husband in
private." She stood up.


"I think you should go." I was surprised by my own
courage. He wouldn't want her here. I felt protective of him. I didn't want her
to hurt him anymore. She was cold and manipulative and horrible.


Isabella laughed. "Penny, I'm doing you a favor. Trust
me, you don't want anything to do with him."


"If he's as bad as you say, then why haven't you signed
the papers?"


She put her hand on top of the manila envelope. "I'm
actually here to discuss that."


Thank God. 


"You look relieved. You shouldn't be. I can tell that
you're just as addicted to him as he is to you. That would be sweet in any
other situation, but not in this one."


"What are you talking about?"


"He really hasn't told you?"


"Told me what?"


"I think you already know. You just don't want to
believe it. Besides, James is bad at hiding his shortcomings."


"We love each other. That's all that matters."


"How old are you, Penny?"


I shouldn't be answering her questions. She had
already made her mind up about me. I stayed quiet.


"Right. You're young. You don't know what love is. Have
you ever even been in a serious relationship before? Can you even tell when
someone is lying to you?"


"He's not lying to me."


"Withholding information is just as bad as lying. It's
something that you should know. You did that to him, did you not?" 


How the hell does she know all this? I looked over at
the bedroom door. He had to have talked to her about me. Did he do it that
night? Right before they slept together? I needed to know. "If James
didn't talk to you about me..."


"He has his sources and I have mine," she said,
cutting me off. "So how about you get to class. What I need to discuss
with him is none of your business." Her words were icy. It felt like she
had slapped me.


"It is my business."


Isabella sighed. "Remember that I tried to warn you.
But fine, we'll do this your way. James!" she called. "James, get the
hell up!"


It only took a second for James to come to the door of his
bedroom. He took one look at me, from head to toe. Was he looking to see if she
had hurt me? Her words had been painful enough.


He turned to Isabella. "How did you get in here?"
I had never heard him sound so mad before. He definitely hadn't given her a
key. He walked over to me and stood in front of me. Protecting me? Or hiding
something?


"Don't be so cold James. I'm your wife, after
all."


He ran his hand through his hair. "Get out of my
apartment."


She ignored him. "I see that you aren't being very
discreet with your new girlfriend. She's a little young for you, don't you
think?" She looked at me. "And really not your type at all."


What is his type?


James pulled his phone out of his pocket. "Get out or
I'll call the cops, Isabella."


"Hmm, so now we can add threatening to the list?"
She undid the tabs on the envelope and pulled out some photographs. She tossed
them on the table. "On top of blackmailing?"


"Isabella..." James said and started toward her.


"I'm glad the girl that you're currently fucking is
here." She said it in a disgusted way. "Now she can know what kind of
man you really are."


James quickly grabbed the photographs and turned them so
that they'd be face down on the table. I didn't get a chance to see what they
were of.


"You didn't give me a choice. Why do you have to make
everything impossible? Do you enjoy torturing me?"


"Yes." Her voice was cold. 


"I just need you to sign the papers."


"What, so that you can be with her?" she scoffed.
"You must be joking."


"What I do now is none of your business. Sign the
papers." His voice was authoritative. 


"This is ridiculous. She doesn't even know you."


"Neither do you."


"And whose fault is that?"


"You can't blame this on me."


She laughed. "You know, the press is going to have a
field day when they hear about how my husband cheated on me with a student.
It's so cliché, don't you think? They'll love it. The university probably won't
love it as much, though."


"I'll leak the photos."


"No you won't. How do photos of me screwing another man
help you in any way? All it shows is that you can't satisfy your own
wife."


"No. It shows that you have a history of infidelity
that makes your claim to anything that's mine invalid."


"And she doesn't do the same for you?" she pointed
at me.


I felt small. I was a spectator. I shouldn't be here
watching them. But I also couldn't seem to walk away.


"I don't want anything that's yours," Professor
Hunter said. "Sign the papers now and you get half. Wait and get
nothing."


She pulled out some more papers from the envelope. "I
already did, you egotistical asshole." She threw them at him. He stepped
to the side and let them flutter to the ground. He leaned over and picked one
of them up.


"You signed them?" I hadn't meant to say anything.


Isabella stared at me. "He's all yours. Good luck.
You're going to need it. He's fickle. He gets bored easily. He's going to eat
you alive."


"Isabella! Enough!"


"What, are you afraid I'm going to let something slip
that you haven't told her? Stop running, James. Stop throwing yourself into new
things. Get some help. She's not the answer and you know it." She walked
over to the elevator and pressed the button. 


The doors opened and closed and she was gone. The apartment
seemed eerily quiet. He looked down at the paper in his hands again. He set it
down on the table and turned to me.


I wasn't sure what the protocol was here. Should I go to
him? Should I wait for him to come to me? It looked like he was scared. I
wasn't sure of what. He looked so young, standing there, completely uncertain.


"What am I not the answer to?" I asked.


"What did she say to you while I was in bed?"


"James."


His Adam's apple rose and fell.


"You're hiding something from me. Tell me."


"You need to get to class."


"James." I could feel the prickle of tears in my
eyes. "Why won't you tell me?"


"We can discuss it tonight."


I could tell he was hurting. He was upset. Isabella had
broken into his home. He was rattled. He needed time to calm down. I wanted to
comfort him. I walked over to him and wrapped my arms around him. He seemed
surprised. His body was tense and uninviting until he folded his arms around
me.


"Are you okay?" His voice was wound tight.


"I'm okay." I kissed the scruff beneath his chin.
This should have been a happy moment. He was divorced. We could be together
without feeling bad.


"I need you."


"I need you too."


"No. I mean, I need you. Right now." He
grabbed the back of my neck and kissed me hard. He moved his hands to my ass
and lifted my legs around him. He carried me easily back toward his bedroom.


He needed to know that I was okay; that we were okay. I'd
give him whatever validation he needed. 









Chapter 18


Tuesday 


"He's divorced." I was sitting cross-legged next to
Melissa on her bed.


"That's great news. So why do you look...not
great?"


"I talked to Isabella. His ex-wife."


"What, why?"


"She broke into his apartment."


"Oh my God. Psycho much?"


I laughed. "Yeah." I looked down at my lap.
"But she said I didn't know him at all. He's hiding something from me. He
said we could talk about it tonight. But what if...what if it's something that
I can't handle?"


"Penny." She put her hand on my knee. "He's
your first boyfriend. If it's something you can't handle, then so what?"


"It's not what I expected. We've gotten so serious so
fast."


"I know." She sighed. "I still don't get it.
What happened that night? I thought you two were done."


The fight. "I thought he had broken up with me.
Apparently he hadn't."


"Which involves Tyler because you two can't keep your
hands off each other?" She gave me a mischievous smile. 


"Yeah. Actually we had sex."


"What?! When? During the party?"


"Right before James showed up."


"So..."


"So?"


"So...what the hell, Penny? How did you go from having
sex with Tyler to getting back together with James?"


"He explained everything to me. He said he was trying
to protect me. He never stopped wanting to be with me."


"He ignored you for weeks. He acted like you didn't
exist. He...hurt you. Penny, I've never seen you like that before."


"I know." I closed my eyes and leaned against the
wall. "I didn't mean to fall in love with my professor." 


Melissa laughed.


I opened one eye, glanced at her smiling at me, and closed
it again.


"Penny." She grabbed my hand and squeezed it.
"You can't help who you fall in love with."


"Which is why I'm worried about tonight."


"How bad could it be? You've hung out with him so much.
If it was bad you would have seen it."


"You're right." I looked at her for a minute.
"Have you talked to Tyler?"


"I haven't really seen him since the hospital. He's a
big boy though. He'll be fine."


I looked down at my lap.


"Hey," she said. "You have to make the choice
that's right for you. So if dating your recently divorced, brooding professor
is what you want, then own it."


"You're always right about everything. Except your
advice about getting under someone else."


"It worked out in the end, didn't it?"


"Yeah, it did." I smiled to myself.


 


***


 


After having dinner with Melissa and catching up some more I
finally got a text from Professor Hunter: "I'm outside."


"I've gotta go," I said to Melissa and slid off my
bed.


"Penny. It won't be that bad. Whatever it is, you
probably already know it."


I smiled at her. "See you later." I closed the
door behind me. It felt like my heart was beating out of my chest. He was
divorced. I should be happy right now, not nervous. I opened up the door to my
dorm and saw his black Audi. 


He stepped out of it and walked around to the passenger side
door. Instead of opening it, he pulled me in close.


"Someone will see..."


He placed his lips on mine, silencing me. He kissed me hard
and I kissed him back. It was like he hadn't kissed me in weeks, not hours.
When he pulled away I was breathless. I knew my face was flushed.


"You look so beautiful." 


"You look so handsome," I said. He was wearing
jeans and a dress shirt. The top few buttons on his shirt were undone.


He opened up my door for me. When I got in he immediately
closed it and walked around to his side. He got in and buckled his seatbelt.
But he didn't put the car into drive.


"Are we going to your place?" I asked.


"It's too stifling."


"Maybe we can go for a walk?"


"We can't. Not here."


"You just kissed me outside of my dorm. It's dark. It's
fine."


"Okay." He pulled the car into a parking spot and
got out. I got out before he had a chance to open up my door for me. He eyed me
curiously.


"I'm not used to dating a gentleman."


"I know." He smiled at me. He grabbed my hand and
together we walked toward the green. The area between the dorms was filled with
a manicured lawn, walkways, and benches. He held my hand as we walked on one of
the brick paths. It was chilly and there were only a few other people out. Our
feet crunched on the fallen leaves. When we reached a bench that seemed
particularly shadowed, he gestured for me to sit down. He looked down at me for
a second and then sat down next to me.


"I need to know exactly what she said to you this
morning."


"She already knew about me."


"I didn't..."


"I know. She made it clear that you didn't do much
talking last time you saw her." I shrugged. 


He sighed. "I'm so, so sorry."


"No, it's fine. Really. I see the appeal."


He frowned at me.


"Yeah, I'm joking. She's horrible."


He put his hand on my knee. "There was a new employee
at the front desk. He's been fired."


"James, it wasn't his fault."


"Yes, it was."


I wanted to argue with him. He couldn't go around getting
people fired for no reason. The man at the front desk had probably asked
Isabella for her I.D. Her last name was still Hunter. But I had to choose my
battles with him. And tonight I only wanted to talk about what he was keeping
from me.


"She said you only want things you can't have. That's
why you like me. Because I'm a student."


"But I do have you."


"She made it seem like you'll get bored with me and
move onto something else."


"I'm not going to do that, Penny."


"I know. You wanted to know what she said." I
grabbed his hand. "She said that you're addicted to me."


"I am."


"She made it seem like that wasn't a good thing."


He squeezed my hand but didn't say anything.


"And she said you were withholding information from me.
That's it. We didn't talk for that long."


He nodded. "Saying I'm addicted to you is a bad choice
of words. I love you. I love spending time with you. I love being with you. I
missed you today."


"I missed you too." He didn't want to talk about
what I had brought up yet. So maybe I'd bring up something else. "What is
your type?"


"What?"


"She said that I'm not even your type."


"I don't have a type."


"Are you sure it's not tall brunettes?" I smiled
at him.


"No." He laughed uneasily. "She's definitely
not my type."


"So you like redheads?"


"You're the only redhead I've ever been with. I don't
have a type. You're it. I don't want to be with anyone else. Just you."


I didn't care what type of girl he usually dated. None of
that mattered. "Don't you trust me? Whatever it is you need to tell me you
can."


"I do trust you." He looked up into the sky.


A raindrop hit my forehead. I looked up too. The drops fell
faster until it was full on raining.


He abruptly stood up. "Let's get back to the car,"
he said.


Not when I was this close. "James, tell me."


"You're going to get a cold."


"James, tell me!"


"I've already told you. More or less." He put his
hand through his hair. He looked completely distraught. "I thought you
understood."


"Understood what?" I felt so dense. "What am
I not the answer to?" I stood up. "What did she mean when she said to
stop running? What are you running from? Don't push me away again. Don't do
what she said you would."


"I was trying to protect you. I told you that."


"But what are you trying to protect me from? Why do you
think I shouldn't be with you? It can't possibly be that bad. Just tell me what
it is."


"Damn it, Penny." He pulled me against his chest
and kissed me. It was angry and hard and hot. His hands slid to the small of my
back. He pushed my shirt up slightly so that his palm was against my skin.


"Stop." I pushed on his chest. He was so
manipulative. "Stop using sex as a weapon."


"I don't..." He looked at my face and released me
from his grip. He took a step back from me. "I didn't realize I was doing
that." 


What I had said seemed to hurt his feelings. But I couldn't
dwell on it right now. That wasn't want I wanted to talk about. "Tell me
what you're hiding. You told me no more secrets. Don't you want us to work?
Tell me!"


 "I have told you! I told you that I was drunk all of
college. I told you that I've had sex with dozens of women. I told you I threw
myself into my career in order to avoid my life. Everything I did was so that I
didn't have to face reality. Whatever horrible thing you can think of, I've
probably done it. I told you I wasn't a good man. I told you that."


I swallowed hard. The rain against my face felt soothing. I
wasn't sure what to say. I did know all that. That couldn't be what he was
hiding.


"I'm an addict, Penny." He looked so young and so
vulnerable. 


What? He didn't drink that much. He didn't seem like
an addict to me at all. He usually seemed calm and collected and completely in
control. And then Isabella's words came back to me. I didn't see it because he
wasn't addicted to drugs or booze right now. He was addicted to me. I'm his
drug? 


"Penny? Say something."


"All this talk about forever..."


"I meant it."


"But what happens when you get bored with me? Will you
go off chasing your next high?"


"No." He lowered his eyebrows. "I'm not
addicted to you. It's different with you, it's not the same."


"How do you know?"


"I was trying to avoid my life. I was miserable. Every
day I felt like I was suffocating. I needed an escape. But I'm happy now."


"Because of me? Or because of teaching? Or what?"


"It was my decision to come here."


"Because you walked in on Isabella..."


"Yes. But I came here for me. I'm living the way I want
to live. I'm not answering to anyone else. I don't need an escape
anymore."


"Isabella said you needed to get help."


"I've gotten help."


"So you're not addicted to drugs, or alcohol, or work,
or...sex anymore?"


"No. I haven't been addicted to anything since I left
the city. I was living a life that wasn't mine there. I was numb. Those things
made me feel alive. They sustained me. They were a choice I could make for
myself."


"So you chose to do them? That doesn't make you an
addict, James. If you had control over your choices..."


"I couldn't stop, Penny. Whenever I was able to pull
myself out of one thing, I just moved onto the next." His words hung in
the air. "Don't look at me like that. I'm not addicted to you. I'm not
going to move on. I need you in my life. I need you, Penny."


He needs me. All of his words now seemed to have a
double meaning. But didn't I need him too? When he didn't talk to me for weeks
I was a complete mess. My world had become isolated and cold. And I had hated
it. I hated my life without him.


"Penny, I've made so many mistakes. But I was young and
stupid."


"You're still young."


"Okay. But I'm not stupid anymore." He gave me a
forced smile.


"Addicts are like...it's not something that goes away,
is it?"


"No, it's not."


"So, how do you control it?" I felt stupid asking
these questions. The age gap between us suddenly felt larger than before. He
was an adult, with adult problems. All I was worried about was my next Stat
test. And now him.


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "My therapist helps
me with that."


"You have a therapist?"


"I do." His eyes searched my face. "He
doesn't think I'm addicted to you either."


"You talk about me?"


"Yes."


"He knows that you're dating a student?"


"Doctor patient confidentiality. He did advise me
against it. I think he's glad that I ignored his advice though."


"Why?"


"I'm happier when we're together. Everyone can see
that."


It was weird, standing in the rain so far apart. It made me
feel so separate from him. I didn't like that feeling. "Why didn't you
just tell me?"


"Because I liked the way you looked at me. Like I was
strong and in control. It made me feel like I could be those things for you. I
thought everyone could see my demons when they looked in my eyes. You never
did. You just saw me. I didn't want that to change."


"I don't think any differently of you." His words
made me want to cry. I didn't have much self confidence. I thought he was the
opposite of me. But we were more alike than I thought. He was so broken. I
didn't want him to feel that way.


"You do. You're looking at me right now like I'm
weak."


"I don't think that you're weak. You're incredibly
strong for overcoming something like that."


He put his hands in his pockets. We were both completely
drenched. He was staring at me. The distance between us was unbearable.


"I don't want you to leave me," he said slowly.
"But if this is too much..."


"No. James." I closed the distance between us.
"I'll never let you go."


"I'm not addicted to you."


"You keep saying that. And I'll I can think about is
how rude it sounds." I smiled at him.


"I don't understand how you can keep choosing me.
I'm..."


"Perfect. Everything that you've been through has made
you who you are. And I love the man I see in front of me. I love you so
much."


It started raining harder. "I'm divorced." He almost
had to yell it over the rain.


"I know." 


"No more of this waiting nonsense?"


"No. My heart is yours."


He was smiling down at me. "I'm divorced!" He
picked me up and twirled me around.


I laughed as he set me back down on my feet. I rubbed my
palm against the scruff on his cheek. "You're all mine."


"All yours, Miss Taylor." He turned his head and
kissed my palm.









Chapter 19


Tuesday 


"I think you might still be addicted to sex." Our
wet clothes were in a heap on the floor and our naked bodies were intertwined
on his bed.


He laughed and kissed the top of my head. "Maybe it's
just because I like using it as a weapon with you?"


"I'm sorry."


"No, you're right. You're...frustrating. Sex is the
only way I can seem to control you."


"Control me?" I rolled onto my side and perched my
head up on my hand. "Hmm. I could control you in bed."


"No, you couldn't. I'm stronger than you."


"I could tie you down."


"Good luck trying. It'll end up being you tied to my
bed. Which doesn't sound bad at all."


"Maybe later. James, did you really blackmail
her?" I thought about the phone call I had overheard the other night. He
was asking someone for photos and didn't want there to by a cyber footprint.


He sighed and rolled over to face me. "That wasn't much
of a segue." He stared at me for a minute. "It's the last thing I
could think of to do. I know it was stupid. I wanted to be with you. I didn't
want her to control my life anymore. You said you wanted to wait and I had no
intention of waiting."


"I like that you're bad."


He laughed. "You do?"


"I've spent my whole life being good. It's fun being
bad for a change."


"What, do you think dating a bad boy automatically
makes you a bad ass?"


I laughed. "Absolutely...Professor Hunter."


"Touché."


"I don't care if people think this is wrong."


He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "We
should probably talk about that." 


"Isabella's threat? You think she'll really reveal our
relationship?"


"I think it would be best if we go to the dean in the
morning."


"But..."


"It's better if he hears it from us."


"I don't want you to get fired."


"Yeah, me either. I know you're worried about what will
happen. I told you it's not explicitly against the rules. And I don't think
that anyone's complained."


"So you think nothing will happen?"


"I hope nothing happens. But I don't want you to worry
about it." He kissed my forehead and climbed out of bed. He pulled on a
pair of plaid pajama bottoms.


"Where are you going?"


"Get some sleep. I need to make a phone call."


"To who?" It was late. Who could he possibly
want to call at this hour?


"My lawyer." He looked down at my naked body.
"I won't let anything happen to you. We'll figure this out."


 


***


 


When I woke up the bed was empty beside me. I sat up and
rubbed my eyes. It was 3 a.m. I climbed out of bed and grabbed one of his
shirts out of his closet. It didn't matter what he had just told me. He was
clearly different now. I didn't know if it was because of me or what, but I
didn't care. He was strong. And I loved him more than ever. If it was going to
be a problem, it would be something we'd get through together. Life without him
was not a life I was interested in.


He wasn't in the kitchen or living room, so I made my way
through the hallway toward his office. The door was open so I walked in. His
hands were in his hair and he was staring down at his cell phone on his desk.
All he was wearing were his plaid pajama bottoms and his glasses. He looked
sexier than ever. 


"James?"


He looked up at me. He looked so tired. And upset.


"Why didn't you come to bed?"


"I did," he sighed. "I couldn't sleep."


I walked over to him. "We'll figure it out. Just like
you said." I leaned against his desk.


He shook his head. "I was so busy thinking about my
feelings for you that I didn't think about all the repercussions..."


"You did think everything through. We talked about that
on our first date."


He shook his head again. "I never thought that the dean
would find out before I talked to him, though."


"Has he?"


James stood up and walked over to the window. He pulled the
curtains to the side and looked down at the street. 


I walked over to the window and looked down. Shit.
There were three news trucks parked outside of the apartment building.
"Maybe it's for something else?"


James shook his head. "No. The story is being printed
in the Delaware Post in the morning. I've tried everything." He let go of
the curtain. He put his hand through his hair again. "I fucked up, Penny.
I should have thought about what Isabella would do if..."


I grabbed his arm so that his hand fell from his hair.
"James, you couldn't possibly know what Isabella would do."


"I should have. It's my job to protect you."


"It isn't. I made my own choices. I knew I was breaking
the rules. I kept pursuing you. I wanted to be with you. I knew there might be
consequences. I can face them."


"It is my job to protect you." He wrapped his arms
around me and rested his chin on top of my head.


I sighed and leaned into his chest. "The worst that can
happen is that you get fired and I get expelled."


"I don't care if I get fired. I just don't want you to
get expelled."


"I have good grades. I can get into a different
school."


"It's a scandal, Penny. Other universities may not see
your grades as valid."


That's what Melissa had said. Melissa had warned me about
what would happen. But I hadn't listened. And if I had the choice, I wouldn't
listen again. I loved Professor Hunter. I was happier than I had ever been.


"James," I said and leaned back so I could look up
at him. "If I could go back, I'd do it all over again. Even if I knew I'd
be expelled. You make me so happy. I want to be with you. That's all that
matters. If anything, I should be apologizing to you. You told me to forget
about you. On multiple occasions. I didn't listen..."


"Stop, Penny. I couldn't leave you alone either. And I
didn't want you to leave me alone. I never meant it. I can't even imagine not
being with you."


"So we'll face it together."


"Mhm." He looked down at me and smiled. "I'm
not used to having a partner in crime."


"Well get used to it. You're getting me kicked out of
school, so you should probably stick with me for awhile. It's the right thing
to do."


He laughed and looked down at me. "You should probably
call your parents." I must have made a face, because he added, "I'm
sorry, Penny."


"I think I'm dreading that discussion more than talking
to the dean."


"I'm sorry."


"Please stop apologizing. James." I put my hands
on the side of his face. "I love you. That's all that matters."


He smiled down at me. "I love you too."


"So will you please come to bed now?"


"Mhm." He leaned down and kissed me. 









Chapter 20


Wednesday 


The alarm woke us up at 6 a.m. We had a meeting with the dean
in an hour. And I had a terrible sinking feeling in my stomach. I had tried to
be the positive one last night. But now I needed to call my parents. And I was
terrified. I needed to do it before they saw the paper, though. I didn't know
what the article said, but James had made it seem like we were screwed.


James turned off the alarm and rolled over to face me. He
eyed me curiously. "You're still here."


I didn't know what he was expecting. Maybe he thought I was
going to abandon him. "Of course I'm still here." I propped my head
up on my hand. "I need you to promise me something," I said.


"Name it."


"No matter what happens, please don't resent me."


"Penny..."


"Promise me."


"I don't resent you. Please don't think that I'm mad at
you about any of this. This is everything I ever wanted. Actually, it is
tempting to just run away with you. For you, I'd leave it all. I need you to
know that."


 I do know. I wasn't sure if he wanted me to say the
same thing back. I needed to finish school. I needed to think about my future.
But he was laying there telling me that I was his future. I wanted him to be
mine. "I'd leave it all for you too. But I'd be uneducated."


He laughed. "You're very intelligent. A diploma doesn't
change that."


"I forgot that you just want me to be a housewife
anyway."


He smiled and ran his fingers through my hair. "Well
today can't go all that poorly because you just told me you want to be my wife.
I'm certainly in a good mood."


"I..." I was suddenly embarrassed. I hadn't meant
it in any way. We had talked about our future but we had never actually
discussed getting married.


"Don't be flustered." He put his hand on my cheek.
"I'm 27 years old. You're the love of my life. I know you feel the same
way. You risked everything to be with me. So you must realize that I have every
intention of marrying you, Penny Taylor." 


I gulped. "But we..."


"Are you going to fight me on this too?" He gave
me a mischievous smile.


He wanted to marry me. He wasn't proposing but he was
telling me that he eventually would. It was fast and crazy and just like our
whole relationship had been like. And I couldn't have been more excited.
"No." My voice sounded airy. 


He smiled and climbed out of bed. He disappeared into his
closet. I was only 20 years old. He was my first boyfriend. But everything felt
right. This is how I imagined love would feel. The rest of the day suddenly
seemed easier to face. I wasn't just in love with him. I was going to marry
this man. I shouldn't be ashamed of telling my parents or the dean. This was my
choice. I needed to own it. Just like Melissa had told me.


I quickly brushed my teeth and washed my face. When he
reappeared in the bedroom he was wearing a pair of navy blue pants and a gray
dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He looked handsome and sophisticated.


He looked at his watch. "Ellen's already here. So
unfortunately you'll need to get dressed."


I was wearing one of his shirts. I was excited to meet his
chef or maid or whatever her title was. I'd just call her Ellen I guess. I went
into the closet as he went into the bathroom. 


I had never met the dean before. And this would probably be
the only time I did. Professor Hunter was dressed in business casual clothes
because that's what he usually wore. I pulled on a pair of jeans, a tank top,
and a light cardigan. I slid on a pair of flats and walked out of the closet.
He was standing by the window, looking out at the street below. Another news
truck had arrived on the scene and there were about a dozen people standing
outside. I wasn't sure if they were reporters or paparazzi or what. This
situation was surreal. I didn't want to think about them. We'd know our fate
soon enough.


"Do you think this is okay?"


James turned his attention to me and smiled. "I'm not
sure if he's going to be paying attention to what you're wearing. But you look
beautiful." He gave me a chaste kiss, grabbed my hand, and led me out to
the kitchen.


A woman was standing at the stove. She had short brunette
hair and looked a little older than my mother. She was wearing an apron. As
soon as she heard the door open, she turned toward us. She had a huge smile on
her face. I instantly liked her.


"You must be Penny. Oh dear, aren't you pretty. James
didn't exaggerate."


I could feel my cheeks turning pink.


"Penny, this is Ellen," James said.


I smiled at her. "It's so nice to meet you."


"I've heard so much about you, dear."


I smiled up at James. He shrugged his shoulders. It was cute
that he talked to her about me.


"And how do you prefer your eggs?" Ellen asked and
turned back to the stove.


"Scrambled." This was weird. I wasn't used to
someone making breakfast for me. "Do you need help with anything?"


Ellen laughed. "I like you already. But no. Sit,
sit."


I sat down in a stool next James. He put his elbow on the
counter and rested his chin in his palm. He was still wearing his glasses. He
was smiling at me.


"You look sexy in glasses," I whispered to him.


"Is that why you're looking at me like that?" he
whispered back.


"Like what?"


He leaned forward until his lips were against my ear.
"Like you want me right here, right now."


His words sent a chill down my spine.


He pecked my cheek and pulled away from me. There were two
newspapers on the counter. The Wall Street Journal and the Delaware Post. I
assumed he always got The Wall Street Journal, but he had asked for the local
paper because of the article it contained.


"Have you read it?" he asked Ellen.


Ellen sighed. "The things people say. If they could see
how happy you are, you'd think they'd leave well enough alone. My husband is
ten years older than me and no one ever gave me a hard time for it. Love is
love. Circumstances be damned."


James laughed. "I'm guessing it's bad then?"


"It's not good." Ellen continued cooking.


James picked up the paper and unfolded it. At the bottom of
the first page there was an article titled, "University of New Castle
Conceals Student, Professor Affair. See more page B9." James sighed and
turned to B9. He put his hand on my knee and we both began reading.


 


Student-Professor Affair Uncovered at the University of
New Castle


Bill Raffer, The Delaware Post 10:12 p.m. EST October 21,
2015


An investigation is underway involving adjunct professor,
James Hunter, and a student from one of his classes at the University of New
Castle.


Hunter, Blive Tech International founder and board member,
started teaching at the university last semester. Although Hunter does not have
a PhD, he was given a teaching position due to his experience starting Blive
Tech International. His loose credentials have led him to a loose
interpretation of the University of New Castle's code of ethics. Two months ago
he began engaging in a sexual relationship with Penny Taylor, a sophomore in
his communications class. Taylor, age 19, is an exemplary student on a First
State scholarship. Although there have been no sexual harassment complaints as
of yet, Taylor is unavailable for comment. Allegations of sexual harassment as
well as other instances of sexual misconduct are imminent.


Hunter was fired from his last teaching position in New York
City for physically threatening the dean of admissions, Jared Halloway. All
charges were dropped in the matter, but Halloway commented that, "Hunter
attacked him, completely unprovoked." Dean of students at the University
of New Castle, Joseph Vespelli, hired Hunter despite known allegations of
violence and Hunter's lack of credentials.


Hunter has also engaged in misconduct during his own days in
college at Harvard University. He was arrested for underage drinking as well as
vandalism. 


The University of New Castle has never needed explicit rules
against student-professor relationships. An unnamed source from the university
says that their code of ethics skirts around the idea of something happening
because it shouldn't have to state common morals, but that these events will
make the university reevaluate the core values of the institution.


Hunter's wife, Isabella, was distraught when she found out
about the affair. She filed for divorce as soon as she uncovered the truth, but
their marriage had already begun to unravel before that when Hunter had sold
his shares of Blive Tech International and declared he wanted to become a
professor. "I should have realized his motivations," said Mrs.
Hunter. "I should have warned the college. I feel like part of the blame
should be on me. I can only imagine what this poor girl is going through."


Mrs. Hunter was almost in tears during her interview. The
separation only became final yesterday afternoon. She went to the press and to
the college immediately to request that Hunter resign from his teaching
position. She believed he was doing more harm than good in the classroom,
emphasizing that there needs to be a mutual trust between students and their
professors.


In response to the allegations of having a sexual
relationship with a student eight years younger than him, Professor James
Hunter said, "Our relationship was completely consensual. There is no
explicit rule that states such a relationship is against the code of ethics of
this university." And when asked if he would end the relationship, he
said, "I can't deny that I am in love with her. Nor do I have any
intention of ending my relationship with her." In response to his wife's
allegations, Hunter said, "My wife and I have been separated since last
December, when I filed for divorce after I found out she was cheating on me.
The documents are public and can be acquired from the New York City
court." Said documents have not yet been released from the court.


The University of New Castle's dean of students, Joseph
Vespelli, was contacted but declined to comment. His offices have informed us
that an official statement will be released shortly.


Contact senior investigative reporter Bill Raffer at (302)
150-4527, braffer@delawarepost.com, on Facebook or Twitter @braffer


 


"Shit," James whispered. He folded the paper and
threw it down on the counter. "I didn't think they were going to release
your name."


"I'm going to lose my scholarship." Reality had
just come crashing down on me. My parents were going to kill me. I needed that
scholarship.


"What?"


"There were all these rules when I got it. I don't
remember what they were. I'm sure being in the paper about sleeping with my
professor broke at least one of them. James..."


"Don't get upset before we know, okay?"


He seemed so calm. How was he so calm? "Isn't this
slander? How could they possibly print this? There isn't any proof. Can't we do
something?"


"It doesn't matter. It's Isabella's word against mine.
Stay here today. Let me go to the meeting alone. Let me handle this."


"No. I'm not letting you take all the blame for this.
It's my fault too."


"I don't want you to get..."


"James. No. I'm coming with you."


Ellen walked over and set our plates down in front of us.
She gave us a sympathetic look. When she walked away I looked back up at James.
"And it does matter. Can't you sue them for printing this nonsense? They
didn't even check any of their facts. It's a joke of a news report."


He sighed. "I just want this to blow over as fast as
possible. A lawsuit will make it worse. It'll draw it out. I don't want to drag
you into this. I'll be fine."


Drag me into it? I'm in the middle of it already. He
wasn't dragging me into a fight with his ex-wife. This involved me too. I must
have made a face because he squeezed my knee. 


"Really, it's fine."


"I'm coming."


"Well, we need to get going soon if you insist on
coming, so eat."


I wasn't hungry. I couldn't believe he wasn't mad. I was mad
for him. I picked up my fork and took a bite of the eggs. They were probably
the most delicious eggs I had ever eaten. "Ellen, these are
fantastic."


She smiled over at us. "I'm glad that you like them.
Eat, James."


I hadn't realized that James was just sitting there.
"Are you okay?"


"Yeah." He smiled at me and began to eat.


The dynamic between James and Ellen was pretty clear. She
was very motherly and caring. She was the mother he never had. I appreciated
her even more because of that. When I finished my eggs and toast I pushed my
plate away. 


James stood up but hesitated. "Do you want to wear a
hoodie or something? I don't want..."


"I want to be with you. No more hiding. Besides,
everyone already knows."


"I'd really prefer if you let me do this by myself,
Penny. There's no reason why you should be there."


"I'm going to get in trouble too. I have to be
there."


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "You won't. But if
you insist, let's go do it then." He held out his hand for me and I
grabbed it.


"Good luck," Ellen said to us as we stepped onto
the elevator.


When the doors closed I looked up at James. "I like
her. She seems really nice."


"She is."


I looked down at my shoes. "Are you nervous?"


"Not really. I have everything that I want. Teaching
doesn't define me. Like I told you on our first date, I don't think we're doing
anything wrong. This feels right to me."


"It feels right to me too. It's weird, you know. I
never in a million years thought I'd be in this situation. I didn't even have
my first kiss until last semester. And now I'm embarking on this big scandalous
affair with my professor. I'm not even sure my parents will believe me."


James laughed. "You should have called them already.
This is just going to get worse as the day goes on."


"I'll call them later. I need to know what the dean says
first." I squeezed his hand. I was procrastinating. I was dreading that
phone call. "What did you vandalize?"


He laughed again. "There was this professor I hated. I
had him for an 8 a.m. The night before one of his classes my friends and I
broke into the classroom and drew...vulgar things all over the
chalkboard."


"With chalk?"


"Yeah."


"Is that really vandalism?"


He shrugged. "I didn't think so. And I didn't get
arrested for it either. It was a harmless prank. Hilarious, but harmless."


"So another lie."


"Mhm."


"And were you arrested for underage drinking?"


"I got a warning. They had a three strikes policy like
they do here. I only had two strikes, one for that and one for the chalkboard
thing. I was never arrested while I was in Harvard."


In Harvard? I didn't want to press him about it right
now. The doors opened and we walked over to his car. He opened up the door for
me.


"Well, you're lucky I don't hate you. Or maybe I would
have pulled a prank like that on you. I wonder what you would have done if you came
into class and there were obscene things all over your chalkboard?"


"I probably would have thought you were giving me
suggestions of what I should do to you next." He raised his eyebrow at me
and then pulled the car out of the parking spot.


I laughed as we exited the parking garage. As soon as his
car emerged, cameras started flashing. I held my hand up in front of my face.
"So are they here because you're a rich, eligible bachelor or would this
really normally be that big of a deal?"


"I don't know. I'm sure my name doesn't help the
situation." He sped off down Main Street. It was early and there was
barely anyone out. "I want you to let me do the talking, okay? I'm going
to fix this for you. That's my top priority." He pulled into a spot
outside a building I had never been in before. Luckily there weren't any news
vans outside.


"I wish you had just been a student."


He laughed. "I think you love that you're dating your
professor."


My stomach was in knots. "I do. Let's get this over
with." I reached for the door handle.


"Hey." He grabbed my chin in his hand. "We
got this, okay?" He leaned toward me and kissed me. When he began to pull
away I grabbed a fistful of his hair and deepened the kiss. I needed
reassurance. I wanted to believe that I wasn't throwing away my education for
nothing. He was my future. This was real. It had to be.


I heard the familiar groan in his throat. "We need to
stop or I won't be able to go in there. Having an erection during our meeting
with the dean would probably be frowned upon."


I laughed and kissed his cheek. "I love you."


"I love you." He opened up his car door and walked
around to my side. He put his hand out for me and I grabbed it. We continued to
hold hands as we went into the building. It was the first time we had done something
like this in public. And I was grateful for his touch, because I was so
nervous. 


We entered through the side door and made our way through
the lobby and down the hallway. He dropped my hand when he opened a door and I
walked in before him. There was a young, blonde receptionist. She immediately
smiled when she saw James, but her face fell slightly when he grabbed my hand
again.


"Hi, Becca. We have a meeting with Joe."


"Yes. Joe is expecting you." She picked up a phone
on the desk and punched in a few numbers. "Your 7 a.m. is here." She
looked over at me. "Yes, she's here too." She paused again.
"Okay," she said and hung up the receiver. "He'll be right
out." She looked once more at James and then her eyes drifted back to her
computer screen.


James escorted me to some chairs and we sat down. It felt
like time was standing still. He leaned toward me and whispered in my ear,
"Penny, you're hurting me."


"Oh, geez, sorry." I stopped gripping his hand so
tightly. He rubbed his thumb against my palm. The small gesture helped calm me.


He leaned toward me. "Don't worry. The dean likes me. I
think everything's going to be fine," he whispered.


"Why didn't you tell me that in the first place?"


"Because I didn't want you to get your hopes up."


"And now?"


"And now I need to believe it's true too." He
squeezed my hand.


An older man with salt and pepper hair came out of a room
behind the front desk. He took one look at us holding hands and shook his head.
He turned and walked back into his office.


James sighed and stood up. He kept his fingers intertwined
with mine. We walked together into the dean's office.


The dean was sitting behind his desk. He looked up at us.
"Close the door, James." He sounded tired.


James closed the door and we both sat down across the desk
from the dean.


The dean sighed deeply and leaned forward in his chair.
"Excuse my bluntness, but this is a fucking mess."


"Joe, it was never my intention for this to
happen."


"What, you didn't intend to sleep with your students
when you accepted this position? Or you didn't intend for anyone to ever find
out?"


"I never intended to sleep with a student. Singular,
not plural. And I was going to tell you. I didn't want you to find out this
way."


"And we met before I knew he was my professor." I
couldn't sit there and say nothing. "And he made it clear that we couldn't
fraternize. I refused to listen. It was my fault."


James squeezed my hand hard. He was pissed at me for
speaking. 


"I take full responsibility for this, Joe," he
said calmly.


Joe pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. He
looked like he was in pain. "Sorry, what is your name?" he asked and
looked at me.


"Penny Taylor."


"Well, Penny, this is not your fault. James is an
acting professor at this university. It's his responsibility to uphold the
rules." He turned back to James. "We have a code of ethics, which I
know you're aware of. Although not explicitly stated, dating a student violates
the core values of this institution. What the hell were you thinking? And not
only did you fail to disclose this relationship to me, but I had to find out in
the damn newspaper." He slammed his fist down on top of his desk where
today's newspaper was sitting. "Your ex-wife has made it a point not only
to disgrace you but this entire university. It's like a fucking reality T.V.
show."


"Joe..."


"I don't want to hear your excuses. You should have
told me, James." He sighed and leaned back in his chair. "I know all
that stuff your wife said is a lie. But it's going to be hard to convince other
professors as well as your students' parents otherwise. They made it seem like
you molested her or something." He paused and sighed. "It's a mess.
They're pulling me down with you. I've already given my okay to launch an
investigation. All your students will have to be interviewed because of the
press's allegations, even though no one has openly come forward. And if you're
lying about it just being her...if you laid a finger on any other girl...then I
recommend you just resign right now, because..."


"It's just Penny."


Joe sighed again. "Well the board has already decided
to suspend you during the investigation. That decision is over my head, but I
completely agree with them. We may be able to lift your suspension if
everything comes back clean after that. But my recommendation is that you two
terminate your relationship immediately. This can't go on if you intend to keep
working here."


"We're not doing that." James voice was stern. 


"Well I don't have any other ideas. We've already had
dozens of calls this morning from concerned parents. I have to act or I'll
probably be fired next. Stop seeing her and if the interviews with other
students show no other instances of misconduct you can keep teaching at this
university under a probationary period. If there are no more violations we'll
lift the probationary period in six months. And continuing to screw one of your
students counts as a violation. So it needs to end. Otherwise we have to let
you go."


"Then I guess I resign," James said calmly. He
pulled out an envelope from his pocket and put it down on top of the desk.
"Here's my letter of resignation." He slid it toward the dean.


"James?" I looked up at him. What the hell is
he doing? We hadn't discussed him doing that. When had he written that
letter? I hated that he always kept me in the dark. This wasn't the plan. He
was supposed to fix it for both of us.


Joe stared at him. "That makes you look guilty of
everything people are saying. You'll never get another teaching job."


"I only see two possibilities. I do everything your
way, except I keep seeing her in secret, or I quit. And since continuing to
work here and keep seeing her seems to be out of the question, I quit."


"Is this really worth ruining your reputation over? The
press is already jumping to conclusions. If you resign it'll basically be a
confession that you slept with all your female students. It'll look bad on the
school too. I need you to say you made a mistake and stop seeing her. Stay out
of the news during the investigation. Keep quiet for your six months of
probation. That's it. I need this to disappear as soon as possible. Don't screw
me on this."


"I don't know what to tell you, Joe. I love her. I'm
not doing that."


"You've got to be shitting me."


"I'll have an interview with the press," I
interjected. 


"Penny," James said. "Please let me handle
this." He looked even more pissed at me.


How could he be pissed at me? He had decided to resign
without telling me. If anything, I should have been mad at him. "I'll tell
them that it was completely consensual. And that I love him. Everyone will calm
down. Maybe they won't care if we date then. And you can still conduct the
interviews with other students. Everything will come back clean. It will all
blow over."


Joe eyed me again. He looked mad at me too. But I could see
his mind working. 


James shook his head. "No. I don't want her talking to
the press. I'm not dragging this out longer than necessary."


"James, let me help you keep your job."


"Enough," he said. He stared into my eyes. 


He wanted to protect me. But I needed to protect him too. He
loved teaching. I didn't want to be the reason why he had to stop.


I looked at Joe. "Do you think it will help?"


"Several news stations have already called me. It'll be
national news by the end of the day. I don't know if it'll matter at this
point. It's just a matter of public opinion. They've already labeled him. And
in my opinion the only way to change their opinion is for you to terminate your
relationship."


"Can't we at least try my idea?" I asked.


"Penny and I need to talk in private for a
second." James stood up. 


"Nothing about your relationship is going to be private
now." Joe stared at us. "Sit down, James. Let's just get this over
with." Joe looked down at a paper on his desk. 


James slowly sat back down. He leaned toward me. "Penny,
we've already talked about this," he whispered. 


"No we haven't. You never said you were going to
resign..."


"I mean about waiting until you graduate. I'm not doing
it. We've had this discussion. If I stay we won't be able to be together. I'm
not waiting to be with you. I've already made my decision. And it was the
easiest decision I've ever made. Please just let me handle this. I'm not
changing my mind."


I didn't know what to say. I felt like he was reprimanding
me for caring. I wasn't trying to fix it because I didn't respect his decision.
I just wished that he had discussed his decision with me before coming in here.
I was just trying to help.


Joe cleared his throat. "Midterm grades are due at the
end of this week. You'll still need to submit those. I've already gotten other
professors to cover your classes during the investigation. They can just
continue doing it until the end of the semester. You two have one class
together. The validity of your grades is in question, Penny. You'll have to
re-present your speeches to your new professor so he can sign off on them. This
way you won't have to completely retake the course. Or you can stop taking the
class. That's up to you. But the drop/add window has passed, so you'll have to
withdraw and pay the fee for changes in registration. It'll appear as a W on
your transcript, but it won't hurt your G.P.A. You'll have to let me know by
next Tuesday before the window closes. 


"So I'm not being expelled?" I asked.


"No," Joe said. "I'm giving you two strikes
which will go on your record. You broke the rules too, but the blame for this
lies on James. It has to. The university has standards for their professors. I
don't know how your relationship started and I don't want to know. Don't give
me reason to make your punishment harsher."


I stayed quiet. All I got was a slap on the wrist. I had
been fully prepared to get kicked out of school. It felt like a huge weight had
been lifted off my shoulders. James rubbed his thumb against my palm. He
promised it would be okay and it was. But it wasn't for him. He was resigning.
And he was mad at me for trying to get him to change his mind. He was giving
everything up to be with me.


"So I'll talk to the press today and let them know
about your resignation," Joe said. "Unless there is any way I can
change your mind?"


"I'm sorry, Joe," Professor Hunter said.


I felt numb. I couldn't believe this was happening. I
remembered running into James at the coffee shop. I never thought I'd see him
again. And now it felt like I was ruining his life. We had only known each
other for two months. What were we doing here? I felt like I was going to throw
up.


"I'd prefer if you didn't flaunt your relationship
around the school. I know I can't tell you what to do anymore, James. But I'm
asking this as a favor. Let things settle down. We're still running the
investigation. The university has to come out looking like we did everything we
could do. Especially now that you're resigning. It makes you look guilty. I
believe that it's just her, but this is only just the start. It's going to get
worse before it gets better." He grabbed the newspaper off his desk and
tossed it in the trash. "And I have to ask, under the circumstances. What
happened to your eye?" He looked at James' bruise. It was fading, but it
was still visible.


"Just a misunderstanding."


"Good." Joe sighed. "I thought the next thing
you were going to tell me is that you got in a fist fight with a student."
He laughed and shook his head. "That's the last thing this school needs
right now. And I didn't want to have to talk about that in the interview."


Shit!


James shifted in his chair.


"Penny, do you mind if I have a word alone with
James?" Joe asked. "We need to discuss a few more things."


"No, that's fine." I wanted to get out of there. I
felt young and foolish. I had ruined James' life. How was he sitting there so
calmly? How could he always be so sure of everything? I felt sick to my
stomach.


"Go to class," Joe said. "And be prepared for
most of the student body to already know."


I looked at James. His gaze was cool. He nodded at me and
let go of my hand.


I stood up. "Thank you for being so understanding, Mr.
Vespelli. And I'm sorry about all of this."


"Well you really should have thought about that
beforehand, shouldn't you have? One more strike and you'll be expelled. Don't
let me see you in here again."


I swallowed hard. I looked once more at James. I wasn't sure
what they had left to discuss. He'd tell me later. "Thanks," I said
again quietly and walked out, closing the door behind me.









Chapter 21


Wednesday 


 I sat down in my usual seat. I was the first one there. The
whole building had been eerily quiet. It felt like I was dreaming. James had
made the decision to resign without talking to me. He already had the letter
with him. I felt small. He said he would fix it, but I didn't know that's what
he had meant. I should have felt happy that we could finally be together. But I
didn't. All I could think about was the fact that he had made the decision
without me and left me in the dark on purpose. I felt so alone. This wasn't how
a relationship was supposed to be. We were supposed to work out things
together. I wiped my eyes with my palms. 


I wondered how many people in my class would have seen the
article. Not many, surely. I didn't read the newspaper. It wasn't likely that
many college students did either. But something like this would circulate fast.
Even if the article hadn't released my name, it would have been easy to guess
that it was me. The speeches I had given were always out of line. Especially
the one where I freaked out and talked about hating marketing. 


The door opened and I looked up. Tyler walked in. He quickly
walked over to me and sat down at the desk beside mine.


"I was hoping you'd be here early. How are you holding
up?" he asked.


"I've been better. So I'm guessing you saw the
article?"


"Yeah." He looked down at his hands. "Did you
know?"


"Know what?"


"That he was married?"


"Not at first."


"God, I knew he was a piece of shit. He fucks students
and screws around on his wife? Why do you want to be with someone like
that?"


"Not students. Just me."


"That's not what the article implied."


"The article was wrong. And he did file for divorce
before he met me. That part was true."


He sighed and leaned back in his chair. "So what
happens now?"


"We met with the dean this morning. They're going to
interview all his students to verify that he hasn't broken any other rules. To
clear his name." I looked at Tyler's broken nose. I couldn't really ask
him not to say something. Their fight had happened. I didn't want him to lie
for me. I wasn't even sure if it mattered at this point. James resigned. Who
cares what people say now?


"I'm not going to say anything, Penny. I started the
fight. I'd get in trouble too."


"Thanks."


"So are you going to stay with him?"


"I am."


Tyler sighed. "When I saw you at the hospital I kind of
lost it. I don't like seeing you hurt. I didn't mean to put you in an awkward
position..."


"It's okay." We both sat there for a moment
staring at each other. I wanted to hug him. I wanted him to know that I still
cared about him. But I didn't want to risk leading him on again. It felt like a
long time before he spoke again.


"I can't believe we're over," he said softly.


"I'm sorry, Tyler."


He reached down and pulled a small box out of his backpack.
He slid it onto my desk. "I'm withdrawing from this class. I actually just
came to give you this."


It was the present he had tried to give me when James had
shown up. It seemed like ages ago that we had celebrated my birthday. But it
was just last Friday. I picked up the box. "You don't need to drop the
class."


"It's not because of you. I can't stand looking at him.
And I don't want him to grade me. All I want to do is punch him whenever I see
him. And I don't want to get my nose broken again." He smiled at me.


"He won't be teaching this class anymore."


"No?"


"He resigned this morning."


"Oh. It might be best if I just take it next semester
anyway."


"It's not fair that I ruined this class for you."


"You didn't ruin it. You made it better. Hell, I probably
only would have shown up on presentation days if I didn't have seeing you to
look forward to."


I smiled at him. "Please don't drop it. If you do I'll
just drop it too. I need you."


My words hung in the air. It wasn't fair for me to say that
to him. But it was true. He was one of my best friends. I needed him now more
than ever.


"I'll think about it. Either way, I don't want to
listen to presentations today. So open your present before I go."


I unwrapped the small box and lifted the lid. There was a
keychain with a circle attached to it that said "As you wish." It was
the quote that Westley always said to Buttercup in The Princess Bride. I felt
my throat constrict. It looked vintage, almost as if it had been made by hand.
On the opposite side it said "Love, Apologetic Tyler." And there were
two small charms attached to it, one of a heart and one of a key. The key to
his heart. I felt my eyes start to water. It was the most beautiful
keychain I had ever seen. It was more like a piece of art. I looked up at him.
"Did you make this?"


"Yeah, it took freaking forever." He glanced at
the clock. "I'm going to go. Text me, okay?" He stood up and grabbed
his backpack. 


"Tyler?" I didn't care how I was supposed to act
around him. He was so sweet and thoughtful. I stood up and hugged him. 


"I wish I had met you first." His voice sounded
tight. He rested his chin on top of my head as he wrapped his arms around me.
"I'd do anything to have a little longer with you. But I'll never forget
our night together. And I don't want to."


"I don't want to either." My tears were making his
shirt damp.


"I have to go." He kissed my forehead and pulled
away from me. He walked out of the classroom without looking back at me.


Why did it feel like every time we saw each other recently
we were ending our relationship? Over and over again. And each time felt more
painful. Could we ever go back to just being friends? My hand was clenched
around the keychain. I opened it and looked down at the keychain on my palm. I
wiped my eyes with the back of my other hand and sat down. I grabbed my clutch
and slipped the keychain on next to my dorm key.


I took a few deep breaths and wiped my eyes again. People
were starting to arrive to class. The girls a few rows in front of me were
whispering, but I overheard their conversation. There was a brunette and a
blonde. The blonde girl was talking about how she wished she was sleeping with
Professor Hunter. And the brunette was busy trying to figure out why James had
chosen me to bang. I could feel their eyes on me. The phrase, "She's such
a slut," seemed to be their favorite thing to say.


I knew people finding out would be bad. I just needed to
ignore them. I pulled out my phone to pretend to be busy. There was a text from
Professor Hunter:


"I hope that you're holding up okay. Can I convince you
to come back to the apartment instead of listening to speeches?"


Seeing his words made me feel a little better. He had
resigned for me. It was ridiculous for me to feel alone. He was trying to
protect me. He had always said that. And his priority was to fix it for me, not
himself. I typed out a response. "I want to face this. Waiting will make
it worse. How did the rest of your conversation with the dean go?"


"I just had to sign a few papers. Can we at least meet
for lunch? We really need to talk."


We need to talk? It was a line I had heard countless
times in romantic comedies. It was synonymous with "we need to break
up." I swallowed hard. What did the dean say to him? The feeling of
being alone quickly returned. "Okay," I typed out and pressed send. 


I looked up from my phone. Everyone seemed to be talking in
hushed voices and staring at me. I looked back down at my phone. Text me
back. I needed to hear that he loved me. I needed to hear that we were
okay. I thought about how pissed he was at me in the dean's office. Would he
really break up with me because I tried to save his job? Or maybe he realized
that I had just ruined his life.


"Hey, Penny," someone said. I looked up as Raymond
Asher sat down on top of Tyler's desk.


"Hi," I said and looked back down at my phone. Leave
me alone.


He leaned forward slightly. "So, what is the going
rate?"


I could hear a few people snickering.


"Excuse me?"


He shrugged. "I heard you were a hooker."


Seriously? I couldn't believe he was saying that to
me. There was nothing in the article about that. "I'm not." I looked
back down at my phone.


"What, you just sucked his dick for good grades?"


"It wasn't like that." Get the fuck away from
me. What an asshole.


"I think it was exactly like that." The desk
squeaked and I could feel his shadow over me. "Unless you just love
sucking cock. Maybe you could give me a taste."


"Dude, back the fuck off." I looked behind me.
Tyler had walked back in the room.


"What, is she banging you too?" Raymond asked.


"I said back the fuck off."


"Whatever, man." He laughed and walked back to his
seat.


Tyler sat down next to me.


"Thank you," I whispered.


"Yeah, well that piece of shit doesn't know anything
about it."


I swallowed hard. Tyler still felt the need to protect me.
"I thought you were leaving?"


"I heard some people talking outside. You said you
needed me. I didn't want you to have to face this alone." He shrugged.


"Thank you."


"Are you okay?" Tyler put his hand on my knee.
"You look really pale."


"I'm okay." I wasn't. I needed reassurance. James'
text had been anything but reassuring. I felt like I was sinking. I took a few
deep breaths. I felt like how I did when James had stopped talking to me for
weeks. Like I was numb. He was breaking up with me. Why was he breaking up with
me? The dean must have convinced him. I felt like I couldn't breathe. I
couldn't lose him again. Losing him was the worst thing that had ever happened
to me.


A man who was probably in his mid 30s walked into the room
while looking down at his phone. He slipped it in his pocket and went to the
front of the room. He looked right at me and then directed his attention to the
rest of the class. He cleared his throat.


Most of the class had been whispering, but the room fell
silent. All I could hear was my own heart beating.


"It seems as though most of you have heard about the
newspaper article. I just wanted to address the fact that Professor Hunter will
no longer be teaching this class. I'm Professor Nolan and I will be filling in
for Professor Hunter for the remainder of the semester. There will be
interviews conducted with each of you regarding Professor Hunter's conduct. I
hope that you will all be telling the truth of your experiences in this
classroom."


A girl in the front row raised her hand.


It looked like Professor Nolan wanted to ignore her, but it
was hard to pretend like he didn't see her. She we basically right in front of
him. "Yes?" he asked.


"What article?"


"He's sleeping with that girl in the back row," a
boy in the middle of the room said.


The professor cleared his throat again.


"Wait, seriously?" someone else said.


"That's enough," Professor Nolan interjected.
"I just wanted you all to know about the interviews that are going to
start tomorrow. I think this is a personal matter that is none of my business
or yours, and I'd rather not discuss it any further. I've been told that your
presentations start today. First up is..." he looked down at a piece of
paper. "Raymond Asher."


Raymond stayed seated. "Wait, we really don't get to
know any more details?" He turned around and looked at me. "Maybe
Penny wants to share..."


"Mr. Asher!" Professor Nolan said, cutting him
off. "This is a personal matter. How many times do I need to say that? I
suggest that you get up here and start your presentation. Or you'll be
receiving an F." Professor Nolan grabbed the podium and placed it in the
middle of the room. He made his way past all the desks and sat down in the seat
in front of Tyler. 


I just wanted to go back to Professor Hunter's apartment. I
needed him right now. I wanted his arms around me. I rubbed my fingers across
the keychain that Tyler had given me. The room felt stifling.


Tyler rubbed his hand on my back, making me jump.


"Sorry," he mouthed silently. "You
okay?"


I nodded my head.


Raymond slowly got up from his seat and stood behind the
podium. I watched his mouth move but none of the words seemed to make any
sense. I looked at the back of Professor Nolan's head. I wished Professor
Hunter was sitting there instead. A small part of me wanted to stand up and
yell, "Yes, it was me, okay? I did it, and I don't care!" And then I
wouldn't have to hide anymore. I suddenly felt nauseous. 


When class finally ended I quickly grabbed my backpack.
Professor Nolan turned around and looked at me.


"Hold on a second, Penny," he whispered.


I didn't want to schedule my speeches with him already. I
still needed to get through the one on Friday. 


"It's going to be okay, Penny," Tyler said as he
picked up his backpack. He reached over and squeezed my arm. "Text me, okay?"


I nodded at him and gave him a weak smile.


As soon as the rest of the students were gone, Professor
Nolan stood up and turned to me.


"I know I need to schedule my redo speeches with
you," I said. "But can we please wait until at least next week?"


He waved his hand dismissively. "I trust James' grades.
You don't need to do that. But he called me this morning. He thinks it's best
if you just drop this class. I insured him that I'd look after you. But after
today I think I agree with him."


"I..."


"It's just something you should think about. Your other
classes are going to be hard, but not as bad as this one. You can think about
it. But you have to give a speech on Friday if you choose to stay. I can't
treat you any differently than the other students, regardless of the
circumstances. So if you decide to drop this class, just email me."


"Okay." James was trying to make all the
decisions. I needed to talk to him. I didn't want to go to my next class.


"If you decide to stay, I'll do my best to get the
other students to stop harassing you. I'd recommend not coming to class early,
though."


"Okay," I said again.


"Well, you better get to your next class. Good luck,
Penny."


"Thanks." I allowed myself to exhale as I walked
toward the door. Class was horrible. But Tyler had stood up for me. And
Professor Nolan was nice and understanding. I didn't even have to redo my
speeches.


As I walked through the hallway I could hear the whispers. I
could feel the stares. I kept my eyes on the ground.


Someone grabbed my arm. I looked up at Professor Hunter. He
pulled me into a custodial closet. When the door closed the whole room was
pitch-black.


"Are you okay?" Professor Hunter's soothing voice
made me burst out in tears. 


"Penny?" his voice was laced in concern. He pulled
my face against his chest and ran his fingers through my hair. "I don't
like seeing you cry. Tell me what you need."


I didn't respond to him. I just continued to cry.


"Penny, please talk to me," he said gently.


"I told you I'd give up everything for you," I
sobbed. "I said I didn't care about finishing school here. I said we could
run away together. I'll do whatever you want. Please don't do this."


He put his hands on my shoulders. "Do what? What are
you talking about?"


"Please. I can't lose you. I know what living is like
when we aren't together. I don't want to feel that way again. I can't feel that
way again." I took a deep breath of his heavenly scent.


"You're not losing me. Hey." He grabbed my chin
and tilted my head up so that he could see my eyes. "I love you. Where is
this coming from?"


"You're not breaking up with me?"


"No." He laughed. It felt like ages since I had
heard him laugh. "Penny, no."


"Well don't say things like we need to talk then,"
I said through my tears. "When people say that, it means they want to
break up."


"You really do watch too much T.V." He wiped my
tears away with his thumbs. "Please stop crying."


I felt relieved. But I was still mad at him. "We're
supposed to be a team."


"We are a team." 


"No, we're not." I leaned back to look at him.
"You made the decision to quit without even discussing it with me
first."


"I listened to what Joe had to say. There wasn't even a
decision that needed to be made. There was only one option."


"But you had already decided. You had a resignation
letter with you."


"I like to be prepared..."


"You knew what you were going to do. You knew and you
didn't tell me. I felt blindsided in there."


"I told you to let me go alone. I asked you to let me
handle it. And it was my choice to make. Not yours."


"What? It was a decision that effects both of us. Why
do you want to do everything alone? I gave up everything to be with you. Stop
pushing me away." I swallowed hard. Isabella's words came back to me. He
wanted what he couldn't have. And he definitely had me now. The small closet
was making me feel claustrophobic. I tried to shake the thought away but it
just made me cry even more. 


"Please stop crying. I don't know what you want me to
do. I want to give you what you need. Please just tell me what you want. Let me
reassure you about how I feel." He wiped away my tears with his thumbs.


I grabbed the back of his neck and kissed him hard. He
instinctively grabbed my waist and pulled me against him. His hands slid to my
ass. 


"Let's go back to the apartment," he said and
kissed the side of my neck. 


"No." I unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. This
was what I needed. This was something that always worked between us. The only
reassurance I needed was his dick deep inside of me. "This is what I
need." I wrapped my hand around his erection.


He grabbed my thighs and lifted my legs up around him. He
moved toward the wall, but tripped over a bucket. I slid down his torso and my
feet hit the ground again. "Shit. Sorry, Penny." 


I silenced him with another kiss. I needed him. I unbuttoned
and unzipped my jeans and pushed them down my hips. He pushed his body against
mine, pressing my back against the cool wall. He slid my pants the rest of the
way down. I stepped out of them and my flats.


"I think this will reassure you," he said and
knelt in front of me. I expected him to kiss the inside of my thigh, or lightly
brush his fingers against my clit to tease me. But he thrust his tongue deep
inside my wetness. 


"Fuck," I groaned and leaned my head back against
the wall.


He had done this to me before, but never like this. He was
acting like he was starving and I was the only thing sustaining him. He thrust
his tongue even deeper inside of me as he rubbed his nose against my clit.


"James," I panted.


He lifted my thighs over his shoulders so that he was
supporting all my weight. He slid one of his hands underneath my tank top and
pressed it against my breast to keep me in place. It felt like I was floating.
All the tension, stress, and anxiety seemed to disappear. All I could think
about was his tongue between my thighs. He rubbed his nose against my clit
again.


The sensation was too much. I moaned as my orgasm washed
over me. 


"Do you feel better now?" He placed another long
stroke against my wetness as he moved my thighs off his shoulders. I felt me
back slide down the wall. "Because your cunt is delicious. I could do that
forever." He pushed my tank top up and kissed my stomach. "I told you
everything would be okay and it will be. I need you to trust me. I need you to
trust my judgment."


"I do trust you." He was still kneeling in front
of me.


"Then we should be celebrating today, not
fighting." He sunk one of his fingers inside of me.


Oh God.


"I'm divorced." He thrust his finger deeper.


Fuck.


"I'm not your professor anymore." He slid another
finger inside of me.


"James," I groaned.


He responded by slowly moving his fingers in and out of me.
"We can finally be together, just like you wanted. So tell me, how else
can I reassure you?" His fingers were driving me crazy.


I moaned.


He stood up and his fingers hooked, hitting me where only he
could. "Do you need me to take you home and make love to you?" He
kissed my neck. "Or do you want me to fuck you in this closet? Because I
need my cock inside of you. I need reassurance too." He pressed his thumb
against my clit.


"Fuck me. Oh God, please fuck me."


"I was hoping you'd say that," he said and bit my
earlobe. My whole body tingled in response. He grabbed my thighs, lifted my
legs around him and sunk his thick cock deep inside of me. He slammed my back
against the shelves on the side of the closet as he moved his hips. 


Yes!


Bottles toppled to the ground. A fake lemon scent filled the
room. But I didn't care that we were making a mess. I ran my fingers through
his unruly hair and deepened our kiss. I needed this more than I ever had
before.


He began to thrust faster and harder. I tilted my hips to
meet him and he groaned into my mouth. His finger tips dug into my hips.


"Harder," I moaned.


"If you want it harder, I'll give it to you
harder." He carried me over to a table and pushed some of the contents to
the ground. They must have been paper products, because they barely made a
sound. He laid me down on the table and leaned over me. I unbuttoned his shirt
so I could feel his six pack. "I'll never get enough of you," I
whispered. He had said those words to me before. It was true for me too. If he
wasn't addicted to me, than I was surely addicted to him. I needed him to know.


"Good. Because I'm never letting you go." He
grabbed the edge of the table near my head and slid his length deep inside of
me.


Fuck. I tilted my head to the side. He grabbed my
chin in his hand and turned my head back toward him. 


"Look at me when you orgasm, Penny. I want to see your
face." He let go of my chin, wrapped his hand around my thigh, and moved
his hips faster. Somehow it allowed him to go even deeper.


It was rough and intimate at the same time. He knew me. He
knew exactly what I needed.


"Come for my, Penny."


As soon as I began to clench around him, I felt him fill me
with his warm liquid. I closed my eyes, but he grabbed my chin again. I looked
into his eyes as we both finished. I got completely lost in his eyes. No one
had ever looked at me like that. I could feel his love for me. Nothing else in
the world mattered when we were together.


He pulled me up to a seated position. He grabbed his pants
off the ground and pulled them on. I silently watched him. I had felt so amped
up and scared and worried and now all I felt was his love. I could actually
feel it. There was this strange pressure in my chest. It made me want to cry
again. I wrapped my arms around myself. I had been worried that this wasn't
real. That was ridiculous.


He turned toward me as he buttoned up his shirt. He stopped
and looked down at me. "I know that you're worried that I'm going to
resent you because I had to stop teaching. But it's the complete opposite. For
the first time ever, I feel like I'm exactly where I should be. Life is good
here, with you. I'm in love with you." He paused. "I love you so
much. I never knew what I was missing."


"I'm so in love with you, James Hunter."


He leaned forward and ran the tip of his nose down the
length of mine. "Now, we're going back to the apartment. You don't need to
face everyone today alone. We'll deal with this together. We'll make our
decisions together. Well...except for this one. Because I really want to take
you home right now." 


I laughed. "I'm sorry. I just lost it today.
Everyone..."


"Don't. Don't apologize. I know you needed me. That's
why I was hiding in this closet in the first place." He smiled at me and
pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. "I was prepared to resign today. I
should have told you before we went into the meeting. I wasn't going to stop
seeing you. It was out of the question."


"I know. I think you made the right choice."


"I'm right? What?" He smiled at me.


I nudged his shoulder. "So if you didn't want to break
up with me, what did you want to talk to me about?"


"Nothing." He leaned down and handed me my pants.
"We're okay."


"No, what was it?" I quickly got dressed.


"Honestly, I was really mad at you. I'm still mad at
you. I told you to let me handle the situation this morning. You shouldn't have
interfered."


"I know, but you also didn't tell me that you were
planning to resign. How was I supposed to know what to do? If you don't talk to
me, I can't know what you're thinking. I thought I was helping. Actually, I was
mad at you too."


"I know. I'm still getting used to this." His hand
drifted to my cheek. "I'm not used to having someone on my side."


"Well maybe you should get used to it. Because I love
you. I'm not going to run off. I want to be with you."


"It's hard for me to believe that."


"Why?" I put my hands on the sides of his face.
"Why don't you feel worthy of love? Why don't you trust me?"


"I didn't mean that. I do trust you. I'm just not used
to being...I don't know how to explain it..."


"Vulnerable?" He was always prepared. He always
knew what he wanted. He was always in control.


He didn't seem to like my choice of words. "Vulnerable?
I'm not sure if that's the word I was looking for."


"I just mean that you don't have to be strong around me
all the time. I just want you to be you."


"This is me."


"I know. I just mean, you don't have to be scared of
showing me every side of you."


"The only thing I'm scared of is losing you."


"You're not going to lose me. I'm sorry. I was upset
that you made the decision to quit without me. And then I thought you were
going to break up with me. And it was hard being in class without you. I don't
know if I can do it."


"Let's forget all the noise for right now, okay? Let's
just enjoy us. We finally get to be together, Penny." He turned on the
light so that I could see him.


He had that just fucked hair that I loved so much. He
finished buttoning his shirt. 


I looked around at the closet. It was a complete mess.
"James, do you think maybe we should pick some of this up?" 


"Eh, I don't work here anymore. Let's get the hell out
of here before someone finds us." He grabbed my hand and opened up the
door a crack. He pulled me out after him and we ran hand in hand through the
hallway. Classes had started and no one was around.


A few students walking along the green turned to look at us
as we ran to his car. He opened up the door for me and I quickly got in. He
closed it and ran around to his side. As he turned his key in the ignition he
leaned over and kissed me again. 


There had been so much stress in our relationship. It
finally felt like we were allowed to be happy. We were acting like two
teenagers in love. And that's how I felt. When I was next to him, I felt like
anything was possible.


"Truth or dare?" he asked and looked at me.


I looked into his eyes. He was giving me a challenging look.
I didn't want to go back to his apartment. I didn't want to ever have to face
reality. I wanted to get as far away from here as possible. "Dare."









PART 3









Chapter 22


Wednesday


It seemed like with every mile we drove away from the
University of New Castle, James grew more and more relaxed. I couldn't pull my
eyes away from his face. I was still processing the fact that he had quit his
job. For me. Every few seconds he would turn his head to look at me and
his smile would grow even brighter. 


"What are you staring at?" he finally said.


"You."


He rubbed his thumb against my palm.


"What now?" I asked.


"Well, do you have a passport?"


"No. I've never needed one." I really wish I
had a passport.


"You've never left the country?" He turned to me
again. He seemed to think I was joking.


"I have. I've been to Canada. But I didn't need a
passport."


"That's because going to Canada doesn't really count as
leaving the country. So where have you been? I want to take you somewhere
new."


I turned and looked out the window. "I haven't really
been that many places." I watched the colorful autumn trees passing by us
in a blur before turning back to him. "I've pretty much stayed on the east
coast. Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Maryland. Oh, I've been to North and South
Carolina. And New York of course." I squeezed his hand. "And Florida
a few times to go to Disneyworld."


"Disneyworld?" He smiled at me.


"Yeah, I love Disneyworld. Everyone loves Disneyworld.
Don't look at me like that."


He laughed and turned his attention back to the road.
"I wouldn't know. I've never been."


"You've never been to Disneyworld?"


"No."


I couldn't tell what he was thinking. "Well, maybe you
should let me take you to Disneyworld."


He laughed. "This is my dare. I'm taking you somewhere.
Not the other way around."


"So, where are we going then?"


Instead of saying anything, James put on his turn signal and
took an exit that I was all too familiar with. It was the same exit I'd take if
I was going home. I thought we'd be staying on I-95 until we got to the Philly
airport.


"Aren't we going to the airport?" I asked. I had a
sinking feeling in my stomach.


"We are. I just wanted to make a quick stop
first."


Oh God. Not my house! "I don't know. I haven't
decided if I want to make that speech on Friday yet. So we can't go anywhere
that far I guess. And I forgot that I really should be studying for my Stat
test. You know what? Let's just turn around. Let's spend the day in your
apartment. Don't we have to get stuff ready for your brother anyway?"


"Ellen will get everything ready for Rob's visit."


"I forgot, I think I have a psychology test tomorrow
too. Oh geez, we better get back."


"You chose dare, Penny. Who backs down from a
dare?" He drove down Concord Pike and put his turn signal on again.


No, no, no! "You know what? I actually think
I've been around here before. There's this cute little diner right down the street.
I'm starving. Do you want to stop and eat?"


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "Penny, you're a
terrible liar."


"What? Psh. Professor Hunter..."


"You really should stop calling me that." He
turned into Windy Park. 


My neighborhood. I took a deep breath. "How do
you know where I live?"


"Oh, is this your neighborhood?" He looked over at
me and raised his left eyebrow.


"James, pull over."


He continued to drive down the street and stopped at the
stop sign before turning onto Smith Lane.


"James!"


He turned the corner and pulled to a stop at the bottom of
my street.


"Penny, you'll be lucky if your parents don't already
know. It'll be better if they hear it from you. You said you'd call
them..."


"And I will call them. I can't do this in person."


"You can."


"James, I can't." I dropped my head back on the
headrest. 


"We need to do this. Today."


The way he said we made me feel slightly better. But not
better enough to tell him to drive up the street to my house.


"You don't have to do it alone. I'm going to be with you.
I'll even do most of the talking if you want."


"I feel like that'll make it worse. I need some
air." I opened up the car door and stepped out into the sunshine. It only
took a second before he was standing beside me. He didn't say anything. He just
leaned against the car and stared at the manicured lawn in front of us.


I sighed and leaned against the car too. "Who uses a
dare to make their girlfriend disclose their illicit affair to her parents?
You're super lame. How about you dare me to give you head at that diner I told
you about a minute ago? Or maybe we can join the mile high club on an
airplane?"


He pressed his lips together.


"Please don't tell me that you're already part of the
mile high club."


"Stop trying to change the subject." James put his
arm around my shoulder. "I'm not going to force you to tell them. If you
really don't want to, that's your decision. It would make me feel a lot better
about everything though."


"Unless my dad punches you in the face."


James laughed and looked down at me. His expression grew
cloudy. "Wait, do you seriously think that's going to happen?"


"I have no idea. I usually don't upset my parents.
Disappointing them isn't exactly something I do all the time. I'm a little out
of my element. And I've never even brought a boy home."


"Luckily I have tons of practice with disappointing
parents. I'm not even sure if my parents love me."


His words made me wince. "That can't possibly be
true."


"I don't think it's far from the truth." He looked
down at me. "I'd really prefer if your parents didn't hate me. That's
probably asking too much given the situation. The sooner we tell them, the
sooner they might be willing to forgive me though."


"They won't even be home for several hours," I
said. His parents hadn't taken him to Disneyworld or given him juice boxes. And
they had forced him to marry someone that he didn't love. They were clearly
horrible. I wanted my parents to love him. I almost felt like he needed my
parents love. But I was worried once my parents found out that he was my
professor, they'd hate me and him. 


"Okay. How about you give me a tour of your hometown?
Unlike you, I've really never been here before." He smiled at me.
"And if you still don't feel like telling them in person by the time
they're supposed to come home from work, we'll leave. They won't even know we
were here."


"Oh, Penny! Is that you?"


Crap. I turned around and saw Sally Bennett, the
neighborhood gossip, coming toward us. "Hi, Mrs. Bennett."


She gave me a hug and then looked over at James. "And
you must be the new boyfriend I've heard so much about?" 


James' looked taken aback. "Hi, I'm James." He put
out his hand for her to shake.


"Pulling Penny away from her classes are you? Her
parents won't be pleased to hear about that. But your secret is safe with
me." She finally let go of James' hand.


Ditching classes with him was going to be the least of my
parents' worries. I wasn't sure why Mrs. Bennett had said our secret was safe
with her. No secret was ever safe with her.


"So what are you two kids doing here?" Mrs.
Bennett asked.


"I was just showing James where I grew up. A little
tour of town."


"Well that's fun. You're parents are going to be so
thrilled that you're visiting. I think having an empty nest doesn't suit them
very well. I was thinking about giving them one of my cats. I know you already
have a cat, but trust me, two is better than one."


I laughed. "I'm sure they'd really appreciate
that." Maybe Mrs. Bennett coming over and handing them a cat would take
away some of their anger toward me.


"Did you know that I used to babysit Penny when she was
a wee little thing?" Mrs. Bennett said, ignoring my statement. "The
thing that stands out the most was that it was almost impossible to ever get
her in the tub. She was always so feisty. I always thought it was the red
hair."


What the hell, Mrs. Bennett? My face had to be
completely red.


James laughed. "She's still pretty feisty."


It was Mrs. Bennett's turn to blush. "Oh my." She
lightly touched James' arm. "Well I don't want to interfere with the tour.
I'll let you two kids get to it."


There wasn't much of a choice now. Mrs. Bennett told
everyone everything. My parents would know I was in town as soon as Mrs.
Bennett got home to her phone.


James looked down at me. "Not a fan of baths, huh? I
never would have guessed that. We always have so much fun in the shower."


I grabbed his car keys out of his hand and walked past him.


"Hey." He grabbed my wrist. "What are you
doing?"


"You wanted a tour."


"I'll drive." He held out his hand for the keys.


"You won't be able to see anything I show you then.
Can't you give up control for just a few minutes? I want to show you
something." I walked around the car and opened up the driver's door. James
was a lot bigger than me. I went to grab the lever to adjust the seat but there
were only buttons. So fancy. I pressed one and my seat got even lower. I
couldn't even see over the steering wheel.


James laughed as he sat down in the passenger's seat.
"Here." He leaned over me and pressed a few buttons. As the seat
rose, he placed a kiss against my lips.


I grabbed his chin. "You should probably put your
seatbelt on, James."


He lowered his eyebrows slightly and sat back in his seat.
As soon as his buckle clicked into place, I put my foot on the gas.


The car jolted forward. I did a very jerky u-turn as I
adjusted to the sensitivity of his gas and brake pedals.


"Maybe I should drive," James said. He was
gripping the armrest and looked incredibly nervous.


"I got this." I smoothly drove us out of the
neighborhood and back onto Concord Pike.


"So is Wilmington one of those small towns where
everyone knows each other?" James asked.


"If you haven't noticed, all of Delaware is like
that."


"I have kind of noticed that. It's very different from
New York."


I laughed and pulled the car into a parking lot next to a
park. We easily could have walked here from my house, but I didn't want to
leave his car parked outside, just in case my parents came home for lunch.
"Well you should be comfortable today then. No one ever really notices me.
So today we can pretend like we're in New York." I handed him his keys
before stepping out of the car.


When James reached me, he wrapped his arms around me. I
immediately hugged him back. We stood like that for a long time. I felt so calm
when he held me like this. And I realized that he was hugging me because of
what I said. This was him telling me that he noticed me. His sweet cologne
mixed with the smell of the autumn leaves made me feel more at home than I had
ever felt. 


I took a deep breath. "Let me call my mom. I'll tell
her we're here and that she should come home for lunch. You're right, the
sooner the better."


He pulled back slightly and looked down at me. "Are you
sure?"


I looked into his dark brown eyes. "I'm sure."









Chapter 23


Wednesday


"Hi, Mom," I said into my phone. My palms felt
sweaty. What if she already knows?!


"Hi, Sweetie. Sally called me a few minutes ago. I was
actually just about to call you. What are you doing home? Is everything
alright? Are you feeling sick again?"


Geez, Mrs. Bennett! "Yeah, everything's great!
Nothing weird or out of the ordinary going on at all." What am I
saying?


My mom stayed silent.


"I just wanted to show James around. He was curious
about where I grew up." I looked over at him. He was leaning against the
railing of the small bridge, staring down at the water. We had walked hand in
hand along the walking trails in the woods. If I didn't have to confess this
huge secret to my parents, it would have been the most amazing fall afternoon.


"Did you two want to come over for dinner? I can make
spinach quiche!"


Spinach quiche was my favorite home cooked meal.
"Actually, Mom, I was hoping you and Dad could come home for lunch? James
and I have to get back soon and I want to make sure I get to see both
you." I needed to tell them before someone else did.


"Well..." there was a pause. "Yeah, I think I
can. I'll have to give your father a call. I'm not sure if he has any meetings
today. Are you sure you don't want to stay for dinner, Penny? I'd love to get
to know James better."


My stomach seemed to flip over. She was going to know all
she cared to know in a few hours. "James actually needs to get back
soon." 


"Well, okay. How is your head feeling? Are you still
getting dizzy?"


I touched my forehead. "I'm feeling a lot better. You
have absolutely nothing to worry about." Health-wise that was true. But
she'd have a whole mess of problems to worry about soon. Why did I just keep
piling lies on top of lies?


"Are you sure everything is okay, sweetie? You don't
sound quite like yourself."


"Really, Mom, I'm good. Text me about lunch,
okay?"


"Okay, Pen. I'll call your father now."


"Great. See you later." I hung up before she could
ask me any more questions. I forgot how easily she could read me.


"I need to get back soon, huh?" 


"I didn't want to commit to dinner in case, well,
everyone's freaking out." 


He nodded. "Probably a good idea." He put his
elbows back on the railing. 


I leaned on the ledge beside him. "I used to run on
these paths in high school."


"I didn't know that you liked to run."


"I don't," I laughed. "I made myself. I
wanted to make sure I was in good shape for volleyball. I actually hate
running."


"You played volleyball?"


"Why do you always seem surprised when I tell you about
my athletic abilities? I'm an only child. I used to play stuff with my dad all
the time. He never had a son." I shrugged my shoulders. "I was
actually pretty awesome at volleyball."


"You're probably awesome at everything you do." He
put his arm around my shoulders.


"I used to dream of having a boyfriend to walk with back
here. I even used to dream about sneaking out of my house and coming over here
for secret rendezvous."


"Hmm." He leaned down and kissed me. "You
were always quite scandalous. The news of you dating your professor shouldn't
shock your parents at all then."


I laughed uneasily. I almost said that dreams were different
than reality. But that would have been a lie. Being with him was like the best
dream come true.


"What were you like in high school?"


"What do you mean? Like I am now. Or, like I was before
I met you, I guess. Shy and quiet. Completely invisible. I don't feel invisible
anymore."


My phone buzzed and I pulled it out of my pocket. "They
will both be home in an hour." I was almost disappointed. "What's the
plan exactly? How do you think we should bring it up? We already told them that
you were a student. And you look young, James. I feel like they're going to
think I'm joking."


He pulled me against his chest. "I don't think there is
any right way. Let's just try not to think about it."


"How can I possibly not think about it? I want them to
love you as much as I do."


James ran his fingers through my hair. "I think it's
more likely that your dad will punch me in the face than love me." 


I laughed. "He's not going to do that," I said.
But I didn't really know. I had no idea what to expect.


"I'd love a tour of your house. So I can plan my escape
route and everything before they get there. Just in case."


"If you need to make an emergency escape, please don't
leave me in the crossfire."


"I would never."


 


***


 


I felt a little nervous when I opened up the front door. I
wasn't ashamed of who I was at all. But James was rich. He wasn't used to a
normal colonial house in the suburbs. My house was classically homey. I stepped
inside and turned on the light in the hallway.


My cat, Teddy, ran into the room meowing. I laughed and
lifted him up in my arms. "This is Teddy," I said as I turned back
toward James.


"I didn't realize you were a cat person."


"I wouldn't classify myself as a cat person."
Melissa had always joked around with me, saying I'd be a future cat lady. I was
glad that my fate seemed to have changed. I held out my cat to James.


"Oh, um, okay." He grabbed Teddy and held the cat
out in front of him. He looked so uncomfortable. Teddy began to squirm in his hands.
"Oh God." He tossed Teddy onto the floor, and the cat immediately
darted out of the room.


I started laughing. "So, I'm guessing you aren't an
animal person?"


"Was it that obvious? I just never had a pet growing
up. Now cats and dogs just kind of freak me out."


I laughed and grabbed his hand. "Well, I just have the
one cat. So you don't need to worry about running into any more. And I'm pretty
sure Teddy is going to stay away from you the rest of the afternoon."


"I hope that's not a bad omen."


Me too. "Don't be ridiculous. Okay, well, this
is the dining room." I walked through the archway into the dining room. It
was simple, just a table and chairs and some pictures on the walls. 


He walked over to the wall and looked at a picture of me
hugging a tree with bright red leaves. I couldn't believe my mom still changed
the pictures in here depending on what season it was. In a few months it would
be me sitting by the Christmas tree in probably just a diaper or something
super embarrassing. At least I was clothed in my tree hugging picture.


"You're so adorable." 


I laughed. "I'm really glad there aren't any pictures
of my awkward stage in here. I begged my mom to stop putting them all over the
house. Maybe she finally listened." I looked over at the china cabinet and
then snapped my head back toward him. I had spoken too soon. Please don't go
over to the china cabinet.


As if sensing the aura of terrible images of me, James
walked over to the china cabinet.


"Don't you want to see the kitchen?"


He leaned down and looked at a picture of me smiling with
braces.


Kill me now.


He looked over at me and smiled. "Super adorable. I
have no idea why you've never had a boyfriend before."


"Oh shut up." I grabbed his arm and pulled him
away from the dining room.


"Seriously, Penny." He pushed my back against the
doorframe between the kitchen and dining room. "You're beautiful."


"Not in that picture."


He placed a soft kiss against my lips. "Well you should
have seen me in junior high."


"You were probably always sexy."


He laughed. "I'm sure Rob will love showing you picture
evidence of how that is so not true."


"I'm excited to meet him."


"It'll be fun having him around." James released
me and walked into the kitchen. "I like your house. It's...warm." He
smiled at me.


That was a good way of describing it. I felt safe here.
"Warm. I like that." I lead him into the family room.


"Garage and back door. Noted."


"James, you're not going to have to make an escape.
It's not like you're my super old professor. You're not even that much older than
me. Plus you aren't even my professor anymore. It could be so much worse. And I
think they just want me to be happy. You make me so happy."


"Hmm." He gave me a small smile.


"Come on, we haven't finished the tour." I showed
him the living room, the office, and bathroom. "And that's the
basement," I said, pointing to a door. "And the laundry room." I
pointed to a different door. "And that's it."


James looked over at the stairs. "Well, what's up
there?"


"My parents room, two guest rooms, and two more bathrooms.
Oh, and my room."


"I think I'd like to see that."


"You want to see my room? I'm not allowed to bring boys
upstairs." My parents had never really needed to state that as a rule. No
boyfriend, no boys upstairs rule needed. I tried to give him an innocent smile.


"Is that so? Maybe I can convince you to bend the rules
just this once?" He raised his left eyebrow.


"How much time do we have before they come home?"


James looked at his watch. "Half an hour."


"Okay. But really quick. I do not want our discussion
to start out that way. Absolutely no funny business."


James lifted his hands up to either side, acknowledging that
he'd behave.


I bit my lip and turned toward the stairs. I was hoping he'd
abandon his resolve. I suddenly felt young and giddy. How many times had I
imagined having a boy in my room? And I wasn't just bringing up any boy. I was
bringing up my sexy, brooding, rich, successful professor. Maybe my parents
would just be happy. James was a catch.


I made my hips sway more than usual as I walked up the
stairs. I could feel his eyes on me. I tried to remember what kind of disarray
I had left my room in. Hopefully it wasn't as bad as I was picturing.


"You're kind of a slob." He laughed as he stepped
over some of the clothes on my floor and walked passed me.


"I'm a lot better when I have a roommate. A lot of it
was from when I was packing. It's hard to know what to bring to school when you
only have so much space." I picked up some of the clothes and put them
into a hamper in the corner.


James walked over to my bookshelf and looked at the titles.
"Jane Eyre? Are you a fan of all the classic romances?"


I laughed. "No, actually. I read it for my senior
thesis. Jane and Mr. Rochester drove me crazy. Clearly they should have been
together the whole time. It made me so mad." I tossed some more clothes
into my hamper. I just realized the irony of what I had said. I had told James
that I had wanted to wait. Was I really as annoying as Jane Eyre?


James was smiling at me. "I couldn't agree more." 


"Honestly, I think I'm done reading classics as soon as
I'm done school. I prefer reading books like Harry Potter." I hoped that
didn't make me seem too young.


"I prefer books like Harry Potter too." He put his
hands in his pockets.


"Really? You've read Harry Potter?"


"Why is that so surprising? I'm pretty sure that Harry
Potter was actually my generation's thing, not yours. And who doesn't love the
concept of magic? Besides, there was this cute little red headed girl in it
that I loved reading about." He smiled at me.


"I was Ginny Weasley for Halloween last year."


"Quite the leap from Ginny to sexy Poison Ivy."


"Yeah, well I started dating this sophisticated, older
gentleman. I was trying to impress him."


"You don't need to change for me. I love you just the
way you are." He looked over at my bed. "Stuffed animals and all.
Geez, that's a lot of stuffed animals."


I laughed. "Yeah, well, I didn't have my boyfriend's
sweater to snuggle up to at night. Or the man himself."


James walked over to my bed and sat down on the edge of it.
"The Beatles?" he asked, nodding his head toward a poster on my wall.


"I'm an old soul."


"You're full of surprises, Penny Taylor."


"I hope that's a good thing."


He smiled at me. He looked so out of place, sitting on my
unmade bed full of teddy bears. But he looked surprisingly comfortable. He
looked happy. "What is the wildest fantasy you had in this room?" 


"Honestly, nothing that risqué. I just had tons of
dreams about getting my first kiss." 


"Was your actual first kiss everything you dreamed it
would be?"


"No. The first kiss we had was much more like my
dreams." I walked over to him, stopping when I was standing right in front
of him.


He lightly brushed his fingertips against my thigh.


I swallowed hard.


"And why is that?"


"It was sexy and romantic." Just remembering the
feel of the cold, wet steel of the car against my body made heat rise to my
cheeks. "Until you told me I had to stop thinking about you, of
course." I laughed as he grabbed my hand and pulled me on top of him. I
quickly moved my legs so that I was straddling him on my bed. 


He put his hands on my waist. "It's good that all you
dreamed about was kissing. Because I want to make all your fantasies come true.
And if it was something else, I'd be obliged to comply. Even though your
parents are going to be home any minute."


I wouldn't have thought having Professor Hunter in my
bedroom would have been sexy. But he made everything we did sexual somehow. I
ran my hand along the scruff on his jaw line. "James, I'm so
nervous."


"I know. I'm nervous too."


"What if they freak out?"


"We'll figure it out together."


I glanced at the window. "We should probably go
downstairs."


"We probably should." But instead of getting up to
go downstairs, he leaned forward and kissed me.


I let myself get lost in his kiss. I needed the distraction.
I needed to think that everything was going to be okay. "You're good at
distracting me."


He smiled and ran the tip of his nose down the length of
mine.


I sighed and climbed off his lap. "Okay, let's go
downstairs," I said and I smoothed my shirt down.


"Penny, it's going to be okay." He gave me a small
smile as he stood up.


"How can you be so sure?"


"As long as I have you, everything will be okay."


That was sweet. But it was also naive. My parents were going
to kill me. And him. I felt like I was going to throw up. I grabbed his hand
and led him out of my room and down the stairs.









Chapter 24


Wednesday


"What's the game plan?" I asked. "Should I
just tell them everything real quick? Just throw it all out there?"


James rubbed his thumb against my palm. 


"So, slow then? Just let it all unravel?" I bit my
lip.


"Take a deep breath, Penny."


I heard a car door slam outside. "Oh God." I
squeezed James' hand. I felt like I was going to faint. "Try to look
natural, okay?"


"Natural. Got it."


"You're dressed really professorly today by the way. I
don't know whether that's a good or bad thing."


"Professorly?" James laughed. "Yeah, that's
not a word."


"Now I'm making up words. How am I going to tell them
that I'm dating my professor when I can't even talk?!"


"Luckily I'm not your professor anymore. Does that make
it any better?" He was smiling at me.


"Not really."


"I think maybe it makes it a little better." He
raised his eyebrow.


"Okay, maybe a little better." My heart beating
seemed to be the only sound in the room.


"Thanks for doing this. It means a lot to me." He
squeezed my hand. "More than you know."


"Sometimes it still feels like I made you up. Maybe
this will make it feel more real."


"It is real."


I looked up at him. Melissa's words came back to me about
owning my relationship. "I love you, James."


"I love you."


When the front door opened I felt a little less nervous. I
wanted to prove to James that I wasn't embarrassed that I was dating my
professor. Because I wasn't. I was the lucky one. Maybe my parents would see
that. I had won the lottery. They had to see that.


"Penny?" My mom called from the hallway.


"Hi, Mom!" I went over and hugged her as soon as
she walked into the kitchen. 


"It's so good to see you, sweetie." My mom pulled
back. "And James!" My mom put down the paper bags she was holding on
the kitchen table and went and hugged him.


James always seemed surprised when people showed him
affection. He patted my mom's back awkwardly and smiled over at me. "It's
great to see you again, Mrs. Taylor."


"I hope sandwiches are okay. I stopped by that little
French bistro on the way home that you like so much. La Patisserie."


"That sounds fantastic." I wasn't sure why I had
been so worried. I forgot how much my mom seemed to like James. Or maybe she
was just happy that I finally had a boyfriend. 


"If I wasn't so happy to see you both, I'd reprimand
you for skipping classes today. Why the sudden urge to come home?" My mom
opened up the fridge.


I need to tell you something. "We both didn't
have anything important going on today. I thought it might be fun to show James
where I grew up."


I heard the front door open again. I took a deep breath. It
was my dad that I was really worried about.


"Hey, Pen." As soon as my dad entered the kitchen
he opened his arms.


I quickly gave him a hug. He still saw me as his little
girl. I wasn't sure how he'd see me after I confessed I was dating my
professor. I think that was what I was most afraid of. I didn't want my
parents' opinion of me to change. It was funny, but I still thought of myself
as a good girl, even though it was definitely no longer true.


My mom set the table and poured us each a glass of her
homemade lemonade. When we sat down, James put his hand on me knee. I wasn't
sure if that was a sign to start telling them, but I took it as one.


"So, what's up with you two?" I asked. "Do
you have anything new and exciting going on?" I took a huge bite of my
sandwich. I was already chickening out. James kept his hand on my knee. 


"Just the usual. What about you two? How's Comm
going?" My mom started to eat her sandwich too.


"Comm has been...interesting," I said.
"Actually, the real reason that I'm here is that I have something I need
to tell you." My mouth felt dry. I took a huge sip of lemonade. This is
it. "Actually, that we need to tell you." I looked over at
James.


"Oh my God." My mom slowly placed her sandwich
down on her plate. "Oh my God, you're pregnant?!"


James choked on his lemonade.


"What?!" my dad said way louder than he usually
talked.


"No. No! I'm not pregnant." I laughed awkwardly. I
had not meant to word that as strangely as I did. "I couldn't possibly
be..." I let my voice trail off. I wasn't here to confess to them that I
was sexually active. That was a conversation that I could not imagine ever having
with my parents. But was it any worse than confessing what was actually going
on? This is a disaster.


My parents just stared at me.


I swallowed hard and glanced sideways at James. He looked
completely shocked that my mom had thought I was pregnant. I knew the idea of
children freaked him out. He seemed to have completely lost his cool.


"Definitely not pregnant," I added, more for James
than my parents. I took a deep breath. "Actually, what I needed to tell
you is that James isn't a student at the University of New Castle."


My mom started laughing and put her hand on my dad's
shoulder. "That's it? You scared me half to death."


Is my news worse than a pregnancy scare? I was even
more terrified than before to tell them.


"So what do you do, James?" my dad asked.
"Are you in vocational school or something?"


"He's actually done school, Dad. He graduated a few
years ago. Several actually. He's 27."


"Oh?" my mom said. She glanced at my father and
then back at us. "Well, that's quite an age difference."


We were all silent for a second. The disapproval almost
seemed palpable. It felt like I was slowly peeling off a Band-Aid when I should
be ripping it off as fast as possible.


My dad was frowning. "So that brings me back to my
original question. If you're no longer a student, what is it that you do for a
living, James? And why on earth are you dating a teenager?" 


I had never heard his voice so cold. "Dad, I just
turned 20." No one acknowledged that I had spoken.


"Well." James shifted in his seat.


Thank God he's taking over.


"This is not going to sound great. But I want you both
to know that I love your daughter very much." He shifted in his seat
again. 


Rip off the Band-Aid! I couldn't take it anymore. Just
tell them!


"I actually resigned from my current position this
morning," James continued. "But before that, I had a job at the
University of New Castle." He paused again.


It felt like I was torturing everyone. Enough was enough.
"He's my professor," I blurted out.


My parents stared at me. And then my mom burst out laughing.
My dad quickly started laughing too.


I looked up at James. He shook his head. He was as confused
as me. I expected cursing and maybe sobbing. Definitely not laughter.


"I don't know what you've done to Penny," my mom
said between bouts of laughter. "Because she never pulls pranks on us.
Well done. You both had us going."


"She can't even pull an April Fool's Day prank,"
my dad added. "That was hilarious!"


I never in a million years expected them to have this
reaction. But it made sense that they thought I was joking. I never broke the
rules. "Mom, Dad." My throat caught when I said Dad. The whole thing
was so preposterous that they didn't even believe me. "We're not joking.
You said it yourself, I don't know how to play pranks. It's not even April Fool's
Day."


"Of course you're joking," my mom quickly said.
"The age difference? Your professor? It's not even believable. It's
ridiculous. It's absolutely ridiculous."


"James is my Comm professor. Was my Comm
professor, I mean."


"You're joking. You are, right?" My mom suddenly
looked pale. She looked over at James and frowned, as if seeing him for
the first time. 


"We met before I knew he was a professor."


"And you..." my mom's voice faded. "And
he..." She closed her mouth again. 


Stunned silence. I could work with stunned silence.


"Mr. and Mrs. Taylor, I know how this might sound,
but..."


"She's a sophomore," my dad said calmly.
"She's only a sophomore."


"I thought she was senior," James said.


"You thought she was a senior? So you only hook up with
seniors, is that it?"


"Dad, it wasn't like that at all."


"I think you should probably leave, James. We need to
have a conversation with Penny in private."


"I really think we should talk about this," James
said calmly. "I am in love with your daughter. I'm not going
anywhere."


"You're a 27 year old man. She's a sophomore," my
dad said again.


"I'm 20 years old, Dad. It's not that big of an age
difference."


"Seven years? You need to focus on school, Penny.
You're not ready for the same things that he's ready for." He pointed at
James as if he was an object instead of a person. 


"I am ready for those things. I love him, Dad."
What was he even referring to? Sex? How could he not realize that I was
sexually active. I was dating my 27 year old professor. Of course I'm having
sex.


"You're ready for marriage? And children? And
responsibilities? You have no idea what it's like to be an adult. You don't
even know how to write a check. You're just a child. He's an adult. You're too
young to date him."


"I'm not even ready to get married again..." James
instantly closed his mouth.


Oh no. I was hoping that could be a discussion for a
different day.


"You were already married?" My mom finally broke
her silence.


"I'm recently divorced, yes."


"How recently?" she asked.


"I filed for a divorce last year."


My parents just stared at him. 


Oh, shit.


James cleared his throat. "It became official
yesterday, but..."


"You got divorced yesterday?" my mom asked
incredulously. "You started a relationship with my 20 year old daughter
while you were still married?" She didn't hide the disgust in her voice. 


I definitely preferred stunned silence.


"Mr. and Mrs. Taylor, please just let me explain. I
would never put your daughter in a position like that. As far as I'm concerned,
my relationship with my ex wife was terminated as soon as I filed..."


"You put her in a terrible situation," my dad cut
in. "You're her professor. You were her married professor."


"Yes, I was Penny's communications professor. And I
realize that I crossed the line. I completely understand why you're upset. But
my marriage really has nothing to do with this."


"I was the one that crossed the line," I cut in.
"You shouldn't be mad at him, you should be mad at me." My phone
started to buzz in my pocket, but I ignored it.


"We are mad at you," my dad said. "But we
will deal with you later."


This was ridiculous, I wasn't a kid anymore. They couldn't
just ground me. Could they? This whole situation was so bizarre. "It was
my fault. I fell in love with my professor and he told me to stay away from
him. I didn't listen. You two met and fell in love in college. This isn't any
different than that. You were my age when you met. You should understand better
than anyone."


"Those we're completely different circumstances,"
my dad said.


"Were they that different? Yes, you were the same age,
but you were both as young as me. You have to at least accept the fact that I'm
in love with him. And he resigned for me. So that we could be together."


"Did he get divorced for you too? Was he cheating on
his wife with..."


"It wasn't like that," James said. "I would
never cheat on someone."


"You have a very strange sense of morals, James,"
my dad said.


I could tell that James was trying to remain calm, but that
statement clearly angered him. I could see it brewing behind his eyes. I
continued to ignore my phone buzzing in my pocket.


"I would never do anything to hurt Penny," James
said, as calmly as he could.


"You already have. What's going to happen when other
professors find out? And students? Can't she be expelled for this?" my dad
asked.


"We talked to the dean this morning when I resigned.
Penny got two strikes on her record, but other than that, nothing. The news is
circulating fast and I assume most of the college already knows. That's why
we're here. We wanted to tell you before you found out from someone else.
Despite my loose morals, I respected you both enough to want to tell you the
truth in person."


My dad didn't seem at all consoled by James' speech.
"And what now? You just quit your job. You're divorced. You probably have
alimony to pay. And you're dating a college student. What kind of future could
you possibly have? You're just going to drag her down with you."


James eyebrows lowered slightly. "I'm starting a tech
company." 


"A tech company?" my dad laughed. "And where
are you going to get the startup money for such a venture? I was wrong about
you. You're not an adult. You're just as immature as any college student."


"Dad!" My father was a nice person. I had never
heard him make snap judgments about anyone in my life. What was he doing?


"He's probably here to ask us for money," my Dad
huffed.


More anger was brewing behind James' eyes. "I have the
necessary funds to start the company," he said calmly.


The house phone started ringing. When no one answered, it automatically
switched onto the voicemail recorder.


"Hi, I'm trying to reach Penny Taylor or the parents of
Penny Taylor. This is Ellen Fitzgerald with..."


I immediately stood up. Shit! Why now?


James grabbed my arm. "Penny, don't. It could be the
media."


"It's not." Before I could walk over to the phone,
my dad picked it up.


Crap!


"Hello, Ellen. This is Penny's father speaking." 


"Who is it?" James whispered to me.


"She works for the First State scholarship
committee." There was only one reason for her to be calling. I was going
to lose my scholarship. My dad was already upset. This was going to make it so
much worse.


"Allegations?" my father said. "There are no
allegations..." he went silent and looked over at James and me. "The
Delaware Post? I don't even know what you're referring to."


Silence.


"Penny has successfully maintained the 3.5
average."


Silence.


"I don't see how this is a behavioral issue. Her
professor clearly..."


Silence.


"Ellen, I really don't see why..."


Silence


"How dare you insult my daughter?!" 


 Silence.


"You'll be hearing from my lawyer." My dad slammed
down the phone. His face was visibly red.


"Peter?" my mom said. "Peter, take a deep
breath." 


"Get out of my house!" my dad yelled at James.


James quickly stood up. "Mr. Taylor, I don't know what
you just heard on the phone, but..."


"There's an article in the Delaware Post about this
mess? Why didn't you two start with that?!"


I had never heard my dad yell like that. "Dad, what did
Mrs. Fitzgerald say?" I wasn't sure why I even asked. It was pretty clear.


"She said you lost your scholarship because you're
sleeping with your professor." He pointed at James. "Didn't you think
about that, Penny? Did either of you think of any of the consequences?!"


"I can get a job, Dad. I can pay the difference. I'll
figure it out. Please just calm down."


"You know how we feel about you working during school.
It's out of the question. You need to focus on your grades. Something that
you've clearly put on the back burner recently."


I swallowed hard. It felt like he had slapped me.


"Mr. Taylor, the scholarship isn't an issue,"
James said. "I can pay the difference. I'd like to pay the
difference."


"So you're going to start a thriving tech company and
pay for my daughter's education? Do you have the necessary funds for all
that? What, do you have a wealthy family to fall back on? Are you just some
rich, entitled kid that never grew up? That goes around screwing students
because you think there are never any consequences? Well, we don't want your
money. We don't want anything from you. Haven't you done enough?! Get the hell
out of my house!"


"Dad!" I stood up beside James. How could he say
that to him? He knew nothing about James.


I could see that James' couldn't keep his cool anymore.
Mentioning his wealthy family was the last straw, even though my father didn't
actually know he had a wealthy family. He had unintentionally hit a nerve.
Something seemed to just snap. 


"Mr. Taylor, you don't know anything about me. And it
does not appear that you want to. Yes, I was your daughter's professor. Yes, I
got divorced yesterday. Yes, I am not ready to get married today or tomorrow.
But I have every intention of marrying your daughter. And I will provide for
her. I want to provide for her. You don't have anything to worry about. Her
future is secure. That is all you need to know." 


I wasn't sure what I was supposed to do. This couldn't be
the end of the conversation. James couldn't just walk out right now. My dad was
fuming.


"How could it possibly be secure?" my dad pressed.
"You just ruined her education. And you ruined your own career. This is a
scandal. No one's ever going to want to hire you or her."


"I don't need anyone to hire me. I told you, I'm
starting my own company."


"You have no tech background. You're a communications
professor."


"Working at the University of New Castle was not my
career. I wanted to give back. It was never a permanent situation. I just
needed a break. I needed to start over. I was doing a good thing there."


"A good thing?" my dad scoffed. 


"Yes, I good thing." James' voice was louder than
usual. "I founded my first tech company when I was 22 years old. Right
after I graduated with honors from Harvard University. Blive Tech
International. Maybe you've heard of it? It's a publically traded fortune 500 company.
Well, I sold it last year for 2.8 billion dollars. I don't need to work another
day in my life. Your daughter, our future children, and our grandchildren won't
need to work a day in their lives if they don't want to." 


2.8 billion dollars? I couldn't even conceptualize
that much money.


James pushed his chair back under the table and looked down
at me. 


I could see the hurt on his face. The snap judgments that my
father had made had stung. They had stung me too. I couldn't believe my dad had
done that. I knew that losing the scholarship was a big deal. I wasn't naive.
But I could work to make up the difference. I didn't mind working during
school. What I did mind was that it suddenly felt like I had to choose between
my parents and James. That was the hardest part of all. I didn't know how the
afternoon would go. But I had never expected this. I wasn't a kid anymore. I
had made the decision to be with James. And I wouldn't let my parents belittle
him like this. He didn't deserve that. I took a deep breath and grabbed James'
hand. "I think we should probably go."


I only saw it for a second. But it had definitely been
there. A flash of relief. He hadn't expected me to choose him. I hated that he
didn't believe in me. Or us. Hopefully this would be what he needed to finally
understand that I wasn't just going to abandon him. He meant everything to me.


"Wait," my mom said, breaking her silence. "A
break from what, James? Why did you need to start over?"


"I felt empty in New York. I needed a fresh start. Teaching
helped with that. I wish that the circumstances had been different. But Penny
is my fresh start. She made me feel whole again."


"I do understand," my mom said. She looked at my
dad. "Penny was right. We were her age when we fell in love. I'd like to think
that if the circumstances were different for us, we'd still be together. Please
don't go, Penny." She paused and looked over at my dad. She gave him a
pleading look. "Peter, say something."


"So that means your last name is Hunter?" my dad
asked.


"Yes."


My dad sighed and sat down. "James Hunter, the founder
of Blive Tech International. I didn't realize you had taken a sudden career
change into teaching."


"I needed the change."


"You know, I actually own stock in your company."


"You do?"


My dad nodded. He put his hands together on the table and
looked down at them for a second. "I'm sorry. It's just...Penny's our
baby." My dad didn't look angry anymore. He just seemed sad. He looked
older than I remembered. As if this conversation had aged him. I had never
meant to hurt him.


"I know," James said. "I understand that
you're just trying to protect her. And I truly am sorry about how this
happened."


"You can't really understand until you've had children
of your own."


They were both silent for a second. Both their apologies
seemed to be enough. The tension was slowly seeping out of the room.


"So, your relationship was written about in the
paper?" my mom asked.


"Yes, there was an article in the paper this
morning," said James. "If you read it, you should know that it is not
accurate."


"What do you mean?"


"It's mostly from my ex wife's point of view. And it
implies that there will be charges of sexual misconduct from other students
I've had. And from Penny. That's not the case."


"Okay." My mom took a deep breath. "What
happens now?"


James ran his hand through his hair. "It's really up to
Penny. I've advised her to drop Comm. Unfortunately, the way that the
information was leaked about our relationship does not make it easy going
forward."


"I think it'll all die down if I ignore it. I just want
things to go back to normal," I said.


"This whole thing has been blown out of proportion
because of my name. Under other circumstances, it would not have gotten as much
press as it has already. Normalcy is a long way off."


"So you resigned because of the allegations?" my
dad said.


"They gave me the option to stay if I was willing to
terminate my relationship with Penny. I wasn't willing to do that. Resigning
was the only option."


"That's very romantic," my mom said.


I smiled to myself. It was romantic. Everything James did
was romantic. Even dragging me here to tell my parents about the situation. He
did it because he cared about me. He wanted us to have a future together. And
he didn't want our future to involve keeping secrets from my parents. 


James squeezed my hand and then pulled my chair back out for
me. I felt so relieved. My parents seemed to understand. Love was love. All the
messy details didn't really matter. And I felt so relieved, like a huge weight
had been lifted off my chest. I sat back down and so did James.


"And if things can't proceed as normal, what
then?" my dad asked.


"Honestly, I'm not sure what the backlash is going to
be like," James said. "The blame for this lies on me, not Penny. It
is my understanding that the University of New Castle will make that clear. If
things don't go smoothly, she can always apply for different schools next
semester."


No. I didn't want to change schools. Everything was
going to be okay. "Mom, Dad, it's going to be fine. I went to class this
morning and it wasn't even that bad." I thought about Raymond Asher's
harsh comments. If Tyler hadn't shown up to defend me, would everything have
been fine? I shook away the thought. That was Comm. My other classes would be
different.


"Unfortunately we both need to get to work. Are you
sure we can't get you to stay for dinner?" my mom asked.


"No, we need to get back." I just wanted to be
alone with James. This day couldn't be over soon enough.


"Okay." My mom looked over at my dad.


"Do you mind if we talk to Penny alone for a
second?" my dad asked.


"Of course." James stood up. "I'll be
outside." He put his hand on my shoulder for a second and then walked out
of the kitchen.


When the front door closed, my parents still didn't say
anything.


"Mom, Dad, thank you for understanding. I know that
you're probably disappointed in me. And I'm so sorry that..."


My dad held up his hand to stop me from talking.


I swallowed hard. I wished James was still sitting beside
me.


"We just want you to happy, Penny," my mom said.


"I am happy. I've never been this happy."


My parents looked at each other again.


"Penny," my dad said. "If he has in any way
pressured you into..."


Oh my God. "No, Dad, it wasn't like that at all.
He didn't pressure me. This situation is just as much my fault as it is his. If
not more."


"But if there's anything that you aren't ready for and
he..."


"Dad. Please stop." I didn't want to have this
conversation with my parents. "He's always a complete gentleman." I
winced at my own choice of words. It was almost like I had just confessed that
James was a gentle lover. Please let this conversation be over.


"I'm sorry. But when he mentioned sexual misconduct...I
just wanted to make sure." My dad seemed to be just as uncomfortable as
me.


"When he mentioned it, he said it wasn't true. And it's
not. We're exclusive. He's not dating anyone else. And everything we have done
has been consensual." Consensual. I kept choosing grosser and
grosser words to describe everything. 


"Okay." My dad sighed. "Well, we're glad
you're not pregnant." He laughed uneasily.


I knew he was trying to break the tension. "Yeah, you
guys are too young to be grandparents."


My mom smiled at me. "I really wish we didn't have to
go back to work. I want to hear the whole story about how you two met."
She stood up and quickly cleared the dishes. "Maybe the next time you two
visit we can hear a little more about the good moments and a little less about
the messy ones."


Messy moments? Gross! "That sounds great."


The three of us went outside. James was sitting on the front
porch step petting Teddy.


Whenever he did normal stuff it always looked funny to me.
He was the sexiest man I had ever laid my eyes on. And my mind just instantly
pictured him doing whatever he was doing in T.V. commercials. It was the
sexiest ad for a pet commercial I had ever seen.


"I see you two are getting along now," I said.


"Yeah, I think he actually likes me." He turned
around. When he saw my parents he quickly stood up.


"I'm really sorry that you two can't stay. I hope you
come visit us again soon. I promise that we're not usually this hostile."
My mom leaned in and hugged him.


James looked a little less uncomfortable than he had when
she had hugged him earlier. "Thank you for being so understanding."


My mom laughed. "Were we? I feel like we weren't. But I
do understand. And I'm so glad that you make our daughter happy."


My mom pulled away and gave me a quick hug. "Call me
with those details." 


"I will."


"James." My dad stuck out his hand.


"Mr. Taylor." They quickly shook hands.


"You can call me Peter." My dad nodded at him and
walked over to me. He immediately embraced me in a hug. "Don't you ever
think that you've disappointed us, Pen. We love you so much." He kissed
the top of my head and released me from his hug.


"Thanks, Dad." His words made me tear up slightly.
It was such a relief to hear him say that. My biggest fear in life always
seemed to be disappointing my parents. That was why I never took risks and
always followed the rules. It was strange how quickly my outlook could change.
I still never wanted to disappoint my parents. But James seemed to have taken
over all my worries. I was more concerned about him now and making him happy.
I'd do anything for him. I hoped he knew that.









Chapter 25


Wednesday


As soon as my mom and dad drove off, I sighed and turned my
head toward James. "That went well, right?" We were sitting in James'
car. He hadn't started it yet. He was just sitting there, staring out the
windshield.


"In the end, yeah. Your dad...well, he surprised
me."


"I'm sorry about what he said. I've never seen him make
snap judgments like that before. He's usually really nice. He didn't mean any
of that. He was just upset."


"At least he didn't try to punch me in the face."
He smiled at me. "What did your parents say to you after I left?"


I wanted to lighten the mood. "They grounded me."


"Wait, what?" James lowered his eyebrows.


"I'm just kidding. They can't ground me, I'm an
adult." I was really glad that my parents hadn't tried to ground me. I'm
pretty sure I would have just let them. I felt like a kid around my parents. I
probably always would.


"So if they didn't ground you, what did they say?"


What is the best way to phrase this? "They just
wanted to make sure you didn't sexually harass me or anything."


"Oh God." He put his forehead down on the top of
the steering wheel and stared laughing.


I started laughing too.


He sighed and lifted his head back up. "That must have
been awkward."


"Well, they didn't actually put it like that." I
put my hand on his knee. "I think they phrased it by asking how rapey you
were on a scale of one to Michael Jackson."


"What?!"


"Just kidding. They said something like pressuring me,
or something."


He put his hand on top of mine and ran his thumb across my
knuckles. "I haven't have I? Pressured you?"


"No. James, I love you. I want to be with you. I'm not
sure what else I can do to make you believe me."


He lifted up my hand and kissed my palm. "I do believe
you. I'm sorry that I lost it in there. It almost felt like I was lecturing
your father. I didn't mean to do that."


"Well, you were a professor." I shrugged. "It
kind of goes with the territory I think."


"Yeah. I just feel like I kind of threw my money in his
face. And that wasn't what I meant to do at all. I feel like a dick."


"He certainly pushed enough of your buttons. James, I
don't think my dad is mad at you. He seemed embarrassed about how he acted.
Please don't over think this. We told them. It's over. Let's just be
happy."


"Just tell me where you want to go." He smiled at
me and put his key into the ignition.


"Actually, I think I just want to go home."


"Home?" He raised his eyebrow.


"Mhm."


"Penny Taylor, are you referring to my apartment as
home?" He looked so happy.


"It's where I feel most comfortable. And of course,
it's where you are. So, yes, I consider it home." I smiled at him.


"You know, I'll take you wherever you want to go. Well,
anywhere in the U.S. We really need to get you a passport."


"All I want to do is snuggle up in your bed with
you."


"Okay. Home it is."


 


***


 


When we pulled up to his apartment building, there were even
more news vans parked outside. James seemed to immediately tense. People with
microphones jumped out of the vans as his car turned into the parking garage.
He sped up to the third floor of the parking garage and pulled his car into an
empty spot.


"Maybe we should've gone somewhere else," he said.


"It's fine. They'll probably leave soon. Aren't
celebrities always doing weird stuff? Kanye West and T-Swizzle will get into a
knife fight or something and the paparazzi will move on. Especially if you
don't give them anything good to talk about."


He laughed and stepped out of the car. He opened up my door
and grabbed my hand, escorting me to the elevator. "You do know that I'm
not a celebrity, right?" He smiled at me.


"Right. You're just a super sexy, eligible bachelor
worth 2.8 billion dollars. You're not a celebrity at all."


We stepped into the elevator.


"Yeah, I'm not worth 2.8 billion dollars." He
pressed the button for his floor.


"Oh, right." Because of the divorce. His wife had
gotten half his money. Hopefully he wasn't too upset about that. 1.4 billion
dollars was still way too much money for one person to have. 


He looked down at me and smiled. "I'm worth way more
than that." He slid his card into the reader and stepped into his
apartment.


"You have more than 2.8 billion dollars? That's insane,
James. What on earth are you going to do with all that..." I stopped
talking when I saw a huge box in the middle of his living room floor. It was at
least four feet tall and six feet wide. It was wrapped in blue wrapping paper
and there was a huge bow on top. There was a small box sitting on top of it,
also in blue wrapping paper with a matching blue bow.


"Oh." A smile broke over his face. "I almost
forgot about that. Apparently I'm going to buy you gifts with it." He
walked into his living room. But I just stood in his foyer. 


"James, you already got me a birthday gift. I don't
need anything."


"It's not for your birthday. Besides, it's kind of for
both of us." He smiled at me.


"But..."


"Oh come on. You don't even know what it is yet. If you
don't like it, I'll take it back. Just open it."


I walked over to him. "I don't want you to spend your
money on me. I just want to spend time with you." I stood on my tiptoes
and ran my hands through his hair.


"I know." He placed a soft kiss against my lips.
He picked up the small present and tapped his hand on the large box.
"Please just open it."


He looked so excited. And the way he was looking at me made
me excited too. I grabbed one of the folds in the wrapping paper and pulled it
down. It was actually ridiculously fun to open a present this big. I pulled the
paper as I walked from one side of the present to the other, and then pushed
the paper out of the way.


"Is this a T.V.?" I smiled at him. I guess I had
made fun of him enough so that he decided to cave in and buy one.


"Well, after this morning I wasn't really sure if you'd
want to go to classes the next few days. So if we're camped out here, I thought
you'd like to have a T.V. to watch. You seem to love T.V."


I laughed. "That's incredibly sweet. But you know, I
have a T.V. already. I can just bring it here. Melissa won't mind. She's always
at Josh's anyway."


"Yeah, but it's tiny."


"There's nothing wrong with my T.V." I laughed.


"I was going to hang it over there," he pointed to
the wall across from his sofa. "And I measured and this T.V. is the
perfect size for the distance between the couch and the wall. And since Rob is
coming, I wanted something to watch the Giants games on. So..."


"You're adorable. I'm definitely not going to make you
take back that T.V. Clearly you want it."


"But do you like it?"


"Of course I like it. It's going to be like we're in a
movie theater. Thank you."


He laughed and smiled down at me. "And there's one more
thing." He held out the small box. "Now, before you start protesting,
it didn't even cost me anything. It's just something that I really want you to
have. And after today, I think maybe now's the best time ever." He tucked
a loose strand of hair behind my ear.


My heart started beating really fast. It was a really small
box. Is that a ring sized box? No. He said it didn't cost
anything. He just said a few hours ago that he wasn't ready to get married
again. 


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "Are you okay?"


"What? Yeah."


He grabbed my hand and put the box on my palm. "Open
it, Penny."


I took off the bow, slowly unwrapped the box, and lifted the
lid. There were two plastic cards inside. My name was on each of them and there
was a metallic stripe at the bottom, but nothing else. I looked up at him. 


"Welcome home."


"Are these access cards to get into your
apartment?"


"Our apartment, yes."


I ran my finger along my embossed name. He just gave me keys
to his place. Our place. I liked how that sounded. 


"I find it incredibly hard to fall asleep when you're
not beside me. I'd like you to move in. If that's what you want too."


I looked up at him. We had talked about this before. Before
our fight. A few weeks ago I thought I'd never even step foot in his apartment
again. And now he was calling it ours and asking me to stay. This was a big
step. And it was definitely a step I wanted to take.


He wrapped his arms around me. "So what do you
say?"


"Yes. Absolutely yes." I hugged him, pressing the
side of my cheek against his chest. His heart seemed to be beating as quickly
as mine. I felt so safe in his arms. It finally felt like I was exactly where I
was supposed to be.









Chapter 26


Thursday


"Close," James said. "The standard deviation
of the difference should have come out to -0.625. Let's see." He sat down
next to me on the sofa and scanned the math that I had done to solve the
equation. "Okay, there. You forgot to transform the random variable into a
z-score."


"Oh. Oops. I knew to do that too." I still hated
statistics, but it seemed a lot better when James was teaching it to me.
Especially because whenever I got a question right, he kissed me. Maybe I had
just needed a proper motivator. I grabbed the paper back from him. I quickly
fixed the equation and handed it back to him. "How's this, Professor
Hunter?"


He laughed and looked down at the sheet of paper. "Much
better." He leaned down and kissed me.


His phone started buzzing again. It had been buzzing nonstop
all morning.


"Are you sure you don't want to answer that?" I asked.
"Maybe it would be best to just get it over with."


"Talking to them will make it worse. If I ignore them,
they'll get bored and move onto the next thing." He stood up and walked
back over to the T.V. mount he was screwing into the wall. It was fun watching
him use tools. There was something very sexy about a man who could use a power
drill.


"But you don't even know who it is. You haven't
listened to any of your messages. You could always answer and hang up."


"Which means I refused to comment. Which looks
bad."


"Oh."


"Besides, if it's someone I know, it'll ring."


"Speaking of people we know...I was wondering if I
could hang out with Melissa tonight?" We had gone to my dorm room this
morning and grabbed a few things. But Melissa had been in class. I wanted to
tell her in person that I was moving in with James. And even though I had been
texting her, I knew she had questions about what was going on. Besides, I
missed her. We used to do everything together.


He put down the screwdriver and looked back at me. "You
know that you don't have to ask me permission."


For some reason it kind of seemed like I did. He hadn't let
me go to my classes today despite my nagging. I knew it was just because he was
trying to protect me. "I know. I just wanted to make sure it was
okay." I glanced toward the window. I was kind of nervous to leave the
apartment. I didn't want to have to walk past the news reporters. I was worried
they'd follow me until I talked to them. And I always said stupid stuff when I
was nervous.


"Well, how about you just invite her over here?"


"Are you sure that's okay?"


"Of course." He smiled and turned back to the T.V.
mount.


"Do you want my help with that?" I asked.


"I'm pretty sure I can figure it out." He picked
up the direction booklet off the floor and turned the page.


It was hard to focus on my Stat practice questions. My eyes
seemed to automatically gravitate to him. He was wearing a pair of faded blue
jeans and a black v-neck t-shirt. I was just about to suggest we both take a
break when his phone started ringing.


James turned around and looked down at his phone. "It's
just the front desk." He picked it up and slid his finger across the
screen. "Hunter."


Silence.


"Regarding what?"


Silence.


James looked down at me. "Do you mind putting them on
the phone for a second?" He put his free hand in his pocket, turned away
from me, and walked toward the kitchen. "It was my understanding that she
wouldn't be included in this."


Silence.


"We've already disclosed our relationship to Joe. If
you have any other questions then I'd recommend discussing them with..."


Silence.


James removed his hand from his pocket and ran his fingers
through his hair. "Fine. Please put Ben back on the phone."


Silence.


"Yes, go ahead and let them up. For future visitors
please tell them I am out of town until further notice." James hung up the
phone and tossed it onto the kitchen counter. He didn't turn around to look at
me.


I put my Stat notes down and walked up behind him.
"James?" I said quietly. I could tell that he was upset.


He sighed and turned around. "Apparently the people
they hired for the investigation need to talk to you."


"Why would they need to talk to me? We already told
everything to the dean."


"I don't know. But it probably isn't good."


"That's not necessarily true."


"Well, I guess we'll find out."


"How do you think they knew I was here?"


"Maybe they already tried your dorm room. It doesn't
exactly take a great investigator to assume you'd be here."


A dinging noise sounded through the apartment. James walked
over to the elevator door and pressed a button. The doors slid open.


Two men in suits stepped out. One looked about James' age
and the other was probably 20 years older or so. 


The older one put his hand out to James. "James Hunter,
I'm Detective Tim Reed. And this is my partner, Scott Turner.


Detectives? Were they cops? When the dean had said
they'd be interviewing all the students, I thought he meant a colleague of his.
Not the police.


James shook Detective Reed's hand and then Detective
Turner's. "I still don't see why this is necessary. Penny has already
talked to Joe."


"It's a formality really. We just have a few
questions." Detective Reed peered around James' shoulder. "You must
be Penny." 


"Yes, hi." I walked toward them. Detective Turner
still hadn't spoken a word. It felt like they were trying to intimidate me. I
wasn't going to let that happen. James hadn't done anything wrong. I had told
my parents about our relationship this afternoon. Two men in suits weren't
going to scare me now. I felt stronger somehow. And I was sick of this. I just
wanted everyone to leave us alone. "You said you have some questions for
me?" I crossed my arms in front of my chest. 


"Right. Well, we're actually going to need to talk to
you in private, Penny." Detective Reed looked up at James.


"I really don't see why that's necessary," James
said coolly.


"Something has come up in our investigation. And we
need Penny to be able to talk freely about your relationship."


James' eyebrows lowered. "What has come up in the
investigation?"


"We can't really discuss that with you right now. I'm
sure Joe will be in contact with you shortly."


"I think that you both should leave."


"James, it's fine. I'll talk to them." The last
thing we needed was for James to lose his temper and punch a detective.


"You don't have to answer their questions, Penny. Let
me call my lawyer. He'll handle this."


"It's fine. I really don't mind."


James stared at me for a second. "I guess I'll be in my
office then." He put his hand on my shoulder and then walked away. 


I stood there awkwardly in the foyer. I didn't know what I
was supposed to do. But I didn't have to decide. Both detectives walked past me
toward the living room. 


"If you wouldn't mind taking a seat, Penny."


Okay. I followed them into the living room and sat
down on the sofa. Both of them remained standing. They were definitely trying
to intimidate me. Screw them.


"I see that James has been buying you presents."
Detective Reed looked at the T.V. It was still in its box and there was
wrapping paper on the ground.


"No. He bought that for himself." I had taken a
criminal justice class with Melissa my freshman year. I knew they were trying
to get me to admit something without actually asking a question. I folded my
arms across my chest again.


"Does he wrap everything he buys for himself? Or just
expensive things?"


"I don't know. We've only been dating a few
months."


A smile broke over Detective Reed's face. "You know,
when people act defensive, it usually means that they have something to
defend."


I glared at him. "I don't have anything to hide."


"Good. I expected as much. You're an open book, Penny.
Straight As in high school. Same here except for the occasional B. You're a
good girl. Respectable. A First State scholarship winner even. That must have
made your parents proud."


"Yes, it did." My father's words came back to me.
There wasn't anything I could do to disappoint him. He'd always be proud of me.
I didn't need a scholarship to prove that.


"So the question is, what made you risk all that? What
made you decide to sleep with your professor? Were you worried about losing
your scholarship?"


"What? No."


"What kind of arrangement did you two have
exactly?"


"I have no idea what you're talking about." I knew
what he was suggesting. And it made me sick to my stomach. It was like what
Raymond Asher had said. Why did everyone assume it was something terrible that
brought us together? Why couldn't everyone just see that I was in love with
James?


"Was it for the presents? Or maybe you weren't doing as
well this semester. You have a C average in your statistics class right now.
Did you do it for the grades?"


"Do what exactly?" It was hard to stay calm. 


"Did he, or did he not agree to give you an A in his
class if you gave him sexual favors?"


I stood up. "I think you should go."


"So it's true, is it?"


"You have no idea what you're talking about. We never
did anything that we didn't both want to do. James is a good guy."


"Good professors don't sleep with their students."


"Tim." Detective Turner had finally spoken. He put
his hand on Detective Reed's chest, as if holding him back. "Why don't you
let me take it from here." Detective Turner gestured toward the couch.


Detective Reed nodded and sat down on the sofa. I stared at
Detective Turner, who was now smiling. I was a little surprised by the sudden
change. Were they seriously trying to good cop, bad cop me? I internally rolled
my eyes.


"Please, Penny, take a seat," Detective Turner
said. "I'm sorry about my partner's outburst."


No he wasn't. I sighed and sat down, as far away from Detective
Reed as possible.


"You said you have nothing to hide," Detective
Turner said. 


"I don't."


"Would it surprise you, then, if James was hiding
something from you?"


I swallowed hard. 


He put his hands in his pockets as he studied my face.
"It wouldn't, would it? I've heard that James is quite a complicated
man."


"And who did you hear that from? His ex wife?"


Detective Turner smiled again. "It's not too late, you
know. If you're willing to cooperate with us, we can give the First State
scholarship committee a call. Maybe we can get them to reissue that scholarship
of yours."


"If I cooperate?"


"Yes. You see, we are building a case against James
regarding sexual misconduct." 


"I'm not going to lie in order to get my scholarship
back. Like you said, I'm a good girl. Besides for that fact, you have it all
wrong."


"Unfortunately we don't. We do want to help you, Penny.
But we don't actually need your statement. Yes, it'll help, but I think we
already have everything we need."


"What do you mean?"


"Two girls have already come forward saying that James
agreed to give them As for sexual favors."


What? "They're lying."


"And how sure are you of that? Because Tim and I are
trained to tell if suspects are lying. These girls didn't seem like they were
lying. Actually, they were both in tears. They were embarrassed and ashamed
because of the position that their trusted professor put them in."


"I don't believe you."


"And their stories lined up. They both said that James
lured them into his office to dispute a poor grade. And that he agreed to
change it only if they agreed to have sex with him."


No. Isn't that what he did to me? No. Kind
of?


"Does that sound familiar, Penny? Did he do that to you
too?"


"No. It wasn't like that." Was it?


"How about you tell us what really happened. And we'll
get that scholarship back for you. Your life will go back to normal. All of
this will disappear."


All of this? All of this had already disappeared from
me once before. I didn't want my old, normal life back. That emptiness. I'd
never go back to that. All I wanted was for these two idiots to leave me alone.
"I think this discussion is over." I stood up again. 


"Don't you want your old life back? We can give you
back what you lost. Stop defending him. Can't you see what he's taken from
you?"


"I'm not defending him, I'm telling you the
truth."


"He's not who you think he is."


"Yes he is." I could feel myself losing my temper.


"He's a predator, Penny. And you're the prey. Don't you
see that? Those two other girls were his prey too. Who knows how many others
didn't come forward? You're probably one of a dozen. You can't hide from the
truth. He seduces students. He's not a good man."


I had thought that before. That he was the predator and I
was the prey. But I was wrong. And these men were wrong. James wouldn't have
done those things. But didn't he do it to me? "Get out of my
apartment." I didn't need to stand here and listen to this. They were just
as bad as the person who wrote the article about James and my relationship. 


"Your apartment? Is that the deal then? The gifts, the
apartment? Is that to keep you quiet?"


"You're terrible detectives," I snapped.


"We're trying to protect you."


"Protect me? I don't need your protection. I wanted
this relationship just as much as he did. I love him."


"He doesn't love you."


"Yes he does." Who were they to tell me how James
felt? Arrogant assholes.


"Do you even know anything about him? Do you know that
he has a criminal record? Do you know that he's spent time in jail? This is the
kind of thing he does. This is the kind of thing that a bored man with too much
money and no sense of morals does."


"If you both don't leave right now, some of your
detective buddies will actually have a crime to solve." 


"Did you just threaten us?" Detective Reed stood
up. "You do know that it's a illegal to threaten a police officer?"


"Oh, I didn't realize you were police officers. I
really couldn't tell. All you're doing is throwing out accusations without any
evidence."


"Consider this a warning, Miss Taylor. We will be in
contact again. This is far from over."


I didn't say anything. I watched them walk over to the
elevator, step in, and disappear. The apartment was eerily quiet. I suddenly
felt very, very cold.









Chapter 27


Thursday


They were lying. They were just trying to get me to confess
to something that wasn't true. And if they didn't need my statement, then they
wouldn't have bothered coming. There was no way that they had any evidence.


James had said he had never been arrested while he was in
Harvard. So I had already surmised that he'd been arrested at some point after
that. None of that mattered. He had a troubled past. He was different now. Isn't
he?


But how much about him did I really know? The detectives had
noticed my reaction when they said he was hiding something from me. Because he
had done that before. But not this. He wouldn't hide something like this. He
wouldn't lie to me.


I mindlessly opened up the freezer. Whenever I was upset, I
always needed ice cream. I froze when I saw two pints of Ben & Jerry's
Chunky Monkey ice cream sitting in James' freezer. He had seen me eating that
flavor one of the many times I had been upset. He remembered. He was a good
guy. That's what good, thoughtful guys did.


I reached for one of the containers. It was also what creepy
guys did. Creepy, stalker guys. I put the pint of ice cream back on the shelf.
That wasn't James. If anything I was the one that stalked him. James' words
suddenly came back to me, sending a chill down my spine. I had you right
where I wanted you. He had lured me into his office. How had the
detectives known that? Could it really be because he did it with other
students too?


There was an untouched bottle of vodka in the back of the
freezer. I grabbed it and slammed the freezer door. If he had broken the law so
many times, he shouldn't be worried about serving alcohol to someone underage.
I unscrewed the cap and poured some into a shot glass that I found in one of
the cabinets.


The burn down my throat was a much needed distraction. I
poured myself another and downed it. Two girls had come forward. Two.
One could be justified as lying. But two separate girls, with two identical
stories? And it was a story that was the same as mine. 


"I see you've found the liquor."


I looked up at James as he walked into the kitchen. I was
waiting for him to reprimand me. Instead, he grabbed a shot glass for himself
and slid it toward me. I poured some vodka into the glass.


"You know, I could get in trouble for this," he
said and held up the glass.


"Is that the only thing you're worried about getting in
trouble for?"


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "What, did they tell
you what supposedly came up during their investigation?"


I shrugged. "They knew you lured me into your office so
you could seduce me."


"That's not exactly how I'd put that." He downed
his shot.


"Then how would you put it?"


"That I was mad at you. And I wanted to see you."
He ran his hand through his hair. "I didn't want to have to share you with
Tyler. I wanted more. I wanted you to want more too." He hesitated for a
second. "And at the same time I didn't. I wanted to get over you. I wasn't
really thinking clearly. I couldn't get you out of my head."


"But how did they know that? How did they know about
the fake grade? And me going into your office?"


"I'm sure there's a logical explanation for that."


"Right. I'm waiting for the explanation. What is
it?"


"I don't know. That's their job. They're the
investigators. They must have pieced something together."


Pieced something together. I looked down at my empty
shot glass. Vodka had been a bad idea. My mind already seemed slightly foggy. I
wasn't going to be able to piece anything together like this. I just wanted to
talk to him. I needed to see his reaction to the accusation. "They didn't
actually know if that had happened. They just inferred it."


"Inferred it? From what?" He poured himself
another shot and downed it.


"From what two other girls said during their
interviews. Apparently both of them said that you lured them into your office
to seduce them under that pretense of a poor grade." I had a vague desire
to tell him he shouldn't be drinking. But I had seen him drink before. Besides,
I was really the one that shouldn't be drinking. 


"Penny, you know I didn't do that. That's
ridiculous."


"Is it that ridiculous? You kind of did that to me."


"And I just told you that was different. I've said it a
millions time, Penny. It's only ever been you. You know that. You know how I
feel about you."


"But why would those girls lie? Why would they say you
did that?"


"I don't know."


"And in the exact same way? How would they have known
that if it wasn't something that you just do to tons of students?"


"Is that really what you think?"


"I don't want to think that. But..."


"But you do?"


I didn't say anything. I just stared at him.


"You think I gave my prettiest female students bad
grades in hopes that they'd come to my office hours? So that I could get them
alone and then what? Bargain with them to improve their grades? I didn't
bargain with you, Penny. You kissed me. You asked me to punish you. I can get
any girl I want. I don't need to make deals with immature college students to
suck me off. I'm not desperate."


I hated when he lost his temper. I was just trying to
understand. Maybe the detectives were right. A person acting defensive usually
had something they were trying to defend.


"Then why are you dating me?" I asked.


"Because I love you."


"You can have any girl you want, James. Maybe you
should go try to find someone a little more mature. You know, someone who isn't
a college student."


"That's not what I meant." His hands were gripping
the countertop and his knuckles were turning white.


"It's what you said, James."


He took a deep breath and ran his hand through his hair.
"I don't understand why you believe them over me. I just need you to
believe me. I need to know that you trust me."


Lots of our fights seemed to come back to the issue of
trust. And I did trust him. I felt guilty. I was pushing his buttons. "I
do trust you." 


"Okay."


I needed to believe him. If this was going to work, we
needed to be able to trust each other. "Should you really be drinking
that?"


He raised his eyebrow. "Should you?"


"No, probably not." I gave him a small smile.


He leaned against the counter and looked down at me.
"You shouldn't believe everything you hear. The tabloid you read that
interviewed my ex wife, these detectives...they have other motives. I don't
want to fight with you every time something like this happens. And it happens
more than I'd like. It comes with the territory."


"The rich, successful, eligible bachelor territory?"


"Minus the eligible bachelor." He tucked a loose
strand of hair behind my ear. "I'm taken."


I smiled at him. "I'm sorry. The detectives just made
it seem like they were so sure that you had done it." 


"I mean, if you were told you had to make up a story
about your male professor doing inappropriate things, wouldn't you just
automatically go to sexual favors in exchange for good grades? It's not even
clever."


"Right. So they're lying. But why?"


"Maybe they hated me? I could be rather distracted in class.
Sometimes I was so focused on you that I'm pretty sure I was an awful
professor."


"I don't think anyone hated you. Especially in Comm. At
least all the girls loved you. Oh." I looked up at him. "Maybe
they're just jealous you didn't choose them. Maybe they think you'll notice
them now?"


"By dragging my name through the mud? Smart."


"Well, I don't know. I'm not them." I put my hands
on either side of James' face. "I'm sorry I doubted you."


He put his hands on the small of my back. "If a bunch
of pricks in suits told me that you had been doing stuff behind my back, I
think my reaction would have been a lot worse than yours." 


"My reaction was bad with the detectives too. I'm
pretty sure I threatened to kill them."


James laughed. "Wait, really? You can't threaten a cop,
Penny."


"I know that now."


He laughed again. "You're full of surprises." His
hands had pushed my shirt up slightly, and I could feel his fingers against my
skin.


"Am I?"


"Mhm." He placed a soft kiss against my lips. His
hands slowly pushed my shirt up even more. 


"Would it surprise you if I told you that alcohol tends
to make me incredibly horny?"


"Incredibly horny? That's quite the predicament."
He grabbed my ass and lifted me up, setting me down on the kitchen counter. He
put his hands on either side of the counter and looked at me. I didn't
recognize the look he was giving me. 


"What's wrong?" I asked.


"You defended me to the detectives even though you
doubted me."


"Of course."


"But why?"


"I'll always defend you. I love you."


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. He seemed confused by my
response. I remembered the relief in his eyes when I grabbed his hand at my
parents' house. And when he woke up yesterday morning before the meeting with
the dean. He had been surprised that I was still laying next to him. He wasn't
used to someone having his back. It didn't seem like he ever had anyone that he
could count on. I wanted to be that person for him. Maybe I already was more
than anyone else before.


"I swear to you that I didn't do what they said. I've
been completely consumed by you. All I ever do is think about you."


"I know. I've been completely consumed by you
too."


His smile returned. "I can't believe how lucky I am.
Now, about that predicament. I think I can probably assist you with that."
He lifted off his t-shirt and dropped it onto the kitchen floor. 


I'd never get tired of seeing him like this. He wasn't the
lucky one; I was. I ran my fingers down the crevices in his abs. I still felt
that spark of electricity run through me every time we touched. I thought it
might go away once we didn't have to hide our relationship anymore. The
sneaking around, the excitement, the forbidden dynamic. But it was still there.
And I wasn't sure that I wanted it to ever disappear. 


He leaned forward and kissed me. Softly at first and then
more passionately, sending shivers of desire down my spine. I clasped my hands
behind his neck as he pulled my ass to the edge of the counter. 


I felt my phone vibrating in my pocket. I unwound my hands
from his neck and grabbed my cell.


"Don't answer it." He lips drifted to my neck.


"But it's probably Melissa." I turned my head away
from him so I could see my screen. "She's here."


"Maybe you should tell her to come back." 


"James, she walked here." I put my hand on his
chest.


He sighed. "Her timing is impeccable." He leaned
down and grabbed his shirt as I slid off the counter. 


My phone buzzed again. "She's at the front desk. They
told her we weren't here."


James laughed. "Oh, right." He pulled his phone
out of his pocket and called down to the front desk. "Is there a Melissa
down there asking to come up?" James put his hand over the receiver.
"Is her last name Monroe?"


"Yes."


"Yes, please let Melissa Monroe up. Thanks, Ben."
James put his cell phone back in his pocket. "So, what can I expect
today?"


"What do you mean?"


"Well," he said as he wrapped his arms around me,
"every time she's seen me, she's been mad at me."


"No she hasn't."


"Yes, she has. She hates me."


"She doesn't hate you. She doesn't even know you. Maybe
tonight she can finally get to know you better. I want you two to be friends
too."


"I'll try to be super charming." He flashed me a
smile.


"Yeah, I don't think you need to try to be charming. It
comes quite naturally to you."


A dinging noise sounded through the apartment. James nodded
his head toward the elevator doors and released me from his embrace. "I'm
probably going to need another shot." He grabbed the bottle off the
counter and poured vodka into his glass."


I laughed and went to go let Melissa in.


As soon as the doors open, she ran out of the elevator and
gave me a big hug. "Where the hell have you been? How are you feeling?
How's your head? I can't believe everything that's been going on..." her
voice trailed off as she released me from her hug. "Oh my God. This place
is amazing." She walked past me and toward the windows all along the back
of the apartment. I had never really seen her awe struck before. She folded her
arms across her chest as she looked out at Main Street below.


"It's pretty awesome, right?" I asked as I walked
up next to her.


"I didn't even know Main Street could look this
pretty." She turned toward me. "No wonder you're never at our dorm
any more. This place is amaze-balls. I might never leave either."


"Amaze-balls, huh?" James said as he walked up
behind us. "Hi, Melissa, how are you?" 


Melissa openly rolled her eyes as she turned around.
"I've been better, James."


"Oh. I'm sorry..."


"You're sorry? Yeah, you should be. You know what? You
and I need to talk."


James' eyebrows lowered slightly. "About what?"


"You know what."


"Hey, Melissa." I put my hand on her arm.
"Maybe you and I can talk real quick? I feel like I haven't seen you in
forever."


"Yeah, which is another thing I want to talk about. But
first I need to talk to your boyfriend."


Geez. I just wanted to have a fun night.


James looked over at me. But all I could do was shrug. I had
no idea what Melissa was upset with him about.


"If something is bothering you..." James started.


"Bothering me? Of course something is bothering me.
Don't you remember our conversation the first time we met?"


"I remember that it was rather one sided."


"Very funny. But you promised me that you wouldn't hurt
her. And do you know what you did that very night? You broke up with her. So
yeah, you could say that's been bothering me. You lied to me."


"I don't think you understand the circumstances."


"Oh, no, I do. Penny told me that she didn't tell you
she was a sophomore. Which doesn't seem nearly as bad as having a secret
wife."


"I know I messed up. But Penny has forgiven me for
that. For both things. And I was just..."


"Right," Melissa said, cutting him off again.
"You were trying to protect her or some crap like that? Well I don't buy
it. Because this whole thing," she said pointing down to the news trucks.
"That doesn't protect her at all."


"Penny and I both want this. The way people are
reacting is not my fault."


"Yes it is. Of course it's your fault. You can't cheat
on your crazy ex wife with a student and not expect things to blow up. You're
like a celebrity."


"I'm not a celebrity."


I started laughing. I started laughing and couldn't stop.
And then James started laughing at me laughing. 


"What is wrong with you guys?" 


We both continued to laugh. 


"Oh my God. You're drunk, aren't you? That's your drunk
laugh." Melissa turned toward the kitchen. The bottle of vodka was still
open on the counter. "Is that what you've been doing holed up in
here?"


I couldn't seem to stop laughing.


"Stop laughing at me," Melissa said.


"I'm not laughing at you. I'm sorry," I said,
still giggling.


"Whatever, I can't even judge you for this whole
underage drinking mess you have going on. Josh gets me alcohol all the time.
One of the many perks of dating an older man. Or super old," she said and
looked at James.


"I'm not super old. I'm only 27."


"27 is the new 20," I said.


"Okay. I need a drink too because you're both being
ridiculous. I'm glad this is going to be fun. Because I passed on a very sexy
date with Josh to hang out with you guys." Melissa walked over to the
kitchen.


"See, she's always mad at me," James whispered.


"Well maybe you shouldn't have broken up with me."


"I didn't break up with you. I just said I needed some
time." He smiled at me. "I really wish we were alone right now. He
put his hand on my waist and let it slowly slide down to my ass.


"Oh my God, James." I grabbed his hand and moved
it off my ass. "Apparently you get horny when you're drunk too?"


"No, I just always want you."


"You know, you're supposed to be charming Melissa, not
me. I mean, not like that obviously. In a gentlemanly way."


James laughed. "Don't worry. The only ass I want to
touch is yours." He slapped my ass and walked toward the kitchen. 


I loved when he was happy and playful. And I was impressed
that he was able to be despite Melissa's onslaught. He was definitely better at
dealing with her than I was. I tended to always just give in. I followed him
into the kitchen.


"Were you guys just drinking straight vodka? No chaser
or anything?" Melissa asked.


"We both just really needed a drink," James said
and sat down in one of the stools at the counter.


"Gross." Melissa opened up the fridge. She was
always so comfortable everywhere she went. And she had already made herself
completely at home in James' apartment. James and my apartment. I still
needed to tell her that I was moving in with him. She poured a can of cherry
coke into a glass, topped it off with some vodka, and leaned against the
counter. "Why did you both need a drink so badly?"


I looked at James and then back at Melissa. "The cops
showed up," I said and shrugged.


"Wait, what?"


"To interview me for that stupid investigation they're
doing."


"Did they tell you how the investigation was
going?"


I looked at James again.


"Apparently two of my former students said I was asking
for sexual favors in exchange for giving them better grades. Or something along
those lines."


"And..."


"And nothing. It isn't true. Either the girls made it
up, or the detectives did to try to get information from Penny.


"You have a history of lying."


"Here." James pulled out his phone and set it on
the kitchen counter. He pushed it and it slid across the counter to Melissa.
"Check my phone. I'm telling the truth."


I had never looked at James' phone before. James hadn't
offered his phone as evidence to me. Because I trusted him. And he needed to
know that I trusted him. Melissa clearly didn't trust him though. She needed
the proof.


"So I can just look at your phone? At your texts? And
contacts? And emails? And pictures?"


"Suit yourself."


Melissa swiped her finger across the screen. "What's
your password?"


"Oh." James laughed and ran his hand through his
hair. "Actually it's Penny."


"I'm your password?" I slid into the seat next to
him.


"Yeah, I happen to like thinking about you." He
put his arm around me. 


"I hate that I'm mad at you right now, James. Because
you two really are adorable," Melissa said as she looked down at James'
phone.


I leaned my head against James' shoulder. His cologne seemed
to affect me even more when alcohol was coursing through me. I wished we were
alone too. I put my hand on his thigh. 


"Insatiable," he whispered.


I gulped. 


"Who's Jennifer?" Melissa asked.


"My sister."


"Oh." She looked back down at his phone.
"What about Ellen?"


"That would be my housekeeper." 


"Okay, fine, there's nothing on here." She placed
his phone back down on the counter. "Actually there's barely anything on
here. Which is suspicious all by itself."


"Sorry to disappoint you."


"Well I'm adding myself into your phone. Because if
Penny winds up in the hospital again, I want to know."


"You'll be the first person I call," James said.


"I'd better be. And her parents. Have you talked to
them yet, by the way?"


"We did." I lifted my head off of James' shoulder.
"It went pretty well actually. My dad was not thrilled about me losing my
scholarship, but other than that...it was good."


"Oh crap, Penny. I didn't realize you lost your
scholarship. What are you going to do?"


"I don't know why everyone is making such a big deal
out of this. You know I have the money to pay for it," James said. 


"The perks of having a loaded boyfriend." Melissa
smiled. "Speaking of which, I'd love a tour."


"I will let you handle the tour, Penny. I need to get
some work done." James stood up.


"But you're not a professor anymore," Melissa
said.


"I'm working on some other stuff." He kissed my
cheek. "I'll be in my office."


Melissa didn't say anything. She just watched James
disappear. "Oh my God, this place is so cool! Show me everything!"


I laughed and slid off the stool. "Okay, so this is the
kitchen." This whole part of the apartment was open. I didn't really need
to say anything. "And the dining room and living room."


Melissa walked over to the big box in the living room.
"New T.V.?"


"Yeah. James knows that I like to watch T.V. and he
didn't have one. Plus his brother, Rob, is coming to town tomorrow. He wanted
something to watch football games on with him."


"That's cute. Are you excited to meet him?"


"Yeah, and I'm really curious to see what he's like. I
feel like I'll know James even better once I meet his brother."


"And you two are good? I mean, I saw all the news vans
outside. It's kind of ridiculous."


"We're good. I'm just trying to ignore everything else.
What was class like today? Did you hear anyone talking about it?"


Melissa shrugged. "A few people. But I wasn't in any of
James' classes. I feel like your Comm class is going to be a nightmare. Have
you decided whether or not you're going to drop it?"


"I mean, I'm already halfway done. There are only a few
speeches left. I don't want to have to take the whole class over." But I
also didn't want to have to face the other students. Especially Raymond Asher.
But it was also the only class I had with Tyler. Tyler was one of my best
friends. I liked getting to spend time with him. And I wasn't sure how James
would feel if I hung out with him outside of class.


"I get it. So..." Melissa's voice trailed off as
she looked around the living room.


"Yes?"


"James mentioned paying what your scholarship used to
pay. I know that he has a lot of money. But do you have any idea how much? I
remember when these places were being built. They were selling them for like a
million dollars or something ridiculous." 


I looked at the door that James had disappeared into. I was
pretty sure anyone could look up the price he sold his company for. It didn't
seem like a big deal for me to tell her. "I don't know exactly. The only
thing he's told me is that he sold his company for 2.8 billion dollars before
he became a professor."


Melissa started laughing. But she stopped when she saw my
face. "What, are you serious? Billion with a B? Who the hell has
that much money? That's like...well I don't even know who makes that much
money. I don't even have a comparison. Are you serious?"


"Yeah, that's what he said."


"Well you should totally let him pay for your
education."


I laughed. "I don't want him to do that."


"You're so weird. I mean look at this place. Clearly he
can afford anything he wants. And he said he wanted to pay the difference of
your scholarship."


"I don't know. I'm sure we'll talk about it again. I'd
just feel weird taking his money."


"You wouldn't be taking it, he'd be giving it to you.
What's in there?" she asked, pointing to James' bedroom door.


"That's his room. Come on, you've gotta see his
bathroom."


Melissa laughed. "Geez, this is weird. I can't believe
I'm about to walk into a professor's bedroom. I have to say, if I was to guess
which one of us was more likely to sleep with their professor, I would have
guessed me."


"I know. I would have too." I opened up the door
to James' bedroom.


Melissa laughed and lightly pushed my arm. "Holy
crap." She stepped into his room and looked around. 


James' room was my favorite place in his whole apartment.
Probably because of how often we had sex in his bed. The shower was one of my
favorite places too. I could feel my face starting to blush.


"I've never felt sheets this soft." Melissa ran
her hand along the bottom of the bed. "What side do you sleep on?"


"The right side."


Melissa jumped onto the right side of the bed and laid down.
"Oh my God."


I started laughing.


"I'm never getting up. You can't make me."


"But you haven't even seen the bathroom yet."


"Fine." She sighed, slowly climbed off the bed,
and followed me into the bathroom. "This is like my dream bathroom."
She sat down on the edge of the tub. "I need to find a professor to sleep
with."


"Melissa!"


"I'm just kidding. I'm obsessed with Josh. But
seriously...you're so lucky. Is that his closet?" She peered around me,
back into the bedroom.


"Yeah." I was more embarrassed now. I had
forgotten about all the clothes that James had bought me. Most of them still
had the tags on.


Melissa wandered past me and into the closet.
"Gross."


"What?" I asked and ran in after her.


"He kept his ex's clothes. You should make him get rid
of these."


"Those aren't Isabella's clothes. They're mine."


Melissa pushed a few of the hangers back, studying the
shirts and jackets. "Penny, these aren't your clothes. They're actually
nice."


"Hey! My clothes are nice."


"Sorry, you know what I mean. They're expensive.
They're classy and trendy, and really there's some of everything in here."


"Yeah, James bought them for me."


Melissa turned around. "Seriously? All of this stuff is
yours? You better let me borrow this top. This is so pretty."


"Yeah, you can borrow it. Of course."


"Wait. So you let him buy you a T.V. and tons of
clothes but you won't let him pay for some of your schooling? All of these
clothes probably cost a fortune."


"I don't know, it's just different. I didn't ask for
any of those things. He just got them for me. He wanted me to be more
comfortable here."


"Geez, what else has he bought you? No wonder you chose
him over Tyler."


"Melissa, it wasn't like that. I don't care about his
money."


"I know. You wouldn't even add that it was a pro when
you were choosing between them. Because you're insane."


"I didn't really think it was important."


Melissa shrugged. "You're right, it shouldn't have been
part of the decision. Oh, that reminds me. Last time we hung out, you were
going to talk to him about something he was hiding from you? I guess it wasn't
so bad if you're still here."


"Oh. Yeah." This wasn't my information to share.
James was clearly embarrassed about it if he had kept it from me for so long.
And so far I hadn't even seen any evidence of his addiction. He seemed fine. He
had three shots of vodka earlier and then walked away from it. He could have
easily had more. "You know what? You were right. It wasn't anything I
can't handle."


"I knew it." She smiled. I was glad when she
didn't press me about it. Apparently being right was enough closure for her.
She did love being right.


"So, he did actually get me one more thing," I
said.


"Oh yeah?"


I nodded. "A key to his place."


"Wow, big step."


"I know. He asked me to move in with him. I said
yes."


"Wait, you're leaving me? Penny, I don't like sleeping
alone. You know it creeps me out. I've spent like the past week sleeping at
Josh's."


"I thought you liked sleeping at Josh's?"


Melissa shrugged. "I guess. He snores though."


I laughed.


"Well, you'll still come hang out after class and stuff
right?"


"Of course."


"Okay good. And I totally get it. I'd never want to
leave this place either. So is his brother super rich too?"


"Melissa!"


"I'm just kidding. Kind of."


We both laughed.


"Do you want to finish the tour?" I asked.


"Is it just his office?"


"And some guest rooms." I actually hadn't seen the
guest rooms. I was excited to explore some more. Melissa followed me out of
James' room and I opened the door that led to the hallway. I opened the first
door in the hall that I came to. It was just a normal bedroom. Ornate and
perfect, but normal. 


"Oh, yes! Same sheets!" Melissa said. "I
can't wait to get totally wasted one night and have to crash in this bed."


"You can definitely be my first house guest."


"Awesome."


The next door was a guest bathroom. It was a smaller version
of James' bathroom, without a tub. Another almost identical bedroom was on the
other side of the bathroom. There was only one more door. I opened it up. I was
expecting to see just another bedroom. But instead, there was a pool table in the
center of the room and a bar to one side. "Wow, this is really cool."
I ran my hand along the side of the pool table.


"Have you never been in here before?"


"No."


"I guess you've been too busy doing other things to get
a proper tour?"


I could feel myself blushing. "Well, today he was
helping me study for my Stat test next week."


"How professor-like of him."


"Yeah." I looked up at the huge picture on one of
the walls. It was of a bunch of guys smiling. It took me a second to find
James. He was in the center. He looked so happy. It didn't look like he had a
care in the world. I recognized his friend Mason Caldwell that I had met in New
York to the left of him. Otherwise, I didn't know anyone else in the picture.


"Do you think that was from when he was in college? He
looks almost exactly the same," Melissa said.


"I don't know. But yeah, that's why I never would have
guessed he was my professor when we first met. He doesn't look 27."


Melissa smiled at me. "Have you met any of his
friends?"


"Yeah, that one." I pointed to Mason. "It was
weird though. Apparently they lost touch after he moved here. James is kind of
closed off. I'd like to meet more of his friends."


"Well, it'll be fun to meet his brother. I bet you can
ask him tons of questions."


"Mhm." I suddenly felt nervous about meeting Rob.
James had made it clear that his parents probably wouldn't like me very much. I
hoped that his brother and sister would be more accepting.


"I actually need to get going," Melissa said.
"Maybe we can hang out this weekend? I know it's a little awkward, but the
Sigma Pi formal is on Saturday and I could really use your help getting
ready."


A while ago I had hoped that Tyler would ask me to the Sigma
Pi formal. That seemed like ages ago. "No, that's not awkward at
all," I said. "Actually, that sounds great. I'll probably want to
give James and his brother some guy time anyway. I don't want to be third
wheeling with them."


Melissa laughed. "I'm pretty sure Rob would be the
third wheel in that equation. Let me say bye to James before I go."









Chapter 28


Thursday


"There you are." James wrapped his arms around me
and kissed the back of my neck. 


"When was this picture taken?" I had wandered back
into the room with the pool table after Melissa had left. There was something
captivating about the picture. There were no pictures hanging in any of the
other rooms in his apartment. And the only other picture I knew of was a small
framed one of him and his siblings on his desk. This had to be important to
him. 


"When I was in college." He kissed my neck again.


"You look so happy."


"I'm happier now."


I couldn't help but smile. I was glad I could make him
happy. "I recognize Mason. Who are the other guys?"


"They're my frat brothers."


"You were in a frat?"


"Why do you seem so surprised?"


"I don't know. I usually consider frat guys to be
immature. But maybe you were immature back in college."


"Hmm." His lips tingled the back of my neck.
"Is thinking about getting laid all the time immature?"


I laughed. "Yes."


"I was definitely immature then. And I guess I'm still
immature. Because all I could think about all night was fucking you."


I swallowed hard. I loved when he talked like that. His
naughty words seemed to have a direct line to my groin.


He pushed me forward slightly so that my hips were pressed against
the pool table. "Are you good at pool, Penny?" His fingers had dipped
beneath my shirt, pushing it up the sides of my torso.


"I'm okay. I haven't really played that much."


My throat made a weird noise when his hands fell from my
waist. God I wanted him.


He placed the cue ball down on the table and racked up the
other balls. "Show me what you got." He handed me a pool stick.


I didn't want to play pool. I wanted his hands back on me
and for him to be whispering naughty things in my ear. I tried to clear my
head. "Am I stripes or solids?"


"Whichever you hit in first." He smiled at me.
"And let's make things interesting." He leaned against the pool
table. "Whenever one of us gets a ball in, we get to choose one thing for
the other person to do."


"One thing for the other person to do?"


"Mhm. So if I get a ball in, I could say I wanted your
lips around my cock."


I bit my lip. This is going to be fun.


"You're up, Penny."


I bent low and arched my back. I looked over at him. He was
staring at my ass. I smiled and hit the cue ball. It slammed into the rest of
the balls, but none of them went in. Shit.


"That's a shame. I really wanted to see what you'd make
me do." He grabbed another stick off the wall and lined up his shot.
"I'll be solids." He easily hit one in. "Take off your shirt,
Penny. And you might as well take off your bra too." He sunk his next
shot, which actually included two more balls, and looked over at me.


I didn't realize how good he was at pool. I slowly peeled my
shirt off and unhooked my bra. "James, this isn't even fair."


"How about a maximum of two balls in a row?" His
eyes wandered up my body and landed on my eyes. "Which means you're
up."


I leaned down and tried to focus on my shot. I could feel
his gaze on my breasts. When he looked at me with his hungry eyes it was almost
impossible to focus. But my shot was easy. The only thing I had to do was make
sure I didn't hit the cue ball in. I took a deep breath and hit my first
striped ball in. Yes! I smiled and stood up. "I think you should
take your shirt off too."


He locked eyes with me and grabbed his shirt by the nape of
his collar and quickly pulled it off. My eyes drifted down his perfectly
sculpted torso. Focus. I turned back to the table and lined up my next
shot. It was another easy one.


"And, Penny," James said as he walked over to me.
He put his hand on the arch I had made with my back. "I forgot to mention,
if you hit the cue ball in, that results in a punishment."


Everything below my waistline clenched. "A
punishment?"


"But I happen to know you like being punished." He
nipped my shoulder blade.


Oh God. "James, stop trying to distract
me."


His fingers fell from my back, but he stayed right next to
me. I could feel the heat radiating off his body and his gaze was making me
blush. I did love being punished. But I wanted to choose what he did next. The
thought was so exciting that I hit my next shot too hard, sinking a striped
ball and the cue ball. Crap.


James grabbed my waist and lifted me onto the edge of the
pool table. "If you weren't pouting, I would have thought you had done
that on purpose." He lightly nipped my earlobe.


I moaned and tilted my head to the side. He kissed my neck
and let his lips slowly wander across my clavicle. I was expecting him to spank
me. This wasn't a punishment at all. 


He began to trace his hands up the insides of my thighs. His
lips continued their descent and stopped between my breasts. He took one of my
nipples in his mouth and lightly tugged.


"James," I moaned. I tilted my hips, wanting him
to touch me. 


He responded by pushing down on my thighs, pressing my ass
back down against the table. His tongue swirled around my nipple. One of his
hands abandoned my thigh and he began to match the motions of his tongue with
his fingers on my other nipple. I didn't even understand my body's reaction to
this. How is this turning me on so much?


His fingers traced up my leg and along the top of my thigh.
Everything he did made it more and more apparent that he wasn't touching me
where I needed him to. I could feel my thong getting damp. Just when I thought
I couldn't take anymore teasing, he tugged hard on my nipple.


"James, please," I panted. Now I realized what the
punishment was. He wasn't going to give me what I really wanted. He was just
teasing me.


He moved his face a fraction of an inch in front of mine.
"I want you," he said in a low husky voice. His thumbs hooked in the
waistband of my leggings.


"I want you too." I lifted my hips slightly. I
needed him to touch me. I needed his hands, his tongue, his cock. 


"Then you'll have to play better than that." He
let my waistband slap back against my skin. He picked up his pool stick and
easily hit another solid ball in. "Get on your knees, Penny."


I gulped. I wanted whatever he'd give me. I slid off the
pool table and got down on my knees. He slowly unbuttoned and unzipped his
jeans as he walked over to me. When he got to me, he ran his thumb along my
bottom lip. "Make me cum in your mouth."


His words made me even wetter. I pulled his boxers down and
let his erection spring free. I looked up at him as I wrapped my hand around
his base.


His Adam's apple rose and fell.


I ran my tongue from his base to his tip and then locked
eyes with him as I gently kissed his tip. I wrapped my lips around him and
slowly slid down his length.


A low groan escaped from his lips, making me tighten my lips
around him. I loved hearing him react to what I was doing. I began to slide his
erection in and out of my mouth, slowly at first, but then picking up speed. I
reached up and gently cupped his balls in my hand.


He groaned again and ran his fingers through my hair.
Normally at this point he'd start guiding me. I loved when he did that. But he
had asked me to make him cum. I wanted to prove to him that I could do it
without his guidance. I tightened my lips even more.


"Fuck."


It sounded like he had never felt anything so amazing
before. I bobbed my head up and down faster. And then I paused to breathe,
swirling my tongue around his tip.


"Don't stop, baby," he groaned.


I liked when he called me that. He rarely ever did. Usually
I was just Penny or sometimes Miss Taylor. But when he called me baby it made
me feel like I was completely his. I quickened my pace and let his tip hit my
throat. I didn't even need to suppress my gag reflex. I wanted him to cum. I
removed my hand from his base, grabbed his ass, and pushed his cock all the way
into the back of my throat.


His cock began to pulse in my mouth. I pulled back just in
time, letting his hot semen shoot into my mouth instead of directly down
throat. It was sweet and salty at the same time. I loved the taste of him. I
continued to slide my lips up and down his shaft until he finished. And then I
greedily drank it all down.


When he pulled out of my mouth, he immediately zipped his
pants back up. "Maybe now I can focus," he said and turned back to
the table.


"You're already winning," I laughed.


He shot another solid ball perfectly into one of the corners
of the pool table. "But I don't even have you naked yet." He put his
hand out for me.


I grabbed it and he pulled me to my feet.


"Now take off your pants." He let go of my hand.


I wasn't sure I had ever lost so badly at anything before.
But it didn't really matter. I'm pretty sure no matter who won, we'd want the
same thing at the end. At least, I hoped he wanted me. I wasn't sure how much
more teasing I could handle. I pushed my leggings down my thighs, stepped out
of them, and threw them at him.


He smiled and caught them in his hand.


I grabbed my stick and walked around the table, trying to
find the easiest shot. Before I knew it, he had walked up behind me. 


He let his fingers wander down my back. "I like
this," he said as he touched my lacy thong.


I looked over my shoulder at him. "Well, you should.
You're the one who bought it for me."


"How about you let me help you with this shot. I'd
really like to see what you want me to do next."


I swallowed hard. I wanted that too. "Okay."


He leaned forward, pressing his naked torso against my back.
Every inch of me wanted to turn around and kiss him. But I wanted more than
that. In order to get more, I needed to get my next shot. He put his left hand
on top of mine, pressing my fingers against the felt of the pool table. He
grabbed the pool stick and pulled it back. Even the wood sliding through my
fingers aroused me.


"Okay," he whispered into my ear as he wrapped his
right hand around mine too. He pushed me forward slightly, so that my hips were
digging into the side of the pool table.


I swallowed hard.


"Let's hit the nine into the left pocket." He
moved my right hand back, pulling the stick back farther, and pushed my hips
even harder against the pool table. 


I could feel his erection pressing against my ass.


"Gently, Penny." He kissed the side of my neck.
"I can't wait to see what you want me to do." He kissed my neck again.


"I think you're just trying to distract me even
more." I knew I could make this shot.


"No. I want you to make it. I haven't tasted you since
yesterday." 


God. There was no way I could concentrate now.


He lightly slid the pool stick forward, guiding my hands,
and hit the cue ball. The nine ball went right into the left pocket.
"See...gentle." He kissed my neck again.


"I want you to lick me," I blurted out. 


His hands fell from mine. He grabbed my shoulders and pulled
my back against his torso.


"You want me to lick you?" he whispered into my
ear. His tongue found the back of my ear and he gently licked it.


It felt amazing. But it wasn't want I wanted. "Not
there." My voice sounded so needy. I turned around and ran my hands down
his abs.


He raised his eyebrow at me. He wanted me to say it. 


Instead I looked down and then back up at him.


He grabbed the sides of my thong and slid them over my hips.
"You want me to lick your pussy?"


I gulped. "Yes."


"You shouldn't be embarrassed to ask me for that."
He lifted me back onto the side of the pool table and spread my legs. "You
know that I love the taste of you." He knelt down in front of me and
massaged the insides of my thighs. "So ask me, Penny. Tell me exactly what
you want me to do."


"I want you to lick my pussy." I wasn't sure why I
was embarrassed to say it. But the way he looked at me after I did made me want
to say it a thousand times. 


"It's sexy when you say it." He leaned forward and
placed a slow stroke against my wetness.


"Oh God." I held onto the edge of the pool table
so that I wouldn't fall backwards and knock all the balls around.


He swirled his tongue around inside of me, pressing against
all my walls, as his nose rubbed against my clit.


Yes! I wasn't going to last long at all. I had wanted
him all night. And him teasing me earlier had already wound me up so tightly.


He pushed my thighs even farther apart and held them down
firmly with his strong hands. 


It felt like my whole body was trembling.


He shoved his tongue even deeper, pressing his nose firmly
against my clit.


"James!" I grabbed the back of his head to hold
him in place. I was so close.


He continued to swirl his tongue inside of me for a few more
seconds. But then he grabbed my hand, removed it from the back of his head, and
pulled away from me.


"No, James. Please don't stop."


"Baby." He kissed the inside of my thigh. "I
like pleasing you." He kissed my opposite thigh. "And I like when you
tell me what you want." He stood up and pulled me off the table. "But
you didn't ask me to make you come. I wish you had. I love making you come with
just my tongue. It's your shot, though. Get your next ball in and tell me what
you want."


My legs felt like jelly. I couldn't concentrate on anything.
I just needed to feel release. How was I supposed to make my next shot? I
pressed my thighs together, but it didn't help at all. I focused as best I
could and took my next shot. The cue ball bounced off the wall and didn't hit
anything. Crap!


He tossed me my thong. "I believe I have to earn this.
But don't bother putting it back on." He easily sunk his next ball.


I threw my thong back at him. "If I had known how good
you were at this, I wouldn't have agreed to this game." I was so horny. I
couldn't even stand it. Why hadn't I asked him to make me come?


"I'm not sure if that's true." He hit another
solid ball easily into one of the pockets. "Besides, you must have known I
wasn't terrible if I owned a pool table."


I put my hand on the edge of the table. "Well, if I had
been thinking clearly, I would have just asked you to fuck me on it."


His eyebrows lowered slightly. "Unbutton my jeans,
Penny."


I looked down at the bulge pressing against his jeans.
"That's what you want me to do to you?" I wanted him to fuck me. I
didn't want to wait anymore.


"I need to be ready when I get my next shot in."
He grabbed my hand and placed it on the waistline of his jeans.


I liked the feeling of his happy trail on the back of my
hand. I slowly unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. He wanted to be ready to fuck
me. At least that meant he was planning on eventually pleasing me. I pushed his
jeans down, put my hands on the waistband of his boxers, and looked up at him.


He nodded his head.


I liked undressing him. There was something really sexy
about slowly revealing all my favorite parts of him. Especially with him
watching me do it. I pushed his boxers down, freeing his erection once again. I
liked fucking him even more, though. I wrapped my hand around his erection.


James cleared his throat and handed me my pool stick.


I batted my eyelashes at him. "Sorry, wrong
stick." I walked back to the table and bent over again. I arched my back
and spread my legs. I wanted to feel him inside of me. Maybe this would tempt
him.


In a second I felt his fingers along the backs of my thighs.



I arched my back even more.


"I think maybe you should try to make your next shot
like this." He slipped a finger inside of me.


Oh God. 


When I didn't move, he slipped another finger inside of me.
"Take your shot, Penny."


I blindly hit the cue ball. It went straight into far right
pocket. Oh shit.


James laughed and pulled his fingers out of me.


No! I turned around. "You cheated."


He silently walked around to the other side of the table and
grabbed the cue ball. I liked watching him walk around naked. He wasn't shy
like I was. He seemed to be confident in everything he did. He tossed the ball
up in the air and caught it as he walked back over to me.


"Put your hands on the table, Penny."


"James, you cheated. You distracted me."


Hi Adam's apple rose and fell. "If I recall, I also
helped you with one of your shots earlier. I think it evens out. Hands on the
table."


I big my lip and followed his instructions. After placing my
hands on the wooden edge of the pool table, I arched my back again. Maybe he
was going to punish me by fucking me.


Instead, I felt the cool cue ball roll up the back of my
right leg. It shouldn't have been sexy. But everything James did was sexy.
Especially when he had been torturing me for so long. My whole body shivered
with desire.


"James." My voice sounded needy. I didn't want to
be playing pool. I wanted to be on my back in the middle of the table with his
cock deep inside of me.


He silenced me by slapping my ass hard.


Fuck. He knew how much I liked that.


He rolled the ball over the spot he had just slapped. It
almost felt like a massage. A cold, super arousing massage. I closed my eyes. I
was so turned on, it almost seemed I could come like this, without him even
trying.


"Penny, I'm going to give you one last shot." He
moved the ball to the back of my other leg and slowly rolled it up to my
ass."


"One shot won't help. You're going to win next time you
have..."


He slapped my ass again.


I couldn't focus when he did that. I wasn't even sure what I
had been about to say.


"I like that you're full of surprises. Surprise me, and
I'll give you exactly what you want. I'll fuck you as hard as you want. For as
long as you want." He kissed my neck. "I'll do whatever you want me
to."


Surprise him? I couldn't even think straight. He was still
massaging my ass with the cue ball. How could I possibly surprise him? I
suddenly hated pool. I just wanted this game to be over. I had already made him
cum. But all he had done was torture me. I smiled. I had an idea. "Give me
the ball."


He tossed it over my shoulder. I moved it a little to the
right. I wasn't good at pool. But I was pretty good at hitting balls in along
with the cue ball. And all James had left was the eight ball. I hit the cue
ball into the eight ball. Both balls went into the pocket.


James grabbed my waist. "The eight ball and the cue
ball?" He pushed my back down so that my torso was against the pool table.
"Ending the game and ensuring that I'd punish you even more? That'll
do." He thrust deep inside of me, pressing my hip bones against the edge
of the pool table.


Fuck. It was everything I wanted and more. 


"Tell me what you want," he said. He continued to
thrust in and out of me, faster and faster.


"Please," I panted. "Please, James." I
needed to come. I couldn't stand it anymore.


"Okay." He pulled my up so that my back was
pressed against his torso. "Okay." He kissed my neck gently and began
to massage my clit. "You can come now."


And I shattered around him. "Professor Hunter," I
moaned and collapsed back down on the table. The soft felt pressed against my
cheek. Sex with him was always amazing. But all the anticipation and teasing
had made my orgasm so intense. I tried to catch my breath as James pulled out
of me. He hadn't cum. I hadn't felt the familiar feeling of warmth shoot
through me. I turned around and looked up at him.


He grabbed my chin in his hand. "I still like when you
call me that."


"Professor Hunter?"


His Adam's apple rose and fell. "Yes."


"Then why did you tell me to stop?"


"I want us to just be us. Besides, I'm not even a
professor anymore."


"I like calling you Professor Hunter."


His eyebrows lowered slightly.


It was the same way he had looked at me whenever I used to
say his name. Before we had ever been together. I originally thought he was mad
when I called him that. But I knew what it was now. It turned him on. Whenever
I called him that he had wanted to rip all my clothes off. He liked that I was
his student and he was my professor. I liked it too. It was sexy and dangerous.
Whenever I had talked to him and called him Professor Hunter, maybe it had made
him want me a little bit more. I didn't ever want to stop calling him that. I
wanted him to always look at me like this. "You'll always be Professor
Hunter to me."


He grabbed my waist and set me down on the edge of the pool
table. "I don't know why I find it so sexy when you call me that."


"Professor Hunter." I ran my hands down his six
pack.


He leaned forward and kissed me hard. And I wanted him all
over again. I grabbed his hair and pulled him back.


"I want you to fuck me in the middle of the pool table,
Professor Hunter."


"Then get in the middle and spread your legs, Miss
Taylor." He flashed me one of his smiles that made my knees weak.


I liked when he called me Miss Taylor, too. I didn't care if
that made us weird. At least we could be weird together. I pushed balls out of
my way as I scooted into the center of the table. I gulped as I watched him
climb onto the table after me. He leaned over me and pushed the rest of the
balls out of the way. I heard them clang together as he pressed down on the center
of my chest, shoving my back onto the table.


He grabbed my thighs and thrust himself deep inside of me.


"Professor Hunter," I moaned. I had missed calling
him that. I wanted to say it a million times.


He kept one hand on my thigh and grabbed the edge of the
table with his other hand. "I've missed hearing you say that." He
kissed me hard as he continued to slide his length in and out of me. 


We were so much more than professor and student now. But he
was right. This was so incredibly hot. It brought me right back to our very
first time in his office. "Harder, Professor Hunter."


He grabbed both my hands and lifted them above my head,
knocking more balls out of the way. "Fuck, Penny." He moved his hips
faster. "I'll never get enough of you."


I wanted to run my hands through his hair and down the
muscles in his back, but I couldn't move. I was completely at his mercy.
"I'll never get enough of you either."


He leaned down and kissed me again.


I loved when he was rough with me.


"Say my name when you come, Penny. I want to hear you
say it when you clench around my cock." He tilted his hips, going deeper
still. 


"Professor Hunter!" I screamed as I came again. As
soon as I yelled his name I felt the familiar warmth spread up into my stomach.
He continued to thrust in and out of me. When he was done, he collapsed beside
me, pulling my head onto his chest.


I could feel and hear his heart beating rapidly. His cologne
mixed with sweat was my favorite smell in the world. I don't think I had ever
felt so relaxed and happy. I sighed and nuzzled against his chest.


"I love you, Penny. I love you more than I even knew I
could." He ran his fingers through my hair.


I tilted my head and kissed his chest. "I love
you." I kissed his chest again. "James." I kissed his collar
bone. "Professor Hunter." I kissed the scruff under his chin.
"C.E.O." I kissed his lips. 


He grabbed the side of my face and deepened the kiss.


"Whatever you want to be. You're mine." I smiled
down at him.


He ran his palm along my cheek. "Yours." His chest
rose and fell under my arm.


Nothing else mattered. I was his and he was mine.









Chapter 29


Friday


I rolled over to snuggle up to James, but all I felt were
empty sheets. I slowly opened my eyes and yawned. James wasn't beside me, but
there was a note on his pillow. I smiled and slowly sat up.


 


Penny,


I went for a run. I probably won't be back before you leave.
Good luck on your speech today. Although you don't need it. As long as you
don't curse and stray off topic.


Text me about lunch. I can pick you up and take you somewhere
off Main Street. And call me if you need to talk. Or if you decided to drop
Comm, which I still hope you do, I'll see you soon.


Love,


Professor Hunter


P.S. Try not to fall in love with your new Comm professor.


 


I smiled and climbed out of bed. He had nothing to worry
about. My speech would be fine. Today would be fine. After brushing my teeth
and putting on minimal makeup, I went into the closet and found a pair of jeans
and a tank top. Melissa was right. These clothes were amazing. I pulled on a
leather jacket. My new clothes smelled like James. Which was really comforting.
And I wasn't even that nervous about giving my speech today because he wasn't
going to be the one sitting there analyzing what I said. Besides, my whole
class already seemed to hate me, so who really cared if I messed up. I just
needed to get it over with.


I pulled on a pair of matching brown leather boots and
walked out into the kitchen. I was kind of relieved that Ellen wasn't there.
She seemed really nice, but I had never been alone with her. I felt weird about
the dynamic. And I wasn't sure if James had told her I was moving in with him
yet or not. I grabbed a granola bar and my backpack and retreated to the
elevator.


I walked out of the side exit of the parking garage that I
had found before. It was the only way that I knew how to leave the apartment.
And since it was a weird place to leave, there were no news vans parked
outside. So far so good.


It was strange walking on Main Street toward the lecture
hall. I was used to walking along the brick paths of the green. It was nice
though. No one seemed to know who I was. And there were still fall leaves to
step on. One of my favorite parts of autumn was crunching leaves. I smiled when
I walked past the small coffee shop where I had first met James. It was nice
that I'd get to walk by that every morning. I put my hand in my pocket and ran
my fingers along the note he had left me this morning. I had brought it just in
case I needed some reassuring throughout the day. Whatever happened, it was all
worth it.


"Hey, Penny!"


I turned my head and saw Tyler running up to me. I stopped
and waited for him to catch up. Running into him already made me feel better
about the day. "Hey, Tyler." I smiled at him. He lived on a side
street off Main Street. He probably walked this way to class all the time. 


"I never see you on Main Street. Kind of a strange way
to get to class from your dorm."


"Oh, yeah. Well, I was actually staying at
James'." I didn't want this to be awkward. I really, really hoped we could
be friends.


"Where does he live?"


I pointed over my shoulder. "The apartment building on
the end of Main Street." I was hoping to be vague. I wanted to change the
subject as fast as possible.


"Wait, you mean The Monroe? The mega expensive one?"


"Yeah."


"Sweet. That must be nice."


"It is."


"So how are you doing? How's your head?"


"I'm fine. It really wasn't a big deal at all. I don't
even feel it anymore." The bruise on my stomach was almost gone and I
could easily cover up the stitches on my forehead if I didn't tuck my bangs
behind my ears. "What about you? How's your nose?"


He laughed. "It still freaking hurts. Professor Hunter
knows how to take a swing."


"I'm so sorry."


"Geez, it's fine." He laughed and put his hand on
my shoulder for a second. "At least it looks better now."


"It does." The bruising in the corners of his eyes
was gone. We locked eyes for a second, but I quickly looked away.


"And how's everything else?" he asked.


"Good. Well, weird, actually. There's all these news
vans outside his place. And I feel like we have to sneak around even more than
before. It's just really frustrating. But things with James are good. We're in
a really good place."


"Good."


We walked in awkward silence for a minute.


"How's Natalie?" I finally said.


"Good. We've just been hanging out. I don't think I'm
looking for anything serious right now, you know?" He looked away from me
again.


I pressed my lips together. Because of me? My phone
buzzing in my pocket was a welcome distraction. I looked down at the screen. It
was an email from Professor Nolan.


 


Penny,


Class is going to be canceled until further notice. You
should be getting a call from Dean Vespelli soon. The investigation didn't go
the way we all hoped it would. If I had any other information, I'd give it to
you, but that is all the dean told me. I'll be making this announcement in
class today because I only just found out a few minutes ago. But hopefully you
see this before you come. I think it's best if you don't attend. 


- Professor C. Nolan


 


I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. 


"Hey, Penny, are you okay?" Tyler turned around
and walked back to me. He put his hand on my elbow. "Penny?"


"Yeah, actually, I think I'm just going to skip class
today." I didn't want to talk about this with Tyler. I didn't want him to
look at me like I knew he would when I told him about the two other girls.
Because they were lying. I believed James. This was such a mess.


"What are you talking about? You can't skip. We have to
give our speeches today. You'll get an F if you don't show."


"Yeah, well..." I let my voice trail off.


"You asked me to stay in the class with you. I wanted
to drop it. I did this for you. Come on, we're both going."


"I can't." 


"Penny." Tyler smiled at me. "You don't have
anything to worry about. I'll be right there with you."


"No, it's not that." I didn't know what else to
do. I handed Tyler my phone.


He looked down at the email from Professor Nolan.
"Oh."


"Yeah, so you should probably go so you can listen to
what he has to say. I'm just going to head back."


"Wait." Tyler put his hand on my elbow again.
"Let's go get breakfast."


"You should probably still go to class."


"I'd rather hang out with you."


"Tyler..."


"If class really is canceled, then I'm never going to
get to see you anymore. And I doubt that Professor Hunter will just let you
hang out with me outside of class. We don't exactly get along."


I didn't want this to be the last time I ever saw Tyler. But
what if he was right? Tyler was one of my best friends. I didn't want that to
happen. "Tyler, we'll still get to hang out."


"Maybe. You're one of my best friends, Penny. I don't
want to stop seeing you."


"You won't." I hope. I had a sinking
feeling in my stomach. "But okay, yeah. I haven't eaten anyway."


He smiled. "I'm craving a bagel since we've been
standing outside this bagel place." He pointed to the door. "How does
that sound?"


"Fantastic." I followed him inside. I had never
been there before, and I wasn't sure why. I loved bagels and it smelled
amazing.


"What do you want?" he asked.


"We can just order separately."


"It's crowded, you can go find us a seat while I
order."


"Umm...a cinnamon raisin bagel with cream cheese."


"And to drink?"


"Orange juice."


"Okay, go find us a seat." He walked over toward
the counter. The place really was busy. I got us the last open table. It was
tucked in the corner of the small restaurant, but somehow seemed kind of
private.


My phone started buzzing again. It was a number I didn't
recognize. I didn't want to answer it. If it was the dean it could wait. I didn't
want to hear what he had to say. I didn't even understand why any of it
mattered. The investigation was superficial. James had already quit. I just
wanted all of this to go away.


Tyler placed two wrapped bagels down on the table along with
two bottles of orange juice.


"Thanks, Tyler. Which one is yours?"


"I got the same thing as you." He grabbed one and
tossed it at me.


"Thanks for skipping class for me."


"Thanks for getting class canceled indefinitely."
He held up his bottle of orange juice.


I laughed and tapped mine against his.


He scratched the back of his neck. "At least there's
one perk to you hooking up with our professor." He gave me a small smile
and took a bite of his bagel.


I wanted to be able to laugh about all this with him. I
wanted him to not look hurt when he joked around about it. But at least he was
joking around. That was a good sign. I really just wanted to move past this. I
wanted to go back to being friends. Despite what Melissa said, I really thought
we could be just friends.


"Do you want to talk about that email?" he asked.


I shrugged.


"Have you heard anything about the investigation?"


"I was interviewed by two detectives last night. They
said something about these other girls that claimed James...well, it doesn't
matter. It was all nonsense. Either the detectives were lying or the girls or
both."


Tyler put his bagel down. "Why would his students lie
about something like that?"


That was the same question that I had. But I wasn't going to
doubt James. He had asked me to trust him. So I was going to trust him. Even if
it was still nagging at me. "I don't know. But they were."


"Okay." He didn't sound convinced at all.


I knew it would be weird to talk to him about his. I took a
bite of my bagel. It was delicious. My phone started buzzing again.


"Are you going to answer it?"


"I don't recognize the number."


"Well, maybe it's the dean."


"That's kind of what I'm afraid of."


"Answer it. Aren't you curious about why class is
canceled?"


I knew why it was canceled. Because there were two lying
whores out there making up stories about my boyfriend. But I was curious.
"Okay." I swiped my finger across the screen. "Hello?"


"Penny Taylor?" It was a female's voice.


"Speaking."


"This is Becca from the dean of student's office. Dean
Vespelli needs to talk to you. Hold for one moment please."


There was a clicking noise. And then I heard a man clear his
throat. "Is this Penny?"


"Yes."


"Penny, this is Dean Vespelli."


"How can I help you?"


He laughed. "You can't really. I'm calling to tell you
that the investigation went south. Three female students came forward with
similar stories regarding sexual misconduct concerning James."


Three now? Seriously? "Well, they're
lying."


"Not so easy to prove. The good news is that so far all
the girls have been of legal age, so no charges are being pressed. But in light
of these findings, all of James' classes are being canceled for the remainder
of the semester."


"Okay."


"The validity of everyone's grades in James' classes
are in question, so everyone will receive As given the circumstances. The
announcement will be in the paper tomorrow morning."


"Oh." Is that why the girls had lied? Had they
known what would happen if the classes needed to be canceled? That had to
be it. Those bitches!


"But I'm calling to tell you that this doesn't include
you. You'll be receiving an incomplete. It'll show up as an I on your
record."


"Wait, why can't I just withdraw?" An incomplete
on my transcript was worse than a W. It made it look like I didn't hand in all
my assignments or something.


"You can't withdraw from a canceled class."


"You said that the blame for this lies on James. So why
do I..."


"If I recall, you confessed to me that this whole mess
was just as much your fault if not more. Do you have any idea how much backlash
I've had to deal with?"


"I'm sorry if..."


"But that isn't the reason why I'm giving you an
incomplete in the class. Apparently you did not cooperate in the investigation.
You're lucky that I'm not giving you your third strike."


"Mr. Vespelli, those detectives were just trying to
pressure me into telling them something that wasn't true." I lowered my
voice slightly. "James never did anything inappropriate with me. Maybe the
detectives pressured those other girls too."


"James did do something inappropriate. He engaged in a
sexual relationship with you. And possibly three other girls."


"He didn't." I wanted to cry. I tried to keep my
voice even. "And if the detectives didn't pressure those girls, then they
just lied because they saw an easy way out of taking a class. Don't you see
that? They must have known they'd get As if they made up stories like that.
That's clearly what they were doing."


"We can't prove that."


"Well check their grades."


"I already did. None of them were doing well in James'
class. But that doesn't mean that they made it up."


"Yes it does."


"Penny, I understand that this news is upsetting in
more ways than one." His voice was calmer. Almost soothing. "I know
that you're probably upset that you have to retake the class. But the
incomplete won't mean anything on your transcript. Recruiters won't look for
that. As for the accusations, there's nothing I can do. I'm trying to stop the
investigation since we've already decided to cancel classes. This should be
over soon. And if you're upset about what the investigators found, maybe you
should talk to James about it."


He thought James was guilty. Did everyone think James was
guilty? I looked at Tyler. He was almost done his bagel. I felt like he could
hear the conversation. I turned my head to the side slightly, in hopes that he
couldn't hear.


"Mr. Vespelli, I know they're lying. James and I have
already talked about it."


"Then ignore it. Try not to let it bother you."


I was mad. I shouldn't have to try to not let it bother me.
They should be figuring out the truth. I was sick of everyone spreading rumors
about James. No wonder he was so closed off. Everyone was awful to him. "I
don't want you to stop the investigation. I want you to find the truth. You
can't publish this in the paper yet. I'm telling you that it isn't true."


"Penny, I'm sorry. I just want this to go away as fast
as possible. The university needs it to go away."


"You're rewarding students for lying. They should be
getting in trouble, not rewarded."


"I need to call James. Have a good day, Penny."
The line went dead.


"You've got to be kidding me." I tossed my phone
down on the table.


I could feel Tyler's eyes on me. I didn't know what to say
to him. James was going to freak out when Mr. Vespelli called him. I couldn't
believe the university was going to stop the investigation. If they weren't
going to find the truth, what was the point of starting the investigation in
the first place?


"So...what's up?" Tyler eventually asked.


I took a huge bite of my bagel to stall. I didn't want to
have this conversation with Tyler. Clearly he thought that James was a bad guy.
And I didn't want to hear anyone else tell me that. "Good news," I
said. "You got an A."


"What?"


"Everyone in James' classes gets an A."


"Really?"


"Mhm. You're welcome."


Tyler laughed. "Thanks. But I'm pretty sure I could
have gotten an A without you sleeping with our professor."


I wasn't sure what I was supposed to say to that. So I just
laughed awkwardly. "Maybe."


Tyler shrugged. "So if we all get As, why do you seem
so upset? It's kind of awesome."


"I don't get an A. I'm getting an incomplete."


"Why? You didn't do anything wrong."


"I did. I slept with my professor. And apparently I
didn't cooperate in their investigation or something. I don't know. Those
detectives were assholes. It doesn't matter anyway. I don't really care."
I took another huge bite of my bagel. Cream cheese seemed to make me feel
better.


"Are you okay?"


"I'm fine," I mumbled with my mouth full.


"Penny, you know you can talk to me. That's what
friends are for."


I shook my head. "It's so stupid. All of this is so
stupid."


Tyler just stared at me.


"I know he didn't do those things. He told me he
didn't. I trust him. So I'm not sure why I feel so...so..." I put my face
in my hands. Three. Three girls? James had slept with Isabella when he
said he needed space. I thought he had broken up with me. But he told me he had
never broken up with me when he finally started talking to me again. So if he
hadn't broken up with me, that meant he knowingly cheated on me with her during
our break. It had been in the back of my head, bothering me. James said he did
it because he was trying to get over me. Which made sense. But maybe that
wasn't the only thing he did to try to get over me. Maybe there were more
girls. Maybe there were exactly three more girls. I didn't want to think that.
I didn't want to think that it was possible. But wasn't it?


"Penny." Tyler put his hand on my arm.
"Please just talk to me. I hate seeing you upset."


I lifted my face out of my hands. "What if they aren't
lying, Tyler? What if he...what if he did the things they said he did?" I
felt guilty as soon as I said it. It was fine to think those things. But I
shouldn't have said them out loud. And especially not to Tyler. 


Tyler kept his hand on my arm. "Then I'll kick his
ass."


I laughed and moved my arm slightly to remove his hand.
"I'm sorry, I don't know why I said that. Clearly those girls just wanted
As. They weren't doing well in his classes. They're just dumb so they did
another dumb thing."


"Girls can do pretty dumb things."


"Yeah." I knew he was talking about me. But I
wasn't making a mistake by being with James. Tyler was amazing. And he'd be an
amazing boyfriend for someone else. I looked up at him. "What did you say
in your last speech? You never told me."


Tyler smiled. "It wasn't a great speech. I was really
worried about you."


"Yes, I'm very dramatic."


He laughed. "I chose to major in economics because a
major in business seemed like a logical choice. A safe choice. And I added on a
second major of finance because it was easy to get both at the same time."
He shifted in his seat. "I was upset after you stormed out of class. I
kind of lost my cool during my speech too."


"You did?" I couldn't picture him doing that. He
always seemed so calm and confident when he did his speeches.


"Yeah." He scratched the back of his neck with his
hand. "You didn't see Professor Hunter's reaction after you left. But I
was sitting right behind him. It all started to come together. I think I
already realized what was going on between you two before I even saw your
phone. I was really pissed. So I said I chose the majors I did so that I could
eventually be rich. And have any girl I wanted fall in love with me."


"That wasn't why I fell in love with James."


Tyler laughed. "Yeah, I know you're not a gold digger,
Penny. Like I said, I just snapped during my speech. I didn't understand. Hell,
I still don't understand." He scratched the back of his neck again.


"So what do you really want to do after you graduate?
That didn't exactly answer the question you skipped."


"I just want to be happy."


I was the one that was making him unhappy. "Do you
think we can ever just be friends, Tyler? Really?"


"We are friends. We were always friends."


"I don't want to be the reason that you're
unhappy."


"That's not what I meant, Penny. If all you'll give me
is friendship then that's what I want. I want to be a part of your life. I want
you to be happy too. And if Professor Hunter makes you happy, then I'm glad
that you're with him."


Maybe I was reading into the things he said too much. He was
right, we had always been friends. "So what do you think you'll be doing
after you graduate that will make you happy?"


"Actually, I'm interviewing for a job next week."


"For what?"


"I think I want to be a business reporter. I love business.
More than I thought I would, actually. But I think I like writing even more.
And I had fun giving speeches in class."


"Tyler, that's awesome."


"Yeah, I'm really excited about it. I think it could be
a perfect fit for me. I'm so nervous about my interview."


"You're going to do great." I smiled at him.
"If you get it, where will you be working?"


"New York."


"You're moving to New York?"


He laughed. "Maybe. I haven't gotten the job yet. But I
think it will be nice to move to the city. At least for awhile. I think a
change will be good."


"I'm going to miss you. I knew you'd be graduating in
the spring, but I didn't think I'd lose you to the big city."


He laughed again. "It's like a two and a half hour
drive from here, tops. We can visit each other all the time. I can third wheel
with you and Professor Hunter. It'll be a blast."


I smiled. "James grew up in the city. He loves it
there. Maybe you two have more in common than you think. I really hope you two
can eventually be friends."


"If I ever lose the urge to punch him in the face,
maybe we can all hang out." Tyler smiled.


"That sounds fair."


"Are you going to your other classes today?" he
asked.


"Yeah. I just want everything to go back to
normal."


"I feel like I should warn you. Everyone's talking
about it. I'm pretty sure it's the most scandalous thing that's happened here
in ages."


"I think if I just act like everything's normal it'll
just blow over."


"Maybe." Tyler leaned forward slightly. "Try
not to let it bother you. If you need me you can call me, you know."


"I know."


"Let me walk you to your next class. It'll make me feel
better."


He was acting weird. How bad was this going to be?
"Yeah that would be great. I have psychology in Gore."


"Okay, let's get going then. My next class is pretty
far from there."


I quickly finished my bagel and we walked out of the shop
together. "Thanks for breakfast, Tyler."


"Of course. When have I ever not paid for one of your
meals?"


"I always offer to pay, I..."


"I'm just kidding. You're going to have to learn to
laugh stuff off if you're going to survive today."


"Is it really that bad? I mean, what are people
saying?"


"It seems like most people really liked Professor
Hunter's classes. Lots of people are blaming this whole thing on you."


"Really?" I was surprised. The things that the
dean had said made it seem like people would think James was a monster.
Seducing students left and right. It made me feel better that people were
blaming me. It almost seemed like it would be easier to deal with. I hated when
people said bad things about James.


"Yeah, I was surprised too. Professor Hunter always
said the weirdest stuff in class. I thought he was an awful professor. Always
talking about lust and inappropriate dreams and stuff. I get it now, though. He
was flirting with you the whole time. So I guess he was just a bad professor in
our class."


I could feel my face turning red. 


"I really thought he was a crazy person."


I laughed awkwardly. "Yeah. We probably could have been
more subtle." 


Tyler shrugged. "I didn't even notice and I knew you.
But looking back on it now, there were a lot of signs."


We stopped outside of Gore Hall. A lot of people stared at
us as they walked by. Maybe they were just staring because my face was red. I
took a deep breath. I was probably imagining it.


"Just try to laugh everything off today, okay? People
are idiots."


"I'm going to be fine. I doubt anyone's going to talk
to me. Especially in Psych. It's a huge lecture hall. I sit by myself."


"Oh, you don't know anyone in that class?"


"It's like 200 people or something ridiculous, but no,
I don't know anyone."


"Maybe I should come with you."


I laughed. "Tyler, I'm not letting you skip another
class. What will the people conducting your interview think next week if you
keep doing that?"


"Psh. I have all As. They're going to think I'm
awesome."


"Still. I'm fine."


"Okay. Well, I guess I'll see you later." He gave
me a hug.


"See, she sleeps with everyone," some girl said as
she walked by us with a group of her friends. They all laughed.


What the hell?


Tyler unwound his arms from me. "Yeah, if that was a
guy I would have punched him in the face." 


I stared at the girl as she entered Gore Hall. 


"You sure you don't want me to stay?" Tyler asked.


"Yeah. I mean, no, you should go to your class. It's
gonna be fine." I wasn't as convinced as I had been a minute ago, though.


"Okay. I'll see you later."


"Good luck on your interview, in case I don't see you
beforehand."


"Thanks, Penny. Remember, laugh it off." He smiled
and walked away.


I remembered the advice that Professor Nolan had given me.
Getting to class early was a bad idea. So instead of entering the classroom, I
went to the bathroom. I sat down in one of the stalls and pulled my phone out
of my pocket. There were no new messages. I thought James might text me after his
conversation with the dean. Maybe they were still talking. Or arguing. 


I heard the door to the bathroom close and two sets of
footsteps entering.


"I can't believe class was canceled," one of the
girls said. "This is so ridiculous. He was such a good professor."


"I know. I can't believe that slut got him fired."


"He probably doesn't even like her. And even if he
does, it won't last long. She ruined his career."


"And she's a home wrecker. What an awful person. I feel
so bad for Professor Hunter. I'm really going to miss his class."


"You're just going to miss staring at him."


The second girl laughed. "So what? He's so dreamy. And
besides, it wasn't like I was going to act on it. I'm not a whore."


I looked down at my hands. I had put James in a terrible
position. I never should have flirted with him. But it always seemed like he
wanted this as much as me. He even promised that he didn't resent me. I still
felt guilty though. Maybe I always would. He had come to teach here because he
needed a fresh start. He was finally happy. Maybe I was messing everything up.
He had finally gotten to be himself. Without his parents or his wife pressuring
him. And now he was stuck again. I was preventing him from teaching. 


Tyler had said he wanted me to be happy. Because he cared
about me. I cared about James. I cared about James so much. Maybe I was being
selfish by being with him. I should just disappear. The university might even
let him teach again. The only requirement was that he had to stop seeing me. And
for the investigation to come back clean.


But there wouldn't have been an investigation if I had never
been with James in the first place. If Isabella had never found out about me,
then he'd still be a professor. He'd still be happy. I waited for the girls to
leave before exiting the stall.


I couldn't laugh this off. I couldn't just dismiss what I
had heard. It was true. Isn't it? I quickly washed my hands and walked
through the hall toward class. The professor was already talking when I opened
the door. I had never been late for a class before. The door made a loud
banging noise when it closed and everyone in the huge lecture hall seemed to
turn and look at me.


"Penny Taylor!" the professor called from the
front of the room.


Fuck, how does she know my name? There were 200 students
in this class. Her knowing my name was not a good thing.


"How nice of you to join us."


A bunch of students in the class snickered.


I found a seat near where I was standing, but when I went to
go sit down, the girl put her backpack on the seat to block me.


Damn it!


"Psst, over here," a boy said who was sitting
several rows ahead of where I was standing. I didn't want to sit next to a guy
I didn't know. But it seemed to be the only option. 


"See me after class, Penny," the professor said
and turned back to the board as I sat down.


What the hell? People came late to class all the
time. It shouldn't have been a big deal at all. Was she going to give me a
lecture about how I was a horrible person too? Well, I didn't want to hear it.
Part of me wanted to get up and leave the class right now, disrupting it for a
second time. 


"Geez, what did you do to set her off?" the boy
next to me whispered.


"Right? People come late to this class all the
time."


"Do you think it has something to do with that thing
with Professor Hunter?"


Of course he knew about that. Everyone knew about that. I
shrugged and tried to pay attention to what the professor was saying.


"Hey, I'm not judging you. Hell, I actually owe you a
thank you. I was getting a C in strategic management. And rumor has it that you
just scored me an A."


"Yeah. You're welcome." At least someone was happy
with me. I wasn't even sure I was happy with myself anymore.


"I'm Eli by the way. I'm in Sigma Pi with Tyler."
He stuck his hand out to me.


I shook his hand. "I'm Penny. But I guess you already
know that."


"Yeah, everyone knows who you are."


He did look familiar. I had probably seen him at one of the
Sigma Pi parties before. "Did Tyler tell you to look out for me or
something?"


"He didn't really put it like that. He just said he
knew I didn't know anyone in this class and neither did you."


"Thanks for letting me sit next to you. I'm not sure
anyone else was going to let me sit next to them."


He smiled and turned back to look at the board.


 


***


 


I shoved my notebook into my backpack. "Thanks again
for letting me sit with you, Eli."


"Of course. What do you think Professor Thornton wants
to talk to you about?"


"I have no idea."


"I'm sure it's nothing bad."


"Hopefully. I guess I'll see you Monday?"


He smiled. "Of course. But I guess I'll actually see
you this weekend at the Sigma Pi formal too."


"Oh. No. I won't be there." Awkward.


"You're not going with Tyler? I thought you two were
like a thing?"


"No, we're just friends. I think he's going with
Natalie."


"Natalie? I've never heard him mention her." Eli
shrugged. "Weird. Well, I'll catch you later, Penny. Good luck with
Professor Thornton."


"Thanks, Eli." I'd have to text Tyler and thank
him for looking out for me yet again. It was weird that one of his frat
brothers didn't even know about Natalie. I hoped he was still taking her to the
formal.


I looked down at my cell phone and tried to ignore the
murmurs as people walked by me. Still nothing from James. I hoped he was
handling the news okay. When there were barely any people left in the room, I
made my way down to the front of the classroom.


Professor Thornton didn't look up from the papers on her
desk. "Your grades are slipping."


"I know. I was distracted. I'm working hard on catching
back up."


"If you think I'm going to go easy on you because of
what's going on, you're wrong."


"I don't expect you to, Professor Thornton."


She finally looked up at me. "I just want to make
things very clear. If you're getting perks in other classes because of your
relationship..."


"I'm not." What the hell?!


"Don't come late to my class again, Penny." She
grabbed her satchel and stood up to leave.


"I was just trying to avoid having to listen to
everyone talking about me before class. I was here early like I always am, I
was just hiding in the bathroom. Where apparently, I couldn't hide from what
people were saying."


She sighed and stopped in her tracks. "I'm sorry about
what people are saying. I just need to make sure that we're on the same page
here."


"We are. I'm going to get my grades back up. I don't
need any assistance with that. You'll see."


"Well, good. Prove me wrong. I hope you do. Because I
have no problem failing students. And I'm not friends with Professor
Hunter." She turned and walked up the stairs toward the exit.









Chapter 30


Friday


I looked down at my paper and winced. C-. I was devastated
when James had stopped talking to me. I had completely fallen apart. All my
grades had seemed to slip. I probably still had a B average in the class. But I
was used to getting As. I had worked hard to make sure I was always above the
3.5 GPA that I needed for my scholarship. It didn't matter if I let my grades
slip now because I had lost my scholarship. But I didn't want to. I liked
getting good grades.


"As you all know, extra credit assignments are due next
Wednesday," my intro to marketing professor said. "If you weren't
motivated before, maybe you will be after getting these grades. Not your best
work, everyone. I expect better next time." Professor McCarty sat down at
his desk. 


Apparently I wasn't the only one that had been slacking
recently. 


"Does anyone have any questions about the
assignment?" 


Professor McCarty had probably mentioned the extra credit
when I had skipped class on Wednesday. I silently pleaded for someone else in
the class to ask about it. I couldn't have been the only one that was absent on
Wednesday. But no one raised their hand. I'd just talk to him after class. I
didn't want everyone to look at me.


"Okay, then. I hope you all have a great weekend. I'll
see you on Monday."


I waited for everyone to leave before going up to the front
of the room. "Professor McCarty?"


He looked up at me. When he did, it was as if his eyes
wandered up my whole body, observing me slowly.


My skin felt cold.


"Ah, Penny Taylor. What can I do for you?"


"Hi, Professor McCarty." I didn't usually talk to
professors. I always sat in the back of the room and never volunteered to
answer questions. "I was absent on Wednesday, so I didn't get to hear
about the extra credit assignment."


"Of course." He opened up a folder and went
through the papers. "I've heard a lot about you recently."


"Umm...yeah. I guess so." 


He pulled a paper out of his folder. "Come here so I
can show you what you need to do." He tapped the desk next to him.


"Okay." Why was he being weird? I needed to get to
my next class. I could read the assignment later. I walked around the desk next
to him and leaned down slightly so I could read the paper.


"So here's the assignment," he said and put his
hand on the small of my back.


I felt frozen in place. Why is he touching me? 


"All you need to do is write about a company that you
think does an excellent job marketing their products."


"Okay." My voice sounded small. I wanted to move,
but my body was frozen. He's just being nice. He's just trying to show me
what I need to do. I took a deep breath.


"Simple really," he said. His hand was still on my
back.


Why couldn't I seem to move? Get off of me.


"But it's not that much extra credit. If you're looking
for something a little more, I think we can probably think of something."
His hand slid down slightly, but it was still on my back.


"Professor McCarty." My voice still sounded small.
"This is enough extra credit. Thank you. I need to get to my next
class."


"Hold on, Penny. I think we can arrange something that
will work for both of us. How about you meet me in my office during lunch today
and we can discuss it?" His has slid down onto my ass. "You want an
A, don't you?"


"Stop." I was whispering. I could feel the sting
of tears coming to my eyes. Why couldn't I move? Why wasn't he listening to me?
"Stop," I said again.


"I'm not going to hurt you, Penny. I'll be gentle. I
think we both know that you're more than willing to do this."


I finally willed my body to react and I did the first thing
I could think of. I slapped him hard across the face and stepped away from him.



He grabbed my wrist hard so I couldn't flee. "I'm just
trying to help you," he said.


"Help me? I don't need your help." I tried to take
a step away from him, but his grip was strong. "What are you doing? You're
my professor." I realized the irony from what I had just said.


Professor McCarty smiled. "And doesn't that make this
all a little more exciting?"


"Let go of me." I pulled my arm as hard as I could
away from him. What a pig.


He dropped my wrist. "I'll make it worth your time.
I've worked at this university for years. I have more of a pull with other
professors than James did."


"I'm going to report you to the dean." I wiped
under my eyes where my tears had started to escape.


Professor McCarty laughed. "And you think Joe will
believe you? You've already slept with at least one professor. No one will
believe you, Penny. Joe definitely won't trust your word over mine. I'll tell
him you came on to me. I know you already have two strikes. You'll be
expelled."


"Fine, get me expelled." I ran over to the door
and ran out of the classroom. I continued to run as fast as I could out of the
building. It didn't matter that people were staring at me. I didn't care
anymore. 


I ran all the way back to my dorm, up the stairs, and into
my room. I let my back slide down the closed door and wrapped my arms around my
legs. After a few minutes the knees of my jeans were completely soaked with
tears. I wasn't sure why I had come here. Everything was better when I was with
James. But I was embarrassed. I told him I could handle this. I wanted to be
strong. 


Besides, one phone call had made me doubt him. I wasn't sure
I deserved his love. And maybe those girls in the bathroom were right. Maybe
he'd be better off without my love. 


I didn't doubt him, though. The feeling had been fleeting. I
trusted him with everything, with every part of me. Maybe he would be better
off without my love, but that didn't mean he didn't want me. And I needed him
right now. I needed his arms around me. I wanted him to tell me everything was
going to be okay. I pulled out my phone and texted him: "Can you come get
me? I'm at my dorm."


His response came in less than a minute. "Why aren't
you in Stat? Are you okay?"


I wiped away my tears. "I'm okay. Please can you
come?" 


My phone buzzed immediately. "I'll be right
there."


I wasn't sure what I was going to tell him about today. He
already had enough to deal with. I didn't want him to have to worry about me on
top of everything else. Maybe it was good that I had come to my dorm and cried
for awhile to get it off my chest.


My phone buzzed. "I'm here. Do you want me to come
up?"


I wiped my eyes and looked down at my phone. How did he know
that was what I wanted? I liked my room. It was warm and cozy. His apartment
was big and cold and empty. I quickly texted him back. "I'll come let you
in."


I blew my nose and then left my room. I just wanted him to
hold me. I didn't want to talk about today. When I opened the door, he was
standing there, concern etched on his face before he had even seen me.


He took the stairs two at a time and wrapped his arms around
me. "Penny, what's wrong?"


His arms around me and his soothing voice made me burst into
tears.


"It's okay," he said and kissed the top of my
head. "It's okay, I'm here." He lifted me into his arms and carried
me through the hallway of my dorm and up the stairs.


I felt safe in his arms. He smelled like his cologne and
sweat. It was my favorite combination of things.


He opened up the door to my room, kicked it closed with his
foot, and then set me down on my bed. He put his hands on the bed on either
side of me. 


I was momentarily distracted by the sight of him. He hadn't
changed out of his workout clothes. He was wearing athletic shorts and no
shirt. It looked like he had thrown on a zip up hoodie at the last second
before coming to get me, but it wasn't zipped. His torso glistened with sweat.
God was he sexy.


"Penny." He grabbed my chin in his hand.
"Talk to me."


"I just wanted to see you. Can you hold me?"


He smiled. "I'm all sweaty."


"I like when you're sweaty."


He smiled again. "Okay, move over." He kicked off
his sneakers and climbed into my bed next to me, wrapping his arms me.


I sighed and pressed the side of my face against his chest.


"If you're upset about your conversation with Joe, I
convinced him to change the incomplete to a withdrawal. It looks better on your
transcript."


"But Mr. Vespelli said you couldn't withdraw from a
class that was canceled."


"Yeah, well Joe was being an asshole."


"Thank you." I listened to his heart beating. 


"If that isn't what's bother you, what is it?"


"It's nothing important."


James was quiet. He ran his fingers through my hair.
"Why did you come here?"


"I don't know. It's cozy."


"Okay." He tilted my head up to his and pushed a
strand of hair out of my face. He seemed hurt that I hadn't come back to his
apartment. Our apartment.


"I'm sorry. Your apartment is so big and it's always
cold. And it was farther away and I was crying."


"Why were you crying?"


"It doesn't matter."


"Penny, no more secrets. Just tell me."


I put my hand under my head to prop myself up. "It's
harder than I thought it would be. I don't know if I can do it James."


"Tell me what happened today."


"It wasn't just one thing. It was everything. It was
awful."


"Tell me." He put his hand on my cheek.
"Please tell me."


"On my way to class I got a text from Professor Nolan
telling me not to come to class. And that the investigation went south or
something. He said Mr. Vespelli would be calling me with details."


"Well, it's good he told you not to come. I'm sure
everyone had a lot of questions. You didn't need to be there for that."


"Yeah. And I ran into Tyler. He took me to
breakfast."


James made a face.


"Stop. As friends. He was being nice. He knew I was
upset."


"Okay. I'm glad that he was there for you. You could
have come home though. I want to be the one that's there for you." 


"You are that person. That's why I asked you to
come."


He pushed another strand of hair out of my face.


"And at breakfast I talked to Mr. Vespelli. He told me
that there were now three girls who accused you of..."


"I know. I talked to him too. Penny, if that's why
you're upset, we've talked about this. You know me. You know how I feel about
you."


"It did upset me. How could it not upset me? But I know
it isn't true. And it was more upsetting that Mr. Vespelli was just going to
give up the investigation. I don't understand why they don't want to find the
truth. They're going to put it in the paper, James. They're going to tell
everyone, and then people will think it's true even though it's not."


"Penny, I want them to stop the investigation. It's
fine. It'll make the news vans go away."


"But those girls lied. Clearly they just wanted to get
As. Mr. Vespelli even said that they all had bad grades in your classes. It's
ridiculous."


"It's fine. The sooner it's over, the sooner things
will go back to normal. Isn't that what you want?"


"I'm not sure anything will ever go back to
normal."


He sighed. "I know. I told you to take the rest of the
semester off. You can switch schools, Penny. You can pick up where you left off
somewhere new in the spring. It's okay. We can go wherever you want."


"That isn't why I don't think things can back to
normal. At breakfast, Tyler warned me that it was going to be bad. Apparently
everyone loves you. Which makes sense. You're very loveable."


He lowered his eyebrows slightly.


"Everyone's mad at me. I was hiding in the bathroom
before Psych and I overheard these girls talking. People are upset that your
classes are canceled. And it's because of me. Because I'm a slut and a whore. I
ruined your career. I ruined your life."


"You saved me. Penny, I was drowning. Don't you see
that? I'm not a professor. I was never meant to be a professor. It was an
escape from my life back in New York. It was just like everything else I've
ever done. It was just another escape."


"But you loved teaching. You were a great
professor."


"I didn't love teaching. The only thing I think I've
ever truly loved is you."


"I don't want to hold you back from..."


"Stop. Please stop. I don't understand why you won't
accept what I'm telling you. You're all I want. You're all I care about."


"I just feel so selfish."


He rubbed my tears away with his thumb. "You're it for
me. I don't know how else I can tell you." He ran the tip of his nose down
the length of mine.


It comforted me whenever he did that.


"If you're going to keep going to class, you need to
ignore what other people say. Because I don't like seeing you cry."


"That wasn't it. That wasn't what made me cry. It just
got worse from there."


It looked like he was in pain. He didn't like when I was
hurting. But I needed to tell him everything that happened. He was right, there
couldn't be any more secrets between us. Not now, when we needed each other more
than ever.


"I got to Psych late because I was upset about what I
heard in the bathroom. The professor called me out and asked me to talk to her
after class. No one wanted me to sit with them. Luckily Tyler had called one of
his frat brothers who had saved me a seat."


James didn't look upset when I mentioned Tyler this time.
"I'll have to thank him for that," he said calmly.


"After class I went to talk to the professor. She told
me my grades were slipping. Which I already knew. But she implied that she thought
I had been getting perks in my other classes because of our relationship."


James sighed. 


"I told her I had gotten to class early, but had been
hiding in the bathroom because I was trying to avoid hearing what everyone was
saying about me. And she basically said that she wasn't sympathetic and wasn't
friends with you, so that she would have no problem failing me."


"What is your professor's name?"


"I don't want you to talk to her. I feel like that will
just make it worse."


"You know that I can find out without you telling
me."


 Of course he could. "Professor Thornton. But please
don't talk to her. I'm going to get my grades back up. When you weren't talking
to me I just fell apart. But I have the rest of the semester to fix it."


"Okay. I won't talk to her. Honestly, I don't even
recognize her name. I don't think I've met her. There probably isn't anything I
could do anyway. I don't know that many professors outside of the business
school."


Professor McCarty. James would know him. I wasn't
sure what he was going to do when I told him. But I had to tell him. I couldn't
go back to that class. And I couldn't go to the dean. Professor McCarty had
made that very clear.


"My intro to marketing class was the worst. It's what
made me cry. I didn't expect anything like this to happen. I didn't expect any
professors to even talk to me. And I was already upset about everything else. I
got a paper back in that class. I got a C-. So when Professor McCarty mentioned
an extra credit assignment, I wanted to do it. But apparently he had already
explained it in the class I missed on Wednesday. And I hate raising my hand in
class. It makes me all nervous and..."


"I know." James picked up my hand and kissed my
palm. "You ramble when you're nervous too. It's incredibly cute." He
kissed my palm again. He looked down at my hand. "It's okay. I want you to
tell me." It was like he knew that I was about to tell him something bad.
He already looked upset. Or maybe he was just upset that I was nervous to tell
him anything.


"So, I waited till class was over and went up to ask
him what the assignment was. He pulled out the paper that it was on and asked
me to come behind his desk so he could explain it to me. I had never really
talked to him before. I sit in the back row. I usually get As on all my papers
and tests. I never had any reason to talk to him."


James was running his thumb up and down each of my fingers.


"He put his hand on my back when I went behind his
desk. I didn't know what to do. I thought he was just being nice. I felt kind of
frozen. I thanked him for the extra credit assignment and told him I had
another class to get to. But he said he thought we might be able to work out
some kind of arrangement that would be better. And he put his hand on my ass.
And I didn't know what to do. I told him to stop. I eventually slapped him. But
he grabbed my wrist. He said he had more connections than you at the
university, so it would be more worth my time. I told him that I was going to
report him to the dean. But he said that if I told Mr. Vespelli, he'd say I had
come on to him. Somehow he knew I had two strikes. He knew I'd be expelled if I
got in trouble again."


James dropped my hand and sat up. "Did you want to stay
here or do you want me to drop you off at the apartment?" He got off the
bed and began to tie his shoes.


"What are you doing?"


"I'm going to go pay your professor a visit."


"James, I don't want you to do anything to Professor
McCarty. That wasn't why I told you about it. I need to know what to do. I
can't go back to class."


"He touched you." James stood up and stared down
at me. He looked so angry. I had made him mad so many times. But not like this.



"And I slapped him."


James shook his head. "I'm going to kill him."


"James!"


"He shouldn't have touched you!" His voice was
loud. People in the rooms next to mine could probably hear him.


"No, he shouldn't have. But that doesn't mean you
should kill him! He didn't even know that we were dating. I just want you to
help me switch classes. I just don't want to see him. And I don't want to be
expelled. I don't want you to hurt him. The last thing I want is for you to do
something that'll get you in more trouble. I just don't know what to do."


James looked down at my left hand. "Marry me."


"What?"


"Let's get married." He ran his hand through his
hair. "And move somewhere where no one knows either one of us. We can
start over together."


"James, you just told my parents a few days ago that
you weren't ready to get married. You just got divorced. That isn't what you
really want. You're just upset."


"I don't want anyone else to touch you ever again. I
don't want anyone else to flirt with you. I want everyone to know that you're
mine."


"I am yours."


"Then marry me. We can go to Vegas right now."


"James, I can't just marry you. I want my parents to be
there. I want my friends to be there. And what about your family? I haven't
even gotten to meet any of them yet. I want them to be there too."


"I don't want a big wedding. I've already done
that."


"That's not what I said. I don't care about having a
big wedding. I just want a few people besides us to be there."


"So that's a definite no?" He put his hands on my
knees.


Did I just reject a proposal from Professor Hunter? I
hadn't even meant to do it. I wanted to marry him. But not like this. Not when
he was mad. "No. I want to marry you. Just not...today. This was hardly a
romantic proposal, Professor Hunter."


He looked down at my left hand again and ran his thumb along
my ring finger. "Romance, got it. Next time I ask, you'll definitely say
yes." He smiled at me.


"If you hadn't said we should go to Vegas right now I
probably would have said yes."


He pushed some of my hair behind my ear. "I wish I
hadn't mentioned Vegas then." He smiled at me. 


"Maybe we should just go somewhere that no one knows
us, though." I wrapped my hands around the back of his neck. "I was
prepared for other students being mean. I never expected my professors
to..." I let my voice trail off.


"You won't be going back to his class. We can transfer
you into a different one. Or you can withdraw from that too. I'll call Joe
now."


"He's not going to let me do that. He's going to expel
me."


"He's not going to expel you." James moved his
hand to the side of my neck. "And if that creep wasn't on tenure, I'm sure
I could get him fired."


"But are you sure you even want to stay here?"


"If this is where you want to be, then yes."


"Can you wait to call Joe? Maybe we can see how we feel
on Monday?"


"Okay. Penny, I'm so sorry."


"You like to apologize when you've done nothing
wrong."


He laughed. "I guess you're rubbing off on me."


His phone started buzzing in his pocket. He kissed my
forehead before pulling his phone out of his pocket. "It's Rob. He's here
early."


"We should probably go then."


"Are you sure you're okay? Are you sure we're okay? I
thought you might be mad at me. I can't believe I gave them the fuel they
needed for the investigation. I never even thought about them searching my
office. I can't believe how careless I was."


"Wait, what? What are you talking about?"


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "Joe didn't tell
you?"


"Tell me what?" What is he talking about? What
did the detectives find in his office? He didn't actually seduce those girls,
did he?


"About the paper with the bad grade on it that I gave
you? The one that you crumpled up and threw at me in my office. I kept it. It
was in my desk. With the cute note you left me after was had sex."


"Oh." Oh. That's how the detectives knew
what had happened between us. Of course. "Why did you keep
that?"


"I just...I didn't want to forget. I thought it was
just going to be a one time thing. And it killed me that it had to be a one
time thing. I thought it was the only thing I could hold on to."


I looked up into his eyes. "That's so sweet."


"And stupid."


"No, it's sweet. Wait, didn't they need a search
warrant to go into your office?"


"I would have thought so too. But the university gave
them permission. My office at the school is technically their property."


"So that's how the detectives knew?"


"I think it was easy to figure out what happened after
seeing those two pieces of paper. Especially since the white out on the paper
with your grade on it wasn't even well done. And if they did a black light
test..."


"That's embarrassing."


James laughed. "Yeah, it is. But it all makes sense
now. I think I know what happened with the other girls too. "Did the
detectives promise you anything if you cooperated with them?"


"Yes, they did. They said they could get my scholarship
back."


"I think the detectives did something similar with the
girls they interviewed. I think they told the girls they would get As in the
class if they agreed with their story. I'm not sure if the detectives knew
about the school's policy or not, or maybe they were just bluffing. But I think
they pressured those girls into agreeing with the story that they told them. A
story they inferred from your grade and the note you left in my office. All
those girls had to do was say yes. 


"That makes sense. The detectives told me what had
happened with the other girls and were just trying to pressure me into agreeing
it was the same way you seduced me. Those assholes. We have to tell the
dean."


"I already told Joe that. He just wants this to
disappear, Penny. And so do I. I don't want you to keep having days like this.
I want it to get better, not worse."


"Are you sure we shouldn't..."


"I'm sure."


"I'm not mad at you for saving the note I left you.
It's ridiculous that you think I'd be mad about that." I smiled up at him.


"So we're okay?"


"Yes." I kissed him and slid off my bed. "I
love you so much, Professor Hunter." I let my hand run down his naked
torso.


He smiled. "Try to remember to call me James in front
of my brother, please." He lightly slapped my ass.


"I'll see what I can do. I'm so excited to meet him.
Give me a second though, I'm sure I look like a hot mess."


"Just hot."


I laughed and walked over to the mirror on the wall. I
quickly wiped away the smudge marks from my mascara and added some concealer
under my eyes so they wouldn't look as puffy. "I'm kind of nervous."


"You don't have anything to be nervous about. He's
going to love you." He wrapped his arms back around me. But his body felt
stiff. He still seemed on edge.


"Are you sure you're okay?" I asked.


"I'm fine."


"James."


"I don't know what you want me to tell you. Of course
I'm upset. I'm pissed. I won't feel better until I've punched him in the
face."


"Please, please don't do that."


"Penny, he touched you."


"Can we please just focus on your brother visiting?
Just forget about it for now. I don't want to think about it anymore. Let's
just have a fun weekend."


"I'll try."


"Okay, come on, let's go. I want to meet him!"


James laughed.


"What's he like?"


He grabbed my hand and led me out of my dorm room.
"He's...fun."


"You mean like funny?"


"No, I wouldn't say funny. He likes to have a good time.
I invited him to stay with me when I didn't have you. He's good at distracting
me." He looked down at me as we exited the building.


I laughed. I didn't want to think about when we weren't
together. Just thinking about it made my chest hurt. "Is he like you at
all?"


"Like me? He looks a little like me, I guess."


"Yeah, I've seen his picture. I mean, is he like you
personality wise?"


James opened up the car door for me. 


I quickly got in and watched him walk around the front of
the car. He seemed to be pondering the question.


"No," he said as he climbed in and buckled his
seatbelt. "He's not really like me at all. He's kind of the opposite of
me."


"What do you mean?"


"He's not independent."


"What does that mean exactly?"


"He lives off my parents' money. He's never held a job
for more than a few weeks." James pulled out of the parking lot.


"Oh. So is he close with your parents?"


"It's funny. I felt like I was the only one of my
siblings who ever listened to them. And they like me the least."


"I'm sure that isn't true."


He didn't say anything.


"Do your parents know about me? Do they know about your
divorce?"


"They know I filed for divorce. I told them about it
before I did it. They tried to talk me out of it."


"And what about me?"


"I haven't talked to them since I left New York."


"They haven't tried to talk to you at all? That was
almost a year ago."


He glanced at me for a second before turning his attention
back to the road. "I didn't say that."


"So they have tried to talk to you? And you haven't
taken their calls or something? James, maybe..."


"Penny. It's better this way."


I thought about the tickets he had given me to the Macy's
Thanksgiving Day Parade. They hadn't really been tickets to meet his family. He
had just said that I could meet them if I wanted to because I had asked.


"I'll have to meet them eventually."


"I know. How about you meet Rob first. Then you can
decide if you want to meet the rest of my family."


"I think Rob sounds great. Does he know about me?"


"No, actually. He doesn't even know that my divorce is
final."


"So he thinks that it's just going to be two single
rich bachelors in a college town? He's going to hate me."


James laughed. "He's not going to hate you."


"He probably thinks you're going to go out every night
and pick up girls."


"I'm sure he wishes that's what we would be doing. But
he knows I wouldn't have done that whether I had a girlfriend or not."


"Why wouldn't you if you were single? Wasn't that kind
of the point of inviting Rob to live with you in the first place? To get over
me?"


"I don't go to bars and pick up women. I like to
practice self-control, Penny."


Self-control. Was he referring to his addiction
problem? I looked out the window. Maybe if he had sex with one college student
that he picked up at a bar he wouldn't be able to stop until he had sex with
all of them. 


"So what made you give into temptation with me?"


"You. I've never been so instantly attracted to someone
in my life. You're different than other girls I've met. You chose option
two."


I laughed. "Our day in New York was perfect. I'll
always choose option two."


"I know. And I couldn't seem to control myself around
you." He glanced at me again. "Not because I'm addicted to you."


"I don't care if you're addicted to me, you know. I'm
addicted to you."


He pulled to a stop at a light. "That's different,
Penny."


"Is it that different?"


"When I'm low I feel like I can't breathe. Even when I
indulge in whatever it is I'm addicted to. It's just an escape. But with you, I
feel like I can finally breathe for the first time. You're not an escape.
You're a new way of living that I didn't even know was possible." His
Adam's apple rose and fell.


That was a fine line. A very fine line. When he wasn't
talking to me I felt like I couldn't breathe. Maybe I was the one who had an
addiction problem. 


"Shit."


I turned my attention to the road. The reporters were
blocking the entrance to the parking garage. I had dealt with enough today.
This whole thing was ridiculous. They couldn't sit out here forever in their
vans. This needed to end. I unbuckled my seatbelt.


"Penny, stay in the car."


I opened the door, ignoring him.


"Damn it, Penny!"


I slammed the car door. "What do you want to know? Why
are you standing out here? Don't you have anything else to report on? This
isn't news."


"Penny! How do you feel about the recent findings in
the investigation?" One of the news reporters approached me, quickly
followed by her cameraman. "Did you know that James was..."


"He wasn't. He hasn't done anything wrong. What is
wrong with you people?"


James was beside me in a second. He grabbed my arm.
"Penny, get in the car now."


"Is that how this started? Him telling you what to do?
Did he force you..."


James put his hand in front of the video camera lens that
was in our faces.


"Penny." His voice was stern.


"He didn't force me to do anything. Haven't any of you
been in love? James is kind, and caring, and wonderful."


"He cheated on his wife in order to be with you."


"He didn't. Stop standing out here harassing us and go
do your job. You're just spreading rumors. This isn't news!"


"We don't have any other comments at this time,"
James said and stepped in front of me.


Why was he being like this? Why wouldn't he stand up for
himself? I climbed back into the car. Everyone else at this school was an
asshole. Girls were lying to get As. The dean was just accepting crappy
detectives' opinions in order to sweep this whole mess under the rug. And these
reporters had chosen us to harass? This was ridiculous.


James slammed the door when he got back in the car and laid
his hand down on the horn. The reporters didn't back away until he started to
slowly move the car forward. He didn't say anything as he pulled into the
parking garage. But I could tell he was mad. His hands were gripping the
steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles were turning white. He pulled into
his parking spot and got out of the car. I had to chase him to the elevator
doors that had already opened.


"James, I'm sorry. But this needs to stop. They can't
stay out there forever."


He shook his head and hit a button on the elevator. The
elevator came to an abrupt stop. "What the hell is wrong with you?"


"It doesn't make any sense that they're out there.
They're being relentless."


"And you just made it worse. I specifically asked you
not to talk to them."


"James. Doesn't it make you mad? Why won't you defend
yourself?"


"I know you've had a bad day. But I'm trying very hard
to remain calm right now. I need to know that you'll listen to me when I ask
you not to do something."


"If you won't defend yourself, I'll defend you.
Everyone at this school already hates me. I don't care anymore."


"What you just did is going to make it worse. Not
better. That's going to be all over the news tonight."


"Good. I want everyone to know that you're not a bad
person. It sucks walking around campus hearing people say bad things about me.
But I can deal with that. What I can't handle is people saying bad things about
you."


"And I can't stand that you have to hear bad things
about you. I'm used to getting my way. I don't know how to fix this. I never
expected this to happen." He leaned against one of the walls in the
elevator.


"I know. You're used to being in control. And I'm
infuriating." I shrugged.


He gave me an exasperated laugh. "I can't think
straight when I'm with you. I'm so unbelievably mad at you right now. But all I
want to do is fuck you in this elevator." 


I swallowed hard. "I'm sorry."


"I'm sorry too." He looked down for a second and
then back up at me. "If you think it will help, I'll talk to them. It
might help around campus."


"Not if you're going to take all the blame."


He closed the distance between us in the elevator, pressing
my back against the cold steel. "You really are infuriating." He
leaned down and kissed me hard, sending shivers of desire through my whole
body. I didn't like when he was mad at me. But I liked this. I liked that it
made him want me in a different way.


My fingers slipped beneath the back of his hoodie and up his
muscular back. 


He grabbed my hands and pushed them against the side of the
elevator. "There are cameras in here. And Rob is waiting for us upstairs.
I had the front desk let him up."


"Okay." 


"To be continued?" He ran the tip of his nose down
the length of mine.


"I kind of wish Rob hadn't come early."


James laughed and let go of my hands. "Your face is
flushed." He rubbed his hand along my cheek.


"No kidding."


He smiled. "Ready to meet my little brother?"


"Absolutely."


James hit the button that had made the elevator stop. I
pressed my thighs together and leaned against the side of the elevator. Making
me incredibly horny before meeting his brother was an odd choice. I took a deep
breath. I needed to calm down. I had already been nervous to meet Rob. Now I
was going to be more awkward than usual. The doors of the elevator slowly
opened.


"Finally, man!"


I turned my head to see Rob in the kitchen. He was sitting
in front of a pizza box at the counter. Rob looked a lot like James. He was
slightly shorter and tanner. His jaw line wasn't quite as sharp and his hair
was shaggy. And he dressed a lot differently. Way more like a college student.
His jeans had holes in them and he was wearing a flannel shirt over his v-neck
t-shirt. I had thought that Professor Hunter was a college student when I
bumped into him. If I had met his brother in the same situation, I wouldn't
have had a doubt in my mind.


He tossed a piece of crust back in the box and walked over
to James. I thought they were going to hug, but instead Rob wrapped his arms
around James and lifted him off the floor slightly. "It's so good to see
you!" he said really loudly. It looked like it made James super
uncomfortable. I couldn't help but laugh. Rob's good mood was contagious.


Rob set James back down on his feet and leaned close to
James. "Dude, is this seriously Ellen? You didn't tell me she was super
hot. Please tell me you're tapping that?"


I was sure he had meant to whisper that. He must have just
been really bad at whispering. No one talked like that. I could feel my face
turning even more red.


"No." James sounded mad. "That's not Ellen.
That's..."


"Shit, are you serious? I get my own housekeeper? I
should have come here ages ago." He patted James on the chest and walked
over to me. "I'm Rob." He put his hand out for me to shake.


"Penny." What the hell is happening? I
shook his hand.


"So tell me about yourself, Penny." He leaned
against the counter and locked eyes with me. It was so strange. His eyes were
so similar to James'. It was unnerving. 


"For starters, I'm not a housekeeper."


His smile got even bigger and he looked over his shoulder at
James. "You're the best brother ever. 


"Jesus, stop talking, Rob." James walked over and
wrapped his arm around my shoulders.


"So..." Rob looked back and forth between us.
"You are fucking then?"


"No, Rob. Or, well, yes actually."


Oh my God! This seemed way worse than telling my
parents about our relationship. 


"This is my girlfriend." James squeezed my
shoulder.


"Wait, what? What about the troll?"


"We're divorced."


"Seriously?! I didn't really think you had the balls to
cut that cord."


James laughed.


I was pretty sure James and his brother had the strangest
relationship ever. But I liked Rob for referring to Isabella as a troll. It
helped redeem his inappropriateness. I was almost positive he thought I was a
hooker that James had gotten for him.


"Okay, wow. So, we should probably start over,"
Rob said to me.


"Yeah." I laughed and stuck my hand back out to
Rob. "Let's just pretend that didn't happen."


Rob laughed. "No, actually that's a great story. I
can't wait to tell people I thought my brother's new girlfriend was a
prostitute. And it's a compliment really. You're hot. I'm sure you get that all
the time."


"Only recently."


James tightened his grip on my arm. 


Rob laughed again. "She's funny. And young. You look
really young. How old are you?"


"20."


Rob stared at me for a second and then looked back up at
James. "Oh shit! Don't even say it. She's your student, isn't she? Oh my
God, this is golden. The perfect son is fucking one of his students? I love it.
Do Mom and Dad know?"


"Okay, we need to talk for a second." James let go
of my shoulder and walked toward the living room, grabbing Rob's arm on the
way.


"Does he get mad at you a lot too?" Rob yelled
over his shoulder. "I bet that makes things exciting in bed."


"Shut up," James said.


That was the last thing I heard. I knew that James was
embarrassed. But I liked Rob. He seemed so carefree. I thought he'd be a good
influence on James. And James described him really well. Fun was the perfect
word.


I sat down at the counter and picked up a slice of pizza. It
was well past lunchtime now and I was starving. I had finished my slice by the
time they walked back into the kitchen.


"Ugh, I have to share my pizza with her too? This is
the worst." Rob laughed and sat down next to me. "Just kidding. Have
all the pizza that you want. James caught me up on the whole illicit student
professor affair thing. So apparently now I won't say anything that will
embarrass him. And I'm sorry that I thought you were a prostitute."


"It's fine," I laughed.


"Thanks for helping get the troll back under her
bridge. I owe you one. I tried to get rid of her for years. But I just made fun
of her all the time. She was so stuck up. She always had the craziest reactions
to stuff. If I had mistaken her for a hooker, I'm pretty sure she would have had
a heart attack. I always thought I'd be the one to make her run screaming. I'm
sure sucking her husband's cock made it easier for you to be victorious,
though."


"What did we just talk about?" James said.


"Dude, chill. I'm sure Penny and I are on the same page
here." 


I started laughing. James was right. Rob was like the exact
opposite of him. I wasn't even sure how two people so different could be
related. But they were cute together. They balanced each other out somehow. I
liked seeing James out of his element. If he couldn't control me, he definitely
couldn't control Rob.


 "See, she thinks I'm funny." He grabbed another
slice of pizza. "So what do you two usually do on a Friday night?"


Last Friday night we went to a Halloween party. And James
ended up punching one of my friends in the face." I decided to leave off
the fact that I had wound up in the hospital. It was a better story without it.


James pressed his lips together.


Rob laughed. "Sounds fun. I bet we could find a good
Halloween party to go to tonight."


"Or we can stay in. Penny and I have been practicing
what it would be like if we were under house arrest."


"That sounds awful. Did you say you were only 20,
Penny?"


"Yeah."


"So a bar is out. Crashing a college party it is."
He rubbed his hands together.


"I think it's probably best if I stay away from college
parties for awhile," James said.


"Oh, because of the whole rapey thing?"


James made a face. "I need to go shower. Maybe you can
give him a tour, Penny?"


"Sure."


"And stop saying inappropriate stuff to my girlfriend,
Rob."


Rob shrugged. "I don't think I've even said anything
that inappropriate."


James kissed my cheek. At the same time he shoved Rob's
shoulder.


Rob laughed as James disappeared into the bedroom. 


"He really likes you," Rob said, grabbing another
slice of pizza and standing up.


"Why do you say that?" I knew how much James loved
me. But I was curious why his brother thought he did.


"He only gets super defensive around girls he likes.
And if you're wondering, he wasn't like that with the troll."


I laughed. "I don't understand why he ever went through
with marrying her if he didn't love her."


"That's because you haven't met my parents yet. James
is the prodigal son. And thank God he took the bullet, because they would have
forced her on me next. I'm surprised they haven't called me already, saying
that she's single." I must have made a face because he added, "I'm
just kidding, they're not demonic. How about that tour, Penny?"


"Right." I quickly stood up. "Are you
thirsty?" I walked over to the fridge and grabbed a cherry coke.


"No, I'm good." 


I could feel him staring at me as I poured the soda into a
glass and added the can into the recycling bin.


"Are you living here?"


I felt my face blushing again. "Um, yeah. Kind of. He
just asked me to move in. But I haven't moved all my stuff in yet." 


"So I guess that makes us roomies."


"I guess so. Have you already walked around?"


"No, not really. But this is the kitchen obviously. The
living room and dining room." He pointed to the rooms that were open to
the kitchen.


"Mhm. And that's James' bedroom through that
door."


"Well, your room together right? Or are we
sharing?" He flashed me a smile.


"Oh, yeah, our room. And if I wasn't sleeping in there,
we have two guest rooms. So we wouldn't ever have to share a room. In any
situation." What am I saying? I wished James hadn't left me alone
with his brother so soon. I was so nervous. 


He started laughing. "You're fun to mess with. I like
you already. Okay, show me my room."


I walked past him toward the hallway. Could I be any more
awkward? "I guess you have your choice of rooms. There's this
one." I opened up the first door in the hallway.


"That bed probably isn't big enough for both of us. I
really like to spread out when I sleep."


"I'm not..."


He started laughing again. "I can see why James fell
for you." He walked out of the bedroom.


"That's the guest bathroom."


"Sweet," he said and poked his head into the room
for a second and then turned back to me.


"And the other bedroom." I pointed to the third
door.


He opened it up and looked inside. "Damn, same sized
bed. I guess we just weren't meant to be." He winked at me.


"I guess not." I still heard the shower running. Come
on, James. I was running out of rooms to show Rob, and I wasn't sure what
he was going to want to talk about next. "That's a game room I guess. It
has a pool table and a bar."


"Now that's my kind of room." He opened up the
door and started laughing.


I walked in after him. Oh fuck. James and my clothes
were still strewn all over the room. I hadn't even thought about cleaning them
up. My face had to be scarlet.


"I'm guessing this is yours?" Rob was holding up a
lacy thong on his index finger.


Oh my God. "Of course it's mine." I grabbed
my thong out of his hand.


"I didn't realize how kinky my brother was."


"He's not. We were just...doing laundry." Doing
laundry? What the hell?


"Laundry?" He laughed. "Your clothes didn't
make it. There's nothing to be embarrassed about. Kinky girls are the best. How
about a drink, Penny?"


"I'm good." I was still holding my glass of cherry
coke.


"At least let me add to that for you."


"I probably shouldn't."


"What, because you're 20? Trust me, James had his fair
share of drinks before he was 21." He walked behind the bar and opened up
the small fridge. He popped the top off a beer and took a sip. "Besides,
you can't tell me that a hot college chick who fucks her professor and plays
strip pool doesn't also drink?" He grabbed a bottle of vodka off the
shelf. "You seem to like breaking the rules." He held up the bottle
and raised his left eyebrow. Just like James always did when he was challenging
me.


"You don't have much of a filter, do you?"


He laughed. "Give me your glass."


I walked over to him and put my glass down on the bar. He
poured way more than a shot of vodka into it.


"Cheers," he said and lifted up his glass.


"Cheers." I knocked mine against his and took a
sip. I could barely taste the soda.


"So is this going to get me in trouble?" he asked.


I laughed. "No, I don't think so. Sometimes it's hard
to tell what will set James off though."


"Yeah, tell me about it. He actually seems more relaxed
than I've seen him in a long time. You must be good in bed."


What the fuck? He really didn't have a filter. I
couldn't tell whether he was flirting with me or just completely messing with
me. I laughed awkwardly. 


He looked over at the clothes all over the room again.
"But seriously, please tell me you have some single friends. Preferably
ones who are super kinky and blush as much as you."


"I'm not sure any of my friends could handle you."


"What? I'm a nice guy. I'm just messing with you
because you're dating my brother. That's what little brothers do. Are you an
only child or something?"


"Yes." 


"Then I guess you wouldn't understand."


Was that really what little brothers did? That sounded
awful. I had always wished for a sibling. Maybe I was better off without one.
"I guess not. But I don't think little brothers are supposed to flirt with
their older brother's girlfriends."


"I'm not flirting with you. Okay, sorry, maybe I was a
little. But usually said girlfriends aren't closer to the little brother's age
and super, super hot. I've been in Costa Rica for six months. It's been a long
time since I've gotten laid by an American college student."


I rolled my eyes at him.


"How serious are you guys anyway?"


"He quit his job for me. He asked me to move in." He
asked me to marry him an hour ago.


"Right, right. So back to your friends then..." He
leaned on the bar. "Or if you have a twin or something. Oh fuck, now I'm
going to have dreams about threesomes. You're killing me!"


"With me and James? That's pretty weird..."


He started laughing again. "No, I'm not into devil's
threesomes. Especially with my brother. I meant with you and your twin."


"I don't have a twin."


"Ah, yeah, I guess you did say that you were an only
child. Just my luck." He took a long sip of his beer. "What year are
you anyway?"


"I'm a sophomore."


"A sophomore? So how did you and James happen
exactly?"


"I thought you said he caught you up?"


"He said that you were his student. And that he quit to
be with you. And that all those news vans are out there because the school
thinks he slept with tons of other students too. But I doubt that's true. Cause
look at you."


I laughed. I was pretty sure he was just messing with me.
James was wrong; Rob was funny. Fun and funny. "We ran into each other
before I realized he was my professor. He was going into the coffee shop and I
was going out. We bumped into each other and I spilled coffee all over myself.
So he let me borrow his sweater. It was really sweet. I never even thought I'd
see him again. But then the next day I went to my 8 a.m. class and he walked
in. I was completely shocked that he was my professor."


"Very cute. But I don't get it. How did you wind up
together?"


"It progressed pretty slowly. We ran into each other
late one night on Main Street after I had a bad time at this frat party. And he
walked me home. He gave me his number, under the premise that he was concerned
about me walking home alone at night." Talking about everything made me
smile. I loved him so much. "We kind of flirted in class a lot. And what
really set it off was that he gave me a bad grade when I thought I deserved an
A. So I stormed into his office." I could feel myself blushing again.
"The rest is history."


"So you fucked in his office?" 


"Um, yeah." And it was incredibly hot.


"See...you're very kinky. I think I want to become a
professor. I guess they have a vacancy now, huh?"


I laughed. "Professor's aren't supposed to do that.
That's why James doesn't have a job anymore. You're better off just going to
that Halloween party you mentioned if you want to hook up with a college
girl."


He laughed. "Yeah, I'm just kidding anyway. I could not
be a professor. Besides for the hot students, it sounds incredibly boring. I'm
not sure what James was even doing here. I kind of thought he'd be here for a
few months and then go back to New York. I get it now though."


I wondered how much Rob knew about James. Maybe he didn't
even know about James addiction problem. But he had known that James didn't
love Isabella. Maybe they were closer than I originally thought. And James had
asked him to live here for awhile. 


"He didn't stay because of me. We only met at the
beginning of this semester. I think he just needed a change from New
York."


"Yeah, me too. But Costa Rica wasn't it for me either.
I'm thinking a college town is right where I belong." He gave me his
dazzling smile. "So, what kind of weird stuff is James into?"


"What?"


"You know. Give me something good so I can make fun of
him when he gets out of the shower."


"He's not into anything weird." He just likes
being in control and spanking me when I've done something bad. I bit my
lip.


"You're totally lying. Come on, tell me. This is going
to be hilarious."


I heard the shower turn off. "There isn't anything
weird."


"Please, Penny. All we ever do is mess with each other.
It's going to be funny, I promise."


I wanted to bond with him. "I don't know. Sometimes he
spanks me."


A smile spread across Rob's face. "So that's what
you're into? I'll spank you right now if you want."


I folded my arms across my chest. "You're kind of
ridiculous."


"Thanks. You're kind of sexy. Nah, that's a lie. You're
super sexy."


James walked into the room and looked down at the clothes on
the ground. "Oops," he said and wrapped his arms around me. 


I looked up at him and laughed. It almost seemed like he
remembered that our clothes were all over the room. Had he made me give Rob the
tour on purpose? I didn't understand sibling pranks at all. James smelled so
good.


"Your girlfriend and I had lots of fun while you were
in the shower," Rob said.


"What was so much fun?" James said.


"Well, let's see. All sorts of stuff. I think we really
hit it off. Especially after I gave her a proper spanking. Oh, and here's your
girlfriend's bra back." Rob pulled my bra out from behind the bar and
tossed it at James.


Oh God.


James lowered his eyebrows. "I guess you decided to
keep being inappropriate?"


"Absolutely. Besides, if I recall correctly, you've
stolen a few girlfriends from me."


"That was a long time ago. And you weren't in love with
them."


"Love? Really?" asked Rob. "I just assumed it
was about the great sex. I thought that was all you really cared about?"


James' body seemed to stiffen slightly. "That was also
a long time ago."


"So Penny's bad in bed? I find that very hard to
believe."


James laughed. "No. I'd be lying if I said that wasn't
part of the reason I fell in love with her."


"James." I lightly pushed on his chest. This
conversation was so awkward. They were talking about me like I wasn't there.


"What, it's true." He put his lips to my ears.
"You're also amazing on the pool table."


I could feel my face turning red again. "You guys are
super immature."


"Said the hot 20 year old." Rob put down his empty
beer bottle. "Okay, come on, James. I need to get laid before I steal your
girlfriend."


"I'd really rather stay in."


"You're my wingman."


"You two should go. You'll have fun." I smiled up
at James.


"Yeah, I don't know." He looked down at me. I knew
he was concerned about me. Professor McCarty hitting on me. Me snapping at the
reporters. It hadn't exactly been a good day.


"Really. Just don't be super sleazy like your
brother."


"Hey! I'm not sleazy. Horny, yes. Sleazy, no. I'll take
care of your boyfriend. I won't let him do anything stupid."


"See. You're in good hands." Kind of. I
wasn't sure how much I trusted the hands of James' sleazy, horny younger
brother. But James needed to blow off some steam. And if there was anything I
was sure of, it was that Rob was fun.


"If you're sure you're okay."


"I'm fine. You got me that huge T.V. I think I'll be
plenty entertained."


"Awesome. Let's go," Rob said and walked past us.


As soon as Rob was out of the room, James leaned down and
kissed me. "I want to stay with you."


"Yeah, me too. But I think maybe a night out with Rob
will be good for you."


"I'm sorry that he's so...well, inappropriate."


"I think he's great. I mean, yes, super inappropriate.
But I think he's just trying to be funny. I hope. I don't know, I like him.
He's nice."


"Nice isn't exactly the word I'd use for him."


I shrugged. "So you're all about sex, huh?"


He ran his hand through his hair. "No. I mean, I told
you about my past."


"Does Rob know about everything? He won't let you
go...overboard?"


"Yeah, he knows."


"So you're in good hands."


"I guess." James smiled down at me. "If he's
ever bothering you, just let me know. He's all talk. He's harmless."


"He's fine. I'm getting used to taking care of
myself."


James frowned.


"I just mean I'm getting thicker skin. I didn't mean
because you aren't taking care of me."


"Okay." He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my
ear. "Tomorrow I'd like to go shopping for some stuff that will make our
apartment more comfortable. Whatever you want. I want you to feel at home
here."


"That sounds perfect."


He leaned down and kissed me again. "Try not to fight
with the press while I'm gone."


"I'll be on my best behavior."


"Me too. Text me if you need anything." He kissed
me once more and pulled away from me.


"I will." I picked up my pants off the floor and
folded them.


He smiled at me on his way out the door. I heard him and Rob
laughing and then it was completely quiet. I wondered if they always acted that
way with each other's girlfriends. I had expected James to get super angry with
Rob. But he had just thought it was funny. It was so nice seeing him laugh. I
grabbed the rest of our folded clothes and walked down the hallway.


After putting our clothes in the hamper, I went back out
into the living room and sat down on the couch. James had finished mounting the
T.V. on the wall. I turned it on and picked up one of the many remotes. It took
me awhile to figure out how to use it, but I eventually got Shark Tank on. I
loved watching Kevin O'Leary make fun of everyone. This was probably my top choice
for a Friday night. Although I'd prefer to be snuggled up with James while I
watched it. His apartment seemed eerily quiet despite the T.V. being on. I
turned up the volume. I had never been alone here before. Maybe after we picked
out a few things together I'd be more comfortable.


My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out. James had
sent me a picture of him and Rob sitting at a bar. Rob was giving me the middle
finger. Or maybe he was giving it to James. I laughed. It was the only picture
I had of James. I touched the screen. He was so handsome. He'd probably have to
beat off all the drunk girls at the bar with a stick. Hopefully Rob would just
give the middle finger to everyone that came up to them.


I had an unread message from Tyler. I opened it up and
smiled. "I hope your day was okay. I was thinking about you. Did you meet
Eli?"


"Yes, Eli saved me from having to stand in the corner
of the lecture hall. Thanks for telling him to save me a seat."


I was surprised to see my phone buzz right away. I guess
since we were just friends now, there was no protocol about waiting a certain
amount of time to text back. 


"I'm glad I could help. What are you and Professor
Hunter up to tonight?"


"He's out with his brother who's visiting from out of
town. I'm watching Shark Tank."


"I'm watching too. I'm waiting for Kevin to start
talking about his wine club."


"I know! I love when he does that." I glanced back
up at the T.V. It was such good quality that I could almost see each of Kevin's
pores. Little T.V.'s had their advantages.


"It's definitely the best part of the show. I'm DVRing
it. I can pause it if you want to come over."


"That's very tempting. But I've had a pretty crappy
day. I think I just want to stay in. Thanks, though." I could just imagine
how James would react if he came back and I was gone.


"What happened?"


I looked up at the T.V. Maybe another perspective would be
good. Tyler's first reaction probably wouldn't be to punch Professor McCarty in
the face. But I didn't want to talk about it. I didn't want to think about how
I felt frozen. His hand lingered on my ass for close to a minute before I got
the courage to slap him. Just thinking about it made me feel sick to my
stomach. "I'm just not sure I can do this anymore. I think maybe I should
try to change schools. All of this just seems too hard."


My phone started ringing. I guessed that wasn't a sufficient
answer. "Hi, Tyler," I said, putting my phone to my ear.


"Penny, really, what happened?"


"It's nothing." I could hear my voice catch in my
throat.


Tyler was silent.


"It was really stupid. I don't even know why I'm upset
about it. My intro to marketing professor made a pass at me. He wanted to work
out an arrangement for extra credit or something. I don't know. Like I said, it
was dumb." I felt so weak. I wanted be able to believe that it wasn't a
big deal. But it was. I wished James would come home.


"Penny, that's not..." he sighed into the phone.
"You should be upset. Shouldn't you tell the dean about this?" Tyler
had said I should tell the dean about Professor Hunter. But this was different.
He wasn't saying it out of spite this time.


 "He said he'd say I came onto him if I tried to tell
the dean about it. I got two strikes for what happened with James. I'll be
expelled if I do anything else wrong." I wiped my eyes with the back of my
hand. I felt so stupid.


"Have you told James?"


"Yeah. He said he thought he could fix it. But I don't
know if I even want him to try. Today was harder than I thought it would be.
Everyone's so mad at me."


"I'm not mad at you. And I'm sure everyone who wasn't
doing well in James' classes love you."


I laughed. "Yeah, Eli seemed happy about it."


"See."


I sighed and leaned my head against the back of the couch.
"I just don't want to be here anymore."


Tyler was silent for a few seconds. "Where would you
go?"


"I don't know. I think James wants to go back to New
York. Maybe I can try to enroll in NYCU or something in the spring. I want to
finish school. I just don't know if I can here."


"That would be kind of awesome if you went to New York.
If I get that job I'm not going to know anyone when I move there after
graduation."


"Yeah, it would be nice." I thought back on my pro
con list I had made between James and Tyler. One of Tyler's cons had been that
I didn't know where he'd end up after graduation. It was weird that we might
end up in the same place after all. "Ah, Kevin's talking about his wine
club!"


"Yes!"


We were both silent as we watched Kevin O'Leary go off on a
weird rant about the Confrérie des Chevaliers du Tastevin.


"I'm pretty sure those people aren't going to get a
deal now," I said.


"No way. So what's Professor Hunter's brother
like?"


"Like the complete opposite of James. He's not reserved
at all. He says the most inappropriate stuff. But he's really funny. It was
nice having him here tonight. He kind of made me forget about everything going
on. I think he makes James really happy."


"Well that's good. Professor Hunter always seemed very
tightly wound in class."


"Yeah. So are you excited for the formal tomorrow? Are
you still going with Natalie?"


"Mhm. It should be fun." He didn't sound
convincing at all. 


"Melissa is really excited about it."


"Isn't Melissa always really excited about
everything?"


I laughed. "Fair enough." The show had just ended.
I had been right, the couple hadn't gotten a deal. "I think I might head
to bed early."


"Okay. I need to get back to going through possible
interview questions anyway. I was just taking a break to watch Shark
Tank."


"I never thought you'd be one to stay in on a Friday
night studying and watching T.V."


"I really want this job."


"Well, you should be super prepared. I really hope you
get it."


"Thanks, Penny. Text me if you want to toilet paper
your pervy intro to marketing professor's house or something."


I laughed. "That's actually a really good idea. I'll
think about it."


"Night, Penny."


"Night, Tyler." I hung up the phone and looked
back up at the T.V. I wasn't sure if I'd actually be able to fall asleep. I
flipped through the channels. There were tons of scary movies on because it was
getting so close to Halloween. After several minutes of searching, I turned the
T.V. off. I just wanted today to be over. And I missed James. It had only been
a few hours since he had left. I wanted him to have a good time tonight. He
needed this.


I wasn't sure when I had become a needy girlfriend. Maybe I
always had been. We fought a lot. He had been right when he said I took up a
lot of his time. No wonder he didn't have any hobbies. He had said that Rob
wasn't independent. I wanted to be independent. I wanted to be able to take
care of myself. 


I climbed into Professor Hunter's bed. Our bed. I
loved that the sheets smelled like him. I couldn't seem to help it. I wanted to
be with him all the time. Especially right now. When I closed my eyes I kept
picturing myself behind Professor McCarty's desk. Maybe I should toilet paper
his house. Eventually I drifted off into a fitful sleep. 


 


***


 


I sat up with a start. Something had awakened me. I reached
my hand out, but James still wasn't in bed. It felt like my heart was beating
out of my chest. I heard the noise again. Laughter. It was just James and Rob
laughing. I looked at the alarm clock. It was almost 2 a.m. I sighed and laid
back down. I yawned and closed my eyes. Scary movies always freaked me out, even
though I had just seen clips as I was channel surfing. 


The bedroom door squeaked open. I rolled over and looked at
James as he walked into the room. I could just make out him taking off his
shirt from the little bit of moonlight shining through the curtains into the
bedroom. He stumbled to the side slightly and started laughing again.
"Shit," he mumbled as he almost fell over. He tossed his shirt into
the middle of the floor.


"Are you okay?" I climbed out of bed. I could
smell the alcohol on him. 


"Hey, baby." His voice was deep and soothing. His
smile was electric. I don't think I had ever seen him like this before. He was
drunk. He was really, really drunk. 


"Do you want some help?" I didn't want him to fall
over and hurt himself. 


"God you're beautiful." He put his hand on the
side of my face. "I missed you tonight."


"I missed you." 


"You're really, really beautiful, Penny."


I smiled at him. "You've already said that." He
was cute when he was drunk. 


He laughed and then looked past me at the bed. "Oh, shit,
did I wake you up? I thought I was being really quiet."


I laughed as I unhinged his belt for him and pulled it out
of his belt loops. "You weren't being quiet at all. I heard you guys
laughing. You scared me. I thought someone had broken in or something."


He started to laugh again. "No. No, no, it's just me.
It's just me, baby." He was looking at me in that hungry way. "I'm
glad you're awake, though."


I unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans for him. "You're
drunk. You should probably get some sleep."


"I don't want to sleep. I missed you. I want you. I've
been waiting to have you all day." He ran his hand through his hair.


How was he so sexy when he was drunk? No one was sexy when
they were drunk. I pressed my thighs together. "It's the middle of the
night."


"You told my brother that I like to spank you. But you
didn't tell him how much you like it. How wet you get just thinking about it.
You like getting punished. And if I recall, you were very, very bad
today."


And just like that, I was awake, wanting him, needing him. I
was just wearing one of his t-shirts and a pair of underwear. I pulled off the
t-shirt. Without a word, I turned around and placed my hands on the mattress,
arching my back. 


His hands were on me in less than a second, pushing my
underwear down my thighs. He spanked me hard.


Fuck. He was right. He was always right. I love
this.


"That was for going to your dorm room instead of coming
to me when you were upset."


He spanked me even harder. "And for talking to the
reporters."


I wanted him so badly. 


He spanked me again. "And for flirting with Rob."


"I wasn't flirting with Rob."


He spanked me again. "And for talking back." His
fingers slipped between my thighs, pressing against me.


I moaned.


"You're so wet. I think you like this even more than I
do. And trust me, I'm enjoying myself." He leaned forward slightly,
pressing his erection against my ass.


I moved my legs even farther apart, waiting for him to enter
me. I needed him. "Professor Hunter, please."


"Fuck, I love when you call me that." He spanked
me even harder than before. "And that was for rejecting my proposal."


"I do want to marry you." Had I hurt his feelings
by saying no? "Ask me again right now. I'll say yes. A thousand times
yes."


I thought he was going to spank me again. Instead, he rubbed
his hand gently across my sore ass cheek. "This is mine." His gentle
touch made me shiver. 


"Of course."


"You said no to me." His hand was still cupping my
ass. "I don't like when you say no to me." He grabbed my hips and
thrust himself deep inside of me. 


Yes!


He groaned and dug his fingers into my hips. "I really
don't like when you say no to me," he said again. 


"I'm sorry."


He grabbed my hair and pulled my head back, making me arch
my back even more. "God, you're so beautiful."


I laughed. "You're so drunk."


"Fuck, that feels good."


"What?"


"When you laugh." He reached around my waist and
tickled my stomach.


I started laughing again. "James, stop. I can't
breathe!"


He groaned softly and pulled out of me. "I think I just
found my new favorite punishment."


"No, please don't tickle me." I laughed and
climbed onto the bed.


His eyes were so playful. He climbed onto the bed after me.
"I never realized how ticklish you were."


I squealed and tried to move away from his hands. But he
easily grabbed my ankle, holding me down as he climbed on top of me. He grabbed
my hands and held them above my head.


I liked when he overpowered me. I was even more aroused than
I had been before. I could feel my heart racing. "Okay, you win. I
surrender."


He smiled down at me. He let go of my hands and lifted up my
hips, sinking himself deep inside of me again.


"Professor Hunter," I moaned. This is what made
all the bad things worth it. The way he touched me. The way he held me. The way
he looked at me. The way he made me feel. I loved the way he made me feel. Like
he adored me. And cherished me.


He leaned over top of me and kissed me hard. I loved when he
kissed me like that. It was like he hadn't gotten to kiss me in weeks, not
hours. He didn't taste like he usually did. What had he said his favorite drink
was? Scotch maybe. Maybe he tasted like that. I had never had scotch before. 


He moved his hips faster. "You're so beautiful."


I laughed again. 


"Fuck, Penny. It's like you're trying to tease
me." He grabbed my hands again, holding them in place with just one of
his. "Now you're going to get it." With his free hand he began to
tickle me again.


I squirmed under his grip, laughing. It somehow made me more
aware of his thick cock slamming in and out of me faster and faster. The feeling
of being overpowered, and laughing, and him so deep inside of me made the
familiar pull in my stomach happen even faster. "Professor Hunter!" I
screamed as my orgasm crashed down on me.


He groaned as he found his own release, filling my stomach
with that wonderful warm feeling. He collapsed on top of me. "Please tell
me that you liked that as much as me. Your heart's beating so fast."


I laughed and ran my fingers through his hair. "That's
because it's hard to breathe when you're tickling me."


"Hmm." He kissed my neck.


"It felt really good, though."


"Hmm." He kissed my neck again.


"You're funny when you're drunk."


"I'm not drunk," he mumbled into my neck. He
laughed. "Maybe I'm a little drunk."


"You said I'm beautiful about a million times."


"That's because you are beautiful." He leaned down
and kissed my clavicle. "You're beautiful and you won't marry me." He
sighed and placed his head against my chest. "It's okay. I
understand."


"You understand what? I told you the reason why I said
no. I just didn't want to go to Vegas." I ran my fingers through his hair
again.


"No. The real reasons." He yawned. "You don't
need me."


"I always need you."


He sighed. "No. You don't need me. I can't even protect
you. He touched you. I let that asshole touch you."


"James." I put my hands on either side of his
face. "That wasn't your fault. You weren't even there. I do need you.
You're all that I need."


He shook his head out of my hands and placed his head back
down on my chest. "It's not just that. You don't love me."


What? "James, I do love you. I love you so
much."


He yawned again. "No. No one loves me."


"James."


I was answered by light snoring.


"James." I didn't try to stop my tears from
falling. How could he think that I didn't love him? How could he think that no
one loved him? He was so sweet and thoughtful and perfect. Why did he feel like
he wasn't worthy of love? If that was how he felt, then I wasn't a good
girlfriend. I knew he was drunk. He didn't really know what he was saying. But
wasn't that when people were usually the most honest? I didn't want him to feel
broken.


But I kept doing things that made it seem like I didn't love
him. I ran back to my dorm today instead of going to him. And I said no to his
proposal. No wonder he thought I didn't love him. I wrapped my arms around him.
He always made me feel safe. I wanted him to know I wasn't going anywhere. I
wanted him to know that I loved him back. I wanted him to be able to trust me. 









Chapter 31


Saturday


When I woke up I was sweating. James' arms were wrapped
tightly around me. He always seemed so confident. I didn't realize how insecure
he really was. In a lot of ways we were complete opposites. But I was insecure
too. And he always gave me what I needed. I had to make sure I was giving him
what he needed.


"Hey," I said softly, running my fingers through
his hair.


He slowly opened his eyes. He lifted his head off my chest
and looked down at me. "Hey."


"How are you feeling? You were really drunk last
night."


He laughed. "I'm fine. Although I don't remember much
about last night." He looked down at my naked body and smiled. "I
remember that."


It was strange. He didn't seem hung over at all. Maybe
alcoholics didn't get hangovers? But he wasn't really an alcoholic. He wasn't
addicted to anything right now. Was he?


"Do you need some Advil or something?"


"No, I'm okay." He reached up toward my face.


"Oh my God, James." I sat up and grabbed his hand.
"Your hand is bleeding. Why are you bleeding?!"


"Oh, shit." He ran his hands down his face.
"Fuck. I remember that too."


"What happened? James, you need to clean it. It's going
to get infected or something." I grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the
bathroom.


I opened up a drawer in his vanity and then another.
"Do you have peroxide? Or Band-Aids or anything?" I pulled open another
drawer.


"No. Penny, I'm fine. Really, it doesn't even
hurt." He put his hand on my shoulder. He was smiling at me in the mirror.


"This isn't funny. We were just in the hospital. I
don't want to go back. Is Ellen here? Maybe she has something?"


"She doesn't work on the weekends. Penny, it's fine.
See?" He moved his hand into a fist and winced.


"Jesus, James." I turned on the water and grabbed
the bar of soap. I put his hand underneath the faucet.


He gave a sharp exhale and turned away from me in the mirror.


It didn't seem like it was still bleeding. There was just
tons of dried blood on the back of his hand. And it looked like he might be
missing a layer of skin on his knuckles. I gently washed away the blood. I
turned off the water and patted his hand with one of his fluffy hand towels. He
still wasn't looking at me. He was acting guilty. Really, really guilty. I had
a sinking feeling in my stomach.


"James, what did you do?"


"Thank you. I'm sorry, I didn't know I was
bleeding."


"James."


He looked down at his hand and then back at me. "I
wanted to fix it."


I swallowed hard. "Fix what?"


"He touched you. That asshole touched you."


"You didn't. James, you promised me that you wouldn't
hurt him."


"I didn't promise you that I wouldn't hurt him. I told
you exactly what I was going to do. I said I was going to punch him in the
face. And that's what I did."


"You said you were going to call Joe. This wasn't the
way to fix it." 


"He shouldn't have touched you."


"He's probably going to the dean right now. Or calling
the cops on you."


"Trust me, he's not."


"What does that mean? Can he not move or
something?"


James laughed. "No. I just made it very clear that I'd
visit him again."


"You threatened him?"


"You don't understand."


"Obviously. Because there was another way to handle
this. So you're right, I don't understand why you got drunk and beat up another
professor. Why would you do that?"


"Because I couldn't be there to protect you! Do you
have any idea how that makes me feel?"


"Yes. Because you never let me protect you."


He ran his hands over his face. "That's
different."


"It's not different. And I've never beat someone up
because of it."


He leaned against the sink. "I did what I needed to do.
He's a freaking pervert. He deserved it."


"And that's how people see you. Because you won't
defend yourself. And you won't let me try to protect you. I don't want people
to see you like that. I want everyone to know how wonderful you are."


"But I'm not wonderful. I'm used to people saying bad
things about me. I can handle it."


"You are wonderful." I put my hands on both sides
of his face. "You're so wonderful. And smart, and funny, and sexy, and
perfect. Even when you get in fist fights you have good intentions."


"I didn't have good intentions. I wanted to kill
him."


"You can't convince me that you're a bad person. I
don't know why you keep trying to do that. I love you."


"I'm not going to apologize for what I did. I'm still
mad." He looked down at his hand.


"If you're mad about what's going on, then maybe you
should do something else about it."


"What else can I do?"


I just stared at him.


"What? Talk to the press? Penny, that really would just
make it worse."


"Yes. Please. Please tell the real story."


"Joe's going to be mad."


"I don't care. I don't want to go here anymore
anyway."


"You don't?"


"No. I want to take the rest of the semester off. And
try to enroll somewhere else in the spring. I want that fresh start you talked
about."


"You'd give up going here to be with me?"


"Yes. All that I care about is being with you." I
needed him to know that he had become the most important thing to me. I adored
and cherished him too. "I love you, James Hunter."


He was staring at me so intently. For the first time ever,
it seemed like he might actually believe me.


"I love you with everything that I am."


He grabbed my waist and kissed me. "I love you."
He lifted me up onto the sink. "And it's rather convenient that you're
already naked."


I laughed as he pressed his lips against mine again.


 


***


 


"Good morning," I said as James and I emerged from
our bedroom.


"Well, you two look like you're in a good mood,"
Rob said as he opened up the fridge door. "Must be all the sex." His
head disappeared behind the fridge door.


I looked up at James. "Could he hear us?" I
whispered.


James put his lips next to my ear. "He might have been
able to hear you. You're unbelievably responsive."


I pushed on his chest.


"I'm just kidding," James whispered. "I'm
sure he couldn't hear us."


"Do either of you want some scrambled eggs?" Rob
asked. "I assume you're both hungry after your double header."


"I would love some, but only because it's breakfast
time and I have a normal person's hunger," I said and sat down at the
kitchen counter.


Rob laughed. "Don't be shy now. You know, for such a
nice place, the walls are kind of thin. Don't you think, Professor
Hunter?"


"Shit," James mumbled.


"You don't have to be embarrassed. Penny already told
me all about how kinky she is. I would have been surprised if she wasn't
screaming Professor Hunter all night and morning."


"Please stop talking," James said. 


"Besides," Rob continued. "We had to go on
that top secret mission last night so I didn't end up getting laid. It was nice
to have something to jerk off to."


I could feel myself gaping at him. He couldn't possibly be
serious.


"Damn it, Rob, we've talked about this. Stop saying
stuff like that around Penny. I don't want to have to kick you out."


Rob cracked an egg. "It's fine. Penny and I are
cool."


"Actually, we're not cool," I said. "Because
James told me all about your secret mission. And you told me that you wouldn't
let him do anything stupid. Punching a professor in the face is
something stupid. What is wrong with you?"


"I tried to stop him."


"Not well enough."


"He's bigger than me." Rob shrugged and cracked
another egg.


"You two must have been a disaster together growing
up," I said.


"No, only me really. James is the perfect one. I'm a
terrible influence on him." He pushed the eggs around the pan with a
spatula.


"That's kind of what it seems like."


"Geez, you sound like my mom. What, you think I wanted
to go kick some guy's ass last night? That was not how I saw last night going
at all. That was all him." He pointed at James.


I couldn't help but laugh. This must have been how they
behaved growing up. Blaming each other for everything. It was actually kind of
adorable.


"So what are we doing today?" Rob asked. "Is
there someone else we need to beat up?"


"Penny and I are going shopping. We need to pick up a
few things for the apartment." James sat down next to me at the counter.


"I don't mind third wheeling." Rob put some of the
scrambled eggs on plates and handed them out.


"Thanks, Rob, these look great," I said and took a
bite. I wasn't sure why James still wanted to go shopping. I had just told him
that I wanted to move.


"Actually, if it's alright, I was hoping to do
something with just Penny. We'll only be gone for a few hours."


"Fine. I have some stuff I need to do too anyway."


"You do? What are you going to do? Nothing illegal I
hope?" I asked.


"Very funny, Penny. No, I ordered an Xbox from this
place down the street. I need to go get it and set it up."


"I can't even remember the last time I played
videogames," James said.


"I know. It's going to be so fun crushing you. I call
dibs on James after your lunch date." He pointed his fork at me.


"I'm good at videogames," I said. "Maybe I
can crush both of you."


Rob laughed. "I seriously doubt that."


"I played tons of N64 growing up. I can beat anyone at
Mario Kart."


Rob laughed again. "Yeah, this isn't N64. Xbox is for
grownups."


"I'm sure it's not that different."


"Well, I guess we'll see later. Game on, Penny. Oh, and
Professor Hunter, could you please pick me up some condoms? Like a huge box?
Like all the condoms they have in the store."


"Please don't call me that. And there's some in my
nightstand. You can have them."


"I think the two of you are going to need those."


"Yeah, we don't use them."


Geez. Is nothing personal between these two?


"Fuck, I hate you. I hate both of you so much."


James laughed and grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the
elevator.









Chapter 32


Saturday


"What about something like this?" James stopped
next to a huge painting of the beach. There was a boardwalk that overlooked the
sand and water.


"It reminds me of Rehoboth." I leaned my head
against his shoulder.


"Me too. It's kind of perfect, right?" He wrapped
his arm around my back.


"That's the day I fell in love with you, you
know."


He kissed my temple. "You barely knew me."


"I knew enough."


He turned back to the painting. "Let's get it."


"I thought you liked the idea of moving? Why are we
buying stuff for a place we might leave?"


"We can bring it with us. Where do you think you want
to go?"


"I don't know. Aren't you happiest in New York?"


"I'm happiest when I'm with you." He kissed my
temple again.


I smiled up at him. "Maybe I should apply to some
places and see if I can get in anywhere before we choose. I'm not sure how easy
it's going to be. You said people might not think my grades are valid."


"You can get in wherever you want."


"What do you mean by that?'


"I'm more than willing to make a hefty donation to any
university that you choose."


I laughed. "I don't want you to do that."


"How do you think I got Joe to change your incomplete
to a withdrawal?"


"James. You're exasperating. I didn't ask you to do
that. And now I'm going to drop out. That was a terrible investment."


"Eh. Maybe they'll name a lecture hall after me or
something. You know, when things die down."


"I kind of doubt that."


"Then choose your next university wisely so I don't
have to keep wasting money. Besides, I've always wanted a building named after
me."


I laughed and looked back up at the painting. "I want
you to decide where we go. I'm indecisive. You're better at making decisions
than me."


"I'd rather make that decision together." He
squeezed my shoulder. "Until then, I definitely want this painting. You
like it, right?"


"Yeah, I do."


"Okay. I'll be right back." He walked over to the
art gallery manager.


I turned back to the painting. It was really fun picking out
stuff together for our place. James and the manager walked back over. 


The manager pulled the canvas off the wall. "Let me
package it up for you. I'll be right back."


"James, could we maybe get the picture you sent me the
other day printed out?"


"Of Rob giving you the middle finger? I'm sure we can
get a better picture than that."


"It's the first picture you ever sent me of yourself. I
like it. You look really happy. I even made it my background image." I
handed him my phone. I had cropped Rob out of it so that it was zoomed up on
James' face.


"You're incredibly cute." He handed me my phone
back. "Can it at least be smaller than the painting we just got?"


I laughed. "Yeah, that's fine. Just like a normal sized
picture would be great."


"Okay." He wrapped his arm around me again.
"So what else do cozy places have?"


"James, I need to confess something."


His arm seemed to stiffen.


"It's not bad. I just..." my voice trailed off.
"When I told you I went to my dorm room after I was upset because it was
cozy, that wasn't the whole truth. I was embarrassed. When you described what
your brother was like, you said he wasn't independent. You made it seem like
that was a bad thing. And I don't want you to think of me that way. I wanted to
prove to you that I could be strong and take care of myself. And I couldn't.
I..."


"Penny, I want to take care of you." He kissed my
forehead. "I want you to let me take care of you."


"I need you." I wanted him to know that. When he
was drunk he had said that I didn't need him. I did. I needed him in every way.


He lowered his eyebrows slightly. I wasn't sure if he
remembered confessing that he thought I didn't need him. But it seemed to
effect him either way.


"Penny, I need you too. You shouldn't be embarrassed
about that."


"I know. But I told you I could handle it. I just
wanted you to think I was strong. And I was embarrassed about how wrong I was
about everything. Everyone was so horrible. I just felt..."


"Hey." He cupped my chin in his hand. "I do
think you're strong. I think you're perfect. You don't need to prove anything
to me."


 I smiled up at him.


"Does that mean my apartment is cozy enough
already?"


I laughed. "It could be cozier."


"Mhm. So back to my original question. What else do we
need?


"A rug in the living room might be nice."


"Good thinking."


 


***


 


"What about L.A.?" James asked, as we pulled to a
stop at an intersection.


"I think I want to stay on the east coast."


"Finally, now we're getting somewhere." He turned
to me and smiled. "North or south?"


"North. I think I'd miss the snow."


"Me too." He put his foot on the gas when the
light turned green. "But I don't want to go too far north. Tons of snow
would be worse than no snow."


"You're probably right." I pulled my legs up onto
my seat. New York seemed to be a good fit. Minus the fact that I preferred a
back yard with grass and friendly neighbors. But central park had been
beautiful. That whole day I had spent with him in New York had been wonderful.
"If we moved to New York, where would we live?"


"If we moved to New York, I think I'd like you to give
the city a try. Maybe an apartment in Manhattan?"


"Would that be weird? You know so many people in the
city. I wouldn't know anyone at all. Tyler said he was going to interview for a
position where he'd have to move there, but that wouldn't be until after he
graduates. And he might not even get it."


James didn't even seem to react to me mentioning Tyler.
Maybe he was starting to accept the fact that he was my friend.


"You'd know me. Penny, if we moved to New York, I'd
still be hanging out with you all the time. I prefer spending my time with
you."


I could tell that was where he wanted to be. "You said
you left New York because you needed a change. If you went back, do you think
you'd be unhappy again?" I couldn't help but think about his addiction
problem. His brother had been here for less than 24 hours and James had already
drank more than I had ever seen him drink. Maybe being around people he used to
know wasn't what was best for him. But he had seemed so happy during our day
trip to New York. It was his home.


"I'm not sure I could possibly be unhappy as long as I
have you." He didn't turn to me and smile. He wasn't saying it to be
flirtatious. He said it because he thought it was true. It was similar to what
he had said to me after he hadn't spoken to me for weeks. That he couldn't
possibly have a good life without me in it.


"I think we should go to New York then."


He laughed. "I thought you didn't like the city?"


"I liked it with you."


He put his hand on the center console and I quickly grabbed
it. He ran his thumb across my knuckles. "Is that really what you want to
do?"


"NYCU has a beautiful campus. And it's only a 15 minute
subway ride from Manhattan."


He turned toward me and smiled. "You've been thinking
about this for awhile?"


I shrugged. "I did a little research. And wouldn't it
be easier to start a company there? With all your connections and stuff?"


"Connections and stuff?" He laughed. "I don't
need investors. I can start it anywhere. I was starting it here. But yes, I
probably would have had to go to New York every now and then."


"So let's just go permanently."


"Is that really what you want to do?"


"Yes." I squeezed his hand. I wanted to start my
life with him. 


"You're sure?"


"I'm positive."


He pulled to a stop outside his apartment building and
leaned over and kissed me. "So how about we tell the reporters what really
happened?"


They were already rushing over to his car.


"You don't care about making Joe mad?" I asked.


"Nope. I care about making you happy." He kissed
me again before stepping out of the car.


I opened up the door to follow him.


"James! Are the allegations true? Have you seduced
several students at the University of New Castle?" A woman's microphone
was already waving in front of his face.


"No." He looked over at me and held out his hand.


I grabbed it and he pulled me beside me.


"Just Penny." He was talking to the reporter, but
he was looking down at me.


"How did your affair start?"


"It isn't an affair. I filed for divorce last year. My
ex-wife and I have been separated since then." James tucked a loose strand
of hair behind my ear. We were in front of dozens of cameras, but it somehow
seemed like we were alone. I loved how he made me feel like I was the only one
that mattered.


"How long has this been going on?" 


"We met right before classes started."


"You met outside of class?" The woman looked
surprised.


I turned toward the reporter. "Yes, we met in a coffee
shop. Actually, we didn't really meet so much as he bumped into me and spilled
coffee all over my shirt. He was really sweet; he let me borrow his sweater so I
wouldn't have to walk around campus with a big coffee stain down the front of
me. I thought he was just another student. I was shocked when I went to class
the next day and found out he was a professor."


The woman smiled at us.


Maybe we can win them over.


Another reporter stepped in beside her. "How many
students did you have relationships with before Penny?" He was gruff and
didn't seem touched at all by the story of how we met.


Maybe we can't win them over.


"None. Just Penny."


"And what about Blive Tech International? Did you make
a habit of sleeping with your employees? Maybe your young interns?"


"No. All of my relationships at Blive Tech
International were purely professional. I don't even think I ever met any of
the interns."


"So what made you be unprofessional in your current
position? What made you break the code of conduct at the University of New
Castle?"


"We didn't break any rules. Student-professor
relationships aren't mentioned in the handbook. Given the fact that we didn't
do anything wrong, I think we've both suffered enough backlash. I'm appalled by
how the university has handled this situation. And I'm greatly disturbed by how
the entire campus has reacted. By harassing Penny and I instead of trying to
find the truth."


"Of course there's been backlash. Because the
university has found the truth. There's evidence that you've had sexual
relationships with several students in addition to her."


"Which isn't true. I get it, okay? It's their word
against mine. But every girl that came forward was failing or almost failing
one of my classes. With their testimony, their classes were canceled and they
got As. They must have known what would happen. I don't think their motive
could be any more obvious. The university should be punishing them, not us. Or at
least trying to get to the bottom of what happened instead of pretending lies
are the truth."


"Three young, innocent women with no priors are
definitely trusted over a rich bachelor who didn't even need this job. Why did
you even start teaching here? Was it just so you could sleep with your
students?"


"I was trying to give back to the community. And it's
just one student. Just Penny. I had no idea when I accepted this job that I was
going to fall in love."


"She's eight years younger than you."


"She's only seven years younger than me. You should
really get your facts straight."


The reporter frowned.


"What made you pursue this relationship?" the
first reporter said, pushing herself back in front of the surly one. "Even
when you knew what might happen if people found out?"


"Something happened to me when I met Penny. Everything
just...nothing was..." His voice trailed off. "What no one seems to
understand is that we're just two normal people who fell in love. Yes, the
circumstances weren't ideal. But what we have is. I don't really care what
people say about me. Spread all the rumors that you want. All I care about is
Penny. All I care about is what we have."


"If you aren't guilty then why did you resign?"
the rude reporter asked.


"I resigned because the dean told me that I couldn't
keep working here if I continued my relationship with Penny. That was never an
option. Like you said, I don't need this job. But I do need her."


"Did he sexually harass you, Penny? Did he
force..."


"No. Haven't you been listening at all? Absolutely not.
He resigned so he could be with me. Because he loves me. James is sweet and
thoughtful. He's smart and kind and charming. He's always been such a
gentleman. He never forced me to do anything. I'm so in love with him. I don't
understand why you're choosing to vilify him. And I agree with James
completely. Make up whatever you want about us. We're not going to let you
affect our relationship. We're not going to let all this toxicity hurt us.
That's why I'm done here. I'm not going to finish school at a university that
clearly doesn't want me." 


"Are you moving? Are you transferring to a different
school?" The nicer reporter asked.


"Look, you're all going to need to find a new
hobby," James said. "Because we're not going to be here for much
longer. We don't want to be associated with a community that is filled with
hate. I expected more from the students around campus. And I definitely
expected more from the other professors at this institution. Maybe that's a
story you should be chasing. Penny and I are going to try our luck somewhere
else."


"Where are you moving?" 


"We don't have any more comments at this time."
James pulled me back to the car and opened the door for me. He walked around
the back of the car to avoid the reporters and climbed into the driver's side.
"You were right. That was a good idea. It was nice to finally say
something bad about this ridiculous university."


"Yeah. Fuck them."


James laughed. "You're right. Fuck them." 









Chapter 33


Saturday


"Hey, guys!" Rob said as we stepped off the
elevator. "Why won't you die?"


I looked over at him. He was sitting on the couch with a
videogame controller in his hand. Sitting right next to him was Brendan. God
no. Why is Brendan in our apartment? I just had the most relaxing day with
James. This was surely going to set him off. Why now?


"Boom, suck it!" Brendan stood up and made a rude
gesture toward Rob.


Rob threw his game controller at him. "Suck that."


Brendan caught it in one hand and looked over at me.
"Hey, Penny." He was smirking at me.


"Hi, Brendan." Stop smirking at me. 


James tightened his grip around my waist.


Damn it.


"Oh yeah, Penny, I ran into your friend in the
elevator," Rob said. "If I had known he was so good at this game I
never would have asked him to play, though." 


"You're such a sore loser." Brendan tossed both
controllers down on the couch and walked over to James and me. "Hey, man.
We haven't officially met, but I've certainly heard a lot about you." He
put his hand out for James. "I'm Brendan."


James let go of my waist and shook his hand. "I think I
owe you a thank you for taking Penny to the hospital the other day."


"No problem."


"I'm glad to see you're still alive," Brendan said
to me. "I've been waiting for your call all week." He leaned down and
hugged me.


"Sorry," I said and patted his back awkwardly.


"Yeah, I'm thankful for what you did." James put
his hand on Brendan's shoulder. "But I don't appreciate the fact that you
made out with my girlfriend."


Brendan released me from his hug and laughed. "Oh. You
know about that? Well, she wasn't exactly your girlfriend when that happened.
Either time."


"Either time?" James said.


Rob laughed and ran over to us. "Seriously? You hooked
up with Penny? This is just too good. Anyone want a beer?"


"What do you mean either time?" James asked.


"The second time doesn't really count I guess,"
Brendan said and leaned against the kitchen counter. "I kissed her, she
didn't kiss me back."


"When?" James turned to me.


"In the hospital," I said. I had already told
James about the first time I had kissed Brendan. I barely even remembered being
in the hospital. But I remembered that now. Brendan was right. I didn't kiss
him back. I had already decided to be with James.


"Don't get mad at her. I'm pretty sure she was doped up
on morphine and she still pushed me off. Cleary she chose you. I didn't even
get a thank you for sending her flowers. I'm not used to losing. I'll have a
beer," he said to Rob.


"You got it." Rob slid a beer down the counter and
Brendan picked it up.


"I do really appreciate the fact that you were there
when Penny fainted," James said. "But I think it's probably best if
we don't make it a habit to hang out here."


"Calm down, James. Brendan's cool. He even apologized
for hooking up with your girlfriend. That's a quality guy," Rob said.
"Besides, you can't blame him for trying. That's the risk of having a hot
girlfriend."


"I'm not sure I'm completely comfortable having two
guys here hitting on her," James said.


"I'm not hitting on Penny," Rob said. "She's
the one that clearly wants me." He winked at me. "Was she a good
kisser, Brendan? I bet she was a good kisser."


"A great kisser." Brendan smiled at me.


"I knew it," Rob said.


"Okay," I said. This was so ridiculous. "Will
you all just stop? Stop talking about me like I'm not standing right here.
James, Brendan's just a friend. I told you that. And actually, you should be
thanking him because I talked to him that afternoon when I left your place
confused. And he told me to choose you. He was actually really nice and
helpful."


"That's true," Brendan said. "She told me you
were a better lay than Tyler, so I told her she should choose you. I didn't
even hit on her. Or wait. Maybe I did. I think I probably said that if she
really wanted to know what a good lay was she should call me."


"I said stop talking. But yeah. See. He was just being
a good friend. Despite that last part. And Rob," I said, turning to him.
"I don't want to sleep with you. I'm in love with your brother. So please
just stop saying super weird things to me. It's really inappropriate."


"I do like you," Rob said. "You're like a
million times better than the troll. Feisty too. I like a girl that can stick
up for herself."


"Oh my God. I asked you to stop."


Rob smiled at me. "Stopping." He pretended to lock
his mouth and throw away the key. "And Brendan's not going to hit on Penny
anymore either, right Brendan?"


I wasn't at all surprised that Rob had immediately started
talking right after he had thrown away the key.


"Sure, I won't hit on her anymore," Brendan said.
He took a sip of his beer.


"How about you two go hang out at Brendan's
place?" James said.


"But I just set up the Xbox! Let's all play Golden Eye.
We can shoot it out." Rob patted James' chest and walked back toward the
living room. "Besides, Penny promised to school us."


"I doubt that," Brendan said and followed him back
to the T.V.


"Of course Rob had to befriend Brendan," James
whispered to me. "I don't like this at all. I want you all to
myself." 


I laughed. "James, they're just joking around. You do
have me all to yourself."


"They're not joking around." He looked down at me
and smiled. "Even three men flirting with you isn't enough to make you
realize how beautiful you are." 


He didn't seem as mad as I thought he would. Maybe he was
finally understanding that all I wanted was him.


"You're the only man that makes me feel
beautiful." I wrapped my arms around his neck.


"Hey, love birds! It's game time!" Rob called over
to us.


James put his lips against my ear. "Let's take them
down."


"Okay, partner." I reached down and squeezed his
ass.


He laughed and grabbed my hand. "Rob is right. You are
feisty. And all mine. I can't wait to move and have you all to myself again.
There are so many things I'd rather be doing than playing videogames right
now."


The way he was looking at me made me gulp.


He led me over to the couch and pulled me onto his lap as he
sat down.


I laughed as he wrapped his arms around me. 


"You guys can't seriously play like that. Come on, I
need help killing Brendan." Rob handed us each a controller.


Instead of moving off of James' lap, I looked down at the
controller. "Wait, why are there two joysticks?"


"This is going to be hilarious," Rob said and
restarted the game. 


"Wait, you have to tell me how to use this."


James kissed the side of my neck. "So, the right
joystick lets you move your view up and down. And the left one lets you move
your guy around."


"Why did they make it more complicated? Aren't
advancements in technology supposed to make things better, not worse?"


James laughed and kissed my neck again.


After we selected our characters, the screen split into four
quadrants. It took me awhile to even realize which one was me. Unfortunately, I
was the one continuously running into a wall. "Crap, why is this so
hard?" I slid off James' lap and tried to focus. I was stupidly good at
N64. I was a huge nerd growing up and I loved sitting on the couch after school
playing videogames. And I even used to crush my boy neighbors in Golden Eye.
But this wasn't anything like N64. I was currently running around in circles
staring at my feet.


"Speaking of hard," Rob said. "Penny sitting
on your lap got you a little excited there, James."


"What?" James looked down at his pants. "I
don't have..."


Rob snuck up behind him in the game and shot him in the back
of the head.


"Asshole." He shoved Rob's arm. "Game on. I'm
going to kill you next."


"I have a better idea," said Brendan. "Let's
see who can kill Penny first."


"No! Just give me a second to figure this out." I
had just titled my head back up when blood filled my screen.


"Gotcha!" Brendan said.


"Damn it, Brendan!"


He started laughing as my girl came back from the dead. Rob
immediately shot me in the face and started laughing too.


"What is wrong with you guys? Just give me a minute to
learn what to do."


James had started laughing with them.


"Hey." I nudged his shoulder.


"I thought you said you were good at videogames,"
he said and smiled down at me.


"I am good at videogames! I don't know what this crap
is." My girl reappeared on the screen again. James' character was standing
there holding a gun to my face.


"Don't you dare, James."


He immediately shot me.


"James! You're supposed to be on my team!" I
started laughing too. I really was terrible at this.


"What?!" Rob yelled. "You're both supposed to
be helping me kill Brendan!" 


"I can't kill anyone, this game is impossible." I
fired my gun at the floor.


"Maybe we should all play a different game?" Rob
said. "I know you're fond of pool, Penny."


I could feel my face turning red.


"You're good at pool?" Brendan asked. "We
could play that instead. It's too easy to beat everyone in this anyway."
He shot Rob in the chest.


"Shit," Rob mumbled.


"No. Actually, I kind of suck at pool," I said. I
had finally gotten my character to run in a straight line. I hid behind a
column. Someone's character was approaching me from the other side of the
column. I still wasn't sure what I was doing, but I was determined to kill
whoever it was. And he didn't seem to realize he was walking into a trap.


"Yeah, I guess not," Rob said. "If you were I
wouldn't have found your underwear all over the pool table. James clearly
demolished you."


Brendan started laughing. "Strip pool? Now that's a fun
game."


I tried to ignore them talking and focused on the character
approaching my hiding spot in the game. As soon as he walked past me, I fired
my gun. My first shot missed, but my second shot hit him in the side of the
head. "Yes!" I screamed and stood up. "I just killed
someone!"


"Shit, you just killed Brendan!" Rob said.


"Nice," James said. He held up his hand and I high-fived
him.


"See, I am good at videogames!" I high-fived Rob
too.


"Yeah, I kind of thought you were lying. But you just
killed the master himself," Rob said. "Why are you so good at
videogames, Penny?"


"I was a very nerdy youth." I sat back down on the
couch.


James wrapped his arm around my back. "You're
ridiculously cute."


"I never would have guessed you were a nerd growing
up," Rob said. "That probably explains why you're so kinky now
though."


"Rob, come on," James said.


"Oh. Was that inappropriate too? I thought that was
just a nice compliment. I guess I don't know where the line is."


"Obviously," James replied.


"Let's play a different map. I'm demanding a
rematch," Brendan said. "I refuse to accept the fact that I just got
beat by a girl who's never touched an Xbox before."


"You're just mad because she's touching an Xbox instead
of you," Rob said and switched to a snowy mountainside.


Brendan laughed. "Fair enough."


"I'm so sorry," James whispered in my ear.


"It's fine." I smiled up at him. I liked hanging
out with the guys. I was already desensitized to Rob's comments. And James
seemed to really be enjoying himself.


 


***


 


After several rounds of Golden Eye, Brendan stood up and
stretched. "I think I've redeemed myself."


"Yeah, whatever," I mumbled. I had only gotten one
kill since our first game. And I was pretty sure James had let me kill him on
purpose because he felt bad. 


"Yeah," Rob said. "Clearly Penny just got
lucky before. I think I'm done playing for the night. Who wants to go
out?"


"I think I'm going to stay in tonight," James said
and yawned.


"Stop being lame." Rob stood up and stretched too.


"You can go," I said. "Melissa asked me if
I'd come over and help her get ready for the Sigma Pi formal." 


"Are you sure?" He rubbed his hand along the side
of my neck.


"Yeah, go have fun."


"Actually, I do have a few things I need to get
done," James said.


Rob laughed. "Crap, do we have to go beat someone else
up? That was fun and all, but I have some other things in mind for
tonight."


"No, nothing like that." He gave me a mischievous
smile.


"Why are you smiling like that? I'm with Rob on this
one. Please stop beating people up."


James laughed. "I'm not going to beat anyone up. Do you
want me to drop you off at your dorm?" Rob and Brendan had already started
walking toward the elevator.


"No, I think I'd like some fresh air after sitting on
the couch all day."


"Okay." He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my
ear.


"Try to pace yourself tonight." I couldn't help
but be a little worried about him. It was my responsibility to look out for him
now. And I didn't know enough about addiction to be able to really help. It
made me a little nervous. The only knowledge I had really had about addiction
was how addicted I was to him. Rob didn't seem to have James' best interests in
mind. I wanted James to be safe. At least there was a third person with him
tonight that could help hold him back if he tried to assault Professor McCarty
again.


"You don't need to worry about me." James winked
at me.


"What on earth are you planning to do? Now I'm more
worried than before."


"There's nothing to worry about tonight." He
kissed my cheek and got up off the couch.









Chapter 34


Saturday


The leaves crunched under my feet. James had looked excited
about something. And he said I didn't need to worry about him. So maybe he
wasn't even planning on drinking at all. But I was worried.


Before I had left the apartment, I googled addiction. I
wound up on a Wikipedia article about sexual addiction. It was all about how
people couldn't control their sexual urges, thoughts, and behaviors. James had
told me he couldn't stop thinking about me. He had given into his urges in his
office because he thought that would make the urges go away. But it had just
made him want me more. Like he couldn't quit me. 


Now I was more worried than ever. There was such a fine line
between addiction and what he considered love. And I was scared. I was scared
that I wouldn't be able to help him if I was the one that was currently
reinforcing his behavior.


I rolled my eyes at myself. I was being silly. It wasn't
like I was a psychology expert. One Google search didn't mean anything. And we
hadn't even covered anything about addiction in my Psych class. I knew how
James felt about me because it was the same way I felt about him.


But no matter what I told myself, there was this small
unsettling feeling I was holding onto. What if I moved to New York and he was
addicted to me? He'd eventually move onto the next thing. Just like Isabella
had said. And I wouldn't have anything else in New York. I wouldn't even know
anyone else. I'd be completely alone in a city I didn't even like. But if he
ever left me, I'd feel alone anyway. It didn't matter where I was. I knew what
it was like to lose him. So if he was just addicted to me, I was doomed either
way. 


"Hey!" someone yelled behind me.


I'd recognize his voice anywhere. Austin. Hopefully
he was trying to get someone else's attention. I picked up my pace.


"Hey, babe, wait up!"


My stomach already felt unsettled. And now it seemed to flip
over. I turned around and saw Austin running up to me. 


"I thought that was you," he said and stopped in
front of me. "Damn, you look good. Dating a rich guy suits you."


Fuck you, Austin. I turned back around and started
walking again. 


"Don't be that way." He caught up to me and
started walking beside me. "I'm just messing with you. Although, I didn't
believe it at first. You're not really one to break the rules."


"Don't you have some girl with low self esteem to take
advantage of?"


He laughed. "You're kind of putting yourself down with
that comment."


"I'm not the girl you thought you knew." I felt
different around Austin than I used to. He used to be able to talk me into
doing anything with him. But now there were no butterflies. I finally saw him
for what he was. Being with James had changed me for the better. He had made me
more confident. I started walking faster. I just wanted Austin to leave me
alone. This week had been bad enough. I didn't need to hear whatever he had to
say.


"I know. The girl I dated never would thrown water in
my face at a bar. A guy has to respect that kind of move."


"We never dated, Austin."


"Actually, we did. I just wasn't quite as committed to
it as you were."


"Yeah, you don't have to tell me. I already knew
that." Why are you even talking to me right now? Go away.


"The girl I dated also wouldn't have fucked her
professor."


I stopped and turned to him. "What is your problem? Why
do you always find the need to put me down? Does it make you feel good about
yourself or something? You don't get to judge me anymore. We're not
together."


"My opinion clearly still bothers you, though."


I glared at him. "Yes, it bothers me. Because I don't
understand how someone could possibly be as immature and hateful as you. It
bothers me that someone like you even exists." I started walking away.


"That's not why it bothers you. It bothers you because
you still want me. You like what you can't have."


I laughed. "No, I love what I have." And I did. I
loved James with every ounce of my being. Maybe it was good that I had run into
Austin. It just reminded me that there was a lot I wanted to leave behind at
the University of New Castle. 


"Really? Because I'm pretty sure you loved me. Every
time we hung out you spread your legs. You were never able to resist me."


"You're such an asshole."


"Come, on, babe. I'm having a party at my place
tonight. You should come. Maybe we can pick up where we left off." He put
his hand on my shoulder.


"Don't call me that." I pushed his hand away.


"You used to like when I called you babe."


"Yeah, that was before I met James. Why are you even
talking to me? I'm pretty sure last time we talked, I made it very clear that I
wanted nothing to do with you. So no, I'm not coming to your stupid party.
Please just leave me alone."


"You should be thanking me, you know."


"Why on earth would I ever thank you?"


"For taking your v-card. For showing you how to fuck.
Without me, you never would have landed your professor. Men don't like sweet,
innocent girls. And you were as sweet and innocent as they come."


I stopped again. "You know what? You're right. I do
need to thank you."


A smiled spread over his face.


"For being a stepping stone toward happiness." I
poked him in the middle of his chest. "Because of you, I ran into James in
that coffee shop the morning before classes started." I poked him again.
"Because of you, I realized I was sick of dating immature assholes."
I poked him once more. "And because of you, I was able to fall head over
heels for a guy who's actually nice to me."


He stared at me. "Nice to you? He just likes to sleep
with students. The guy is a total creep."


"He only slept with me. It makes sense that you're one
of the many idiots that believes any rumor you hear. He loves me. And I love
him. Something which you'll never experience because you're the creep."


He laughed. "I've missed this. We've always had such
playful banter. If I remember correctly, our fights always transitioned into
super hot makeup sex."


"You're disgusting. I don't know what I ever saw in
you. And you know what? You're awful in bed. And your penis is tiny." God
that felt good to say.


He frowned for a second but then laughed. "That's not
what the other girls that I was fucking while we were together said."


I started walking away again.


"Hey, the party is the other way. Where are you
going?"


"Wouldn't you like to know?" This time he didn't
follow me. I couldn't wait to move to New York.


 


***


 


"Are you okay?" Melissa said as soon as I came
into the room.


"Yeah, I'm fine."


"Penny, you don't look fine. You actually look really
upset. What did James do this time?"


"What? Nothing. James has been fantastic. I ran into
Austin on the way here." I kicked off my shoes and jumped onto my bed.


"Oh. Awkward."


"Yeah. I kind of just stopped thinking about him after
that night at the bar. It was almost like he didn't exist. I liked it better
that way."


Melissa laughed. "So what did he do tonight?"


"He was joking around about me sleeping with my
professor. I don't know. He was being Austin. He was trying to get me to sleep
with him again."


"That does sound like Austin. His name is basically
synonymous with asshole."


"Yeah." I sighed. "It was kind of fun telling
him off. I told him he had a tiny penis." I smiled to myself.


"Go you. Attacking the only thing he has to
offer."


"Well it's the truth."


Melissa laughed. "So, you're okay?"


"Yeah. I'm good. It's just been a really bad
week." I propped one of my pillows against the wall and leaned back on it.
"I'm just so sick of all the rumors spreading around." I didn't want
to talk to her about that right now. I wanted to help her get ready for the
formal. "That dress looks amazing on you, Melissa."


"Are you sure it's not too revealing?" she asked
and looked at her reflection in the mirror. She turned to the side to examine
the deep V in the back.


"I don't think I've ever heard you ask that question
before."


Melissa sighed. "I know. Why am I so nervous about
tonight? It's silly. I'm kind of used to going to these things with you
though."


"You'll be fine. You went to that luau thing by
yourself and had a blast."


Melissa sat down on the edge of my bed. "I know. But
it's not as fun without you there. Oh, I forgot to ask! What is James' brother
like?"


"He's...a handful."


Melissa laughed. "Are they alike at all?"


"They have a lot of the same features. But they're very
different personality wise. James is always so reserved. But Rob just says
whatever comes into his head and is really open and friendly."


"So, he's super sexy too?"


I laughed. "He's good looking, yes."


"Where are they tonight?"


"I don't really know. James said they had some things
to do or something. He was kind of secretive about it."


"Weird. What do you think he's doing?"


"I have no idea."


"Maybe it's something romantic."


"I don't know why he would have taken Rob and Brendan
with him instead of me then."


"Wait, Brendan, Brendan? The guy you made out with
while you were stalking James? Why are they hanging out? That's so
awkward."


"Yeah. Rob befriended him. I thought it would be weird.
But the three of them seem to get along really well."


"I think I want to start hanging out at your new place
more often," Melissa said. "It's like an eligible bachelor sausage
fest." She got off my bed and began to do her makeup.


I laughed. "Actually, I kind of wanted to talk to you
about that."


"That sounds ominous. Are you actually here to just get
the rest of your stuff?" She smiled at me.


"No. That's not it. It's just been a lot harder than I
thought around campus."


"Yeah, I know." She paused in her mascara
application "There are a lot of rumors going around. Whenever I hear
someone say anything, I always defend you. I've started to hate girls in
general."


I laughed. "Me too. But it's more than that. It's my
professors too. They...well they're...it's just really hard." I didn't
need anyone else beating up Professor McCarty. 


"I'm sorry, Penny. I did kind of warn you that would
happen though."


"I know." Melissa loved being right. But she
wasn't going to like what I told her next. "But it's just too much. I
think I'm going to take the rest of the semester off."


"What? But the semester's halfway over already. Last
time we talked you said you were going to finish. You even said you'd finish
Comm, which I thought was crazy. Lucky for you, you just get an automatic A for
shagging the professor."


I laughed. "I didn't get an A. I had to withdraw from
Comm."


"I thought everyone was getting an A in James'
classes?"


"Everyone except for me. It was my fault too."


"Sorry, Penny. That really sucks. But you can take it
again next semester. There's no reason to drop all your classes. That's insane.
Why would you want to just retake all the same things next semester?"


"I'm actually not sure I want to take classes here next
semester either."


Melissa put down her eyeliner. "What are you talking
about?"


"I can't handle all of this..."


"Penny, you can't just drop out of college. You don't
want to be a college drop out! You don't want to be one of those girls who
finds her dream guy and just forgets how to have her own life. You're being
ridiculous. This isn't the sixties."


"I'm not going to drop out of college. I'm just going
to transfer to a different one."


Melissa looked even more upset. "You can't leave."


"I'm thinking about going to NYCU. It's only two and a
half hours away. We can still visit each other all the time."


"You're moving to New York? Penny, I'm sorry, I can't
just say nothing about this. You barely even know James. You can't just up and
move because he wants to."


"It was my idea."


"But why? Just because a few people are saying stupid
stuff? Who cares. Just ignore them. You shouldn't run away and hide from your
problems."


"It's not just a few people. It's everyone. The whole
campus hates me." 


"That's not true. I'm sure the people who weren't doing
well in James' classes love you."


"I can't go to class anymore. I just can't do it."


"Why? I don't understand. Austin made you feel like
shit for months and you handled that. These people don't even know you. I know
you're stronger than that. If James is pressuring you to move then..."


"It's not James, okay?! My intro to marketing professor
hit on me."


"What?"


"He basically said he'd give me an A if I had sex with
him. He grabbed my ass."


"So we'll get him fired. He's the one that shouldn't be
allowed to come to campus anymore, not you. Have you told the dean?"


"No. My professor said if I told the dean he'd say I
was the one that came onto him. Melissa, I don't want to have to deal with
stuff like this for two more years. James and I need a fresh start. We need to
go somewhere where people don't see us a student and a professor."


"It'll blow over. I'll report your professor myself. We
can figure this out."


"I need this, Melissa. It's what I want to do."


"But I don't want you to move." She ran over to my
bed and hugged me. "What am I supposed to do without you?"


"I told you, we can still hang out all the time. Every
weekend if you want. And you have Josh."


"But he's graduating next semester. I don't want to be
here all alone for two years. You're the only friend I've really made. You're
right, everyone else here sucks." Melissa laughed. Her phone started
buzzing and she released me from her hug. "You made me smudge my
makeup." She lightly pushed my shoulder and grabbed her phone off the
dresser. "It's James." She looked back at me. 


"My James?" I looked down at my phone. I didn't
have any missed calls or texts from him.


"What other James do I know? Does he know you were
telling me that he's stealing you away? Is he calling to convince me that I
shouldn't be mad at him?"


"I have no idea why he's calling you."


"Should I answer it?"


"Umm...yes." Why is he calling Melissa? Is
something wrong?


Melissa put her cell phone to her ear. "I heard you
were kidnapping my best friend and taking her to New York."


Silence.


"No, that's not how she worded it." Melissa smiled
at me.


Silence.


"Yeah, she's right next to me."


Silence.


"Yeah, I guess. Hold on one sec." Melissa pulled
the phone away from her ear and put her hand over the speaker. "He says he
needs to talk to me in private."


"Why?" I asked.


"I don't know. He said it was important. I'm going to
go out in the hall."


"Wait, what's going on?"


"I don't know." Melissa left the room, closing the
door behind her.


I tapped my knee impatiently. What were they possibly
talking about? It was a long time before Melissa came back into the room. She
didn't say anything. She just walked to the mirror and began to finish doing
her makeup.


"What was he calling about?"


"We talked about a lot of things."


"Why are you torturing me? We both know that you're
going to tell me. Just spit it out."


"We actually had a very nice talk. He's starting to
wear me down."


"So he just called you to chat?"


"Kind of. He told me he punched your professor in the
face. Several times."


"I'm not thrilled that he did that."


"It's kind of sweet though. He was defending you. He's
like your knight in shining armor. With a violent side." 


"He just wanted to talk to you about my creepy
professor?"


"No, not really." Melissa frowned and then turned
to me. "I think you're right. Maybe a fresh start would be good. I think
James really does love you. Moving seems fast and crazy, but your whole
relationship has been fast and crazy." 


"So you're okay with me moving?"


"I mean, I'm upset that you're abandoning me. But I
want you to be happy. And after my conversation with James, I think that maybe
I've been too hard on him."


"You think?"


Melissa laughed. "I've just been looking out for you.
You know that. You tend to like guys that are terrible for you."


"Just Austin."


"James counts in that list too. Dating a professor
wasn't exactly in your best interest. Especially when there was a super nice
guys who clearly adored you. With nice abs and a great personality."


"How is Tyler doing?"


"He wanders around the frat house like a sad
puppy."


I looked down at my lap.


"I'm kidding, he's fine. I've even seen him make out
with that Natalie girl he hangs out with. Like I told you before, he's a big
boy, he'll be okay. Besides, he definitely needs to move on now since you're
fleeing to New York with James."


"But I still don't get it. Seriously, why did James
call you?"


"Because we're friends. Geez, not everything is about
you. Stop being conceited. I thought you wanted us to get along."


"I do." She was definitely hiding something from
me. "Do you know where he was?"


"He didn't say. You said he was with Rob and Brendan
though, right?" Melissa suddenly looked worried. And it worried me that
she looked worried.


"Yeah. Why?"


"I don't know." She turned away from me.


"Melissa, you're scaring me. What's going on?"


"I don't know. It was kind of weird. At first we were
having a really nice conversation. But after a few minutes it didn't really
seem like he had a reason for calling. He didn't really have anything to say in
particular. And I was trying to avoid the subject because I didn't want to
worry you. But he didn't sound like himself, Penny. It seemed like maybe he had
too much to drink or something? He seemed off. Like maybe he had just drunk
dialed me or something?"


I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. He told me he wasn't
going to drink too much. He told me I didn't have to worry. 


"Does he do that a lot?" Melissa asked.


"What? No." I tried to clear away my nagging
thoughts. "Was there lots of music? Maybe he was at a bar or
something?"


"No, I just heard a few people. Maybe it was Rob and
Brendan? If they're with him, I'm sure he's fine. I'm sorry, I don't know why I
said anything. I'm just being silly. Just pretend I didn't say anything."


"Do you think I should call him? Maybe he needs me to
pick him up or something?"


"I'm sure he's fine. I really don't know him that well.
Maybe I'm just misreading the situation. And you don't want to be that
girl."


"What girl?"


"You know...that girl. The one that nags her
boyfriend all the time. You have to trust him."


"Yeah, you're right. I do trust him. I'm sure he's
fine." But I wasn't sure. I didn't want him to do something stupid again
tonight. I was surprised that Professor McCarty hadn't gone to the cops. Next
time James might not be so lucky.


"Speaking of the time, I need to get going."


"I didn't mention the time."


"I know, but I really am going to be late. Are you sure
this is okay?" she asked, gesturing to her dress. "It's formal
enough?"


"Very formal yet very sexy. It's classy. You look
absolutely beautiful."


Melissa gave me a big hug. "Seriously, don't worry
about James. I'm sorry I even said anything."


"Okay."


She laughed and released me from her hug. "I'm really
bummed that you're not coming tonight. But you look kind of tired. Maybe you
should just call it a night and go to sleep early?"


"Okay, now you're just being mean."


She laughed. "I just meant so you don't have to worry
all night. I'm sure James is fine."


"Mhm." 


"Bye!" she said and blew me a kiss as she left me
alone in the dorm room.


I immediately pulled out my phone and called James. I didn't
care if I was that girl. If he was drunk wandering the streets I needed
to go pick him up before he did something stupid.


"Hey, hot stuff."


"Umm...James?" Geez, he really was hammered.


I heard laughter on the other end of the phone.


"James?"


"No, it's Rob. Do we sound the same on the phone?"


"Yes, you do."


"Damn it! I should have convinced you to have phone sex
or something. Can we rewind a couple seconds? Hey, Penny, it's Professor
Hunter."


"Gross. Rob, can you please put your brother on the
phone?"


"Sorry, love, can't do that."


"And why is that?"


"You're going to be mad at me."


"What are you guys doing?"


"We ran a few errands and then I finally convinced my
tightly wound brother to go to a bar. But, we both know how he is..."


"Can you please just bring him home?"


"In a bit."


"Rob, I'm serious. Bring him home right now."


"Don't be such a party pooper, Penny. We're having fun!
If he's too drunk to fuck you when we get home, I'll be happy to stand in.
Don't you worry."


"Stop being gross. Just bring him home safely,
okay?"


"You have my word, sugar tits."


"You're drunk too, aren't you?"


"Mhm."


"You're impossible."


"You're impossible!"


"And you're seriously not going to let me talk to
James?"


"Professor Hunter is currently unavailable. Please
leave a message at the beep." Rob made a farting noise and the line went
dead.









Chapter 35


Sunday


"Penny."


I immediately opened my eyes. James face was a few inches
away from mine. "You're okay?" I reached my hand out and ran it along
the scruff on his jaw line. "Thank God you're okay." Ow. I had
fallen asleep on the couch waiting for him and my back ached. 


"Of course I'm okay." He had a huge smile on his
face. 


I looked down and saw that he was on one knee by the side of
the couch. Oh my God. Oh my God! I sat up.


"Penny, I love you so much."


He's proposing! My heart was beating out of my chest.
I hadn't missed my chance. He was asking me again.


"Why are you looking at me like that? Oh, you
thought..." He laughed. "No." He laughed again. "I just
dropped my cell phone." He picked it up off the ground and stood up.
"I said it would be romantic. This is hardly romantic."


"Oh, no, I didn't think you were proposing." I had
thought he was proposing. For a brief moment when I was talking to Melissa last
night I had come to that conclusion. I thought he may have called Melissa to
ask her for my ring size or something. But then it seemed like he was just out
getting drunk. I had been so worried about him. But when I woke up and saw him
on one knee I thought maybe he really was just planning on proposing. I could
feel my face turning red. I was so embarrassed.


"I was going to go get breakfast. I just wanted to see
if there was something in particular that you wanted."


"I was worried about you."


"I know, I'm sorry. I should have called."


"And you shouldn't have let Rob answer your
phone."


"Things got a little out of hand last night." He
tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "I'm sorry that I worried
you, Penny." 


I didn't want to fight with him. I was just glad that he was
home safe. Maybe we could talk more about it later. I wasn't sure if him going
out with Rob every night was a good idea. I wanted for him to be happy. But not
if he was putting himself in danger. "What time is it?"


"7:30."


I was still tired. But I wanted to hang out with him. Now
that his brother was living with us, we didn't seem to have nearly as much time
together. "Can I come with you?"


"If you want."


I yawned and got up off the couch. "Just give me a
minute." I quickly got ready and met him in the kitchen.


He wrapped his arms around me. "I missed you last
night."


"I missed you too. What did you guys end up
doing?" I already knew the answer. He got completely wasted.


"We went all over the place. Thanks for convincing me
to go out. It's a lot of fun hanging out with Rob. And Brendan's actually alright."


"Why do you never seem like you're hung over?"


"I have a high tolerance to alcohol."


I bit my lip. I had convinced him to go out. So I couldn't
be upset with him for having a good time. It wasn't fair that I had been
worried when I was the one who kept telling him it was okay. I had thought he
was going on another weird secret mission. But he wasn't acting mysterious at
all this morning. He just seemed like his normal, perfect self. Whatever it was
that he had done last night must have been normal after all. Just a bar and too
much alcohol. I had a tendency to read too much into things. "When did you
get home last night? I never heard you come in."


He grabbed my hand and led me over to the elevator. "I
only just got in. Which is why I so badly need some coffee."


"Or some sleep?"


"We got a hotel in New York. I'm not that tired. I just
need some caffeine." He smiled at me.


"Wait, you went to New York? Why?"


"I had some secret stuff to do."


I laughed. "Yeah, I got that." I looked up at him.
"I like you when you're like this."


"Like what?"


"Playful. I think that maybe Rob is a good influence on
you."


"I've always thought he was a bad influence on
me."


"Well, in a lot of ways he is. He drinks too much and
he says awful stuff. Really, you do drink too much when you're with him."


"It won't happen again." He rubbed his thumb
against my palm. The way he was looking at me made it easy to believe him.


"But you're happy when he's here. So in that way, he's
the best possible influence." I looked down at the floor for a second and
then back up at him. "Are you sure you want to move? Rob just got here and
I don't want to make you leave if..."


"Penny. I was just thinking that I can't wait to
move." He smiled at me. He held my hand as we stepped off the elevator and
led me toward the side exit of the parking garage. "And actually, I wanted
to talk to you about that. The reason I went to New York was to talk to the
dean at NYCU."


"About what?"


He rubbed his thumb against my palm again. "About you,
of course."


"But I didn't even apply yet."


"I know. But I told her all about what happened. She
seemed sympathetic. And impressed with your transcript. If you still want to
go, you're in."


"Really?" 


"Really. So, what do you say?"


I hadn't even realized that we were walking hand in hand on
Main Street. There was no one around. It was the weekend before Halloween and
it wasn't even 8 a.m. on a Sunday. No one would be up for hours. This is what I
wanted. I wanted for us to be able to be us. That was only going to happen
super early on the weekends if we stayed here. But New York was different. In
New York we could be whatever we wanted to be. It was our fresh start. And I
wanted that with him.


"Did you bribe her with lots of money?"


He laughed. "I didn't need to."


"So you didn't donate any money to the school?"


"I didn't say that either." He gave me an innocent
smile.


"You're infuriating."


"No, that's you." He squeezed my hand. "So,
what do you say?"


"I say we should start packing."


"I was hoping that would be your answer. Maybe we can
go back up in the next few days to look at apartments? Something cozy of
course." 


"That sounds perfect."


"I guess there's just one last thing I need to do
here." James stopped outside the coffee shop where we had first met.


"What, get a cup of coffee?" 


He smiled at me and walked into the coffee shop, holding the
door open for me.


When I walked in, I froze. There were rose petals all over
the floor and there had to be at least a hundred candles. The whole shop was
empty except for us.


"Penny." He grabbed my hand again.


I turned around and he was on one knee. Oh my God.


"This wasn't just where I first met you. This is where
I fell in love with you. You took my breath away when you bumped into me. It
was something that I've never experienced before. I've never been so attracted
to someone in my life. It's very distracting when you blush." 


His words made me blush even more.


He looked down for a second and then back up with me.
"You made me realize that I hadn't been living. Really living. Because
life without this feeling, the feeling that you give me, isn't a life that I'm
interested in at all. You chose me even though I told you I wasn't good for
you. You've always seen the good in me, which was something that I couldn't see
in myself. You made me realize that it doesn't matter who I was before. It's
about who I've become. Because of you."


"Yes."


He smiled up at me. "I have more to say." 


"If you're asking me to marry you, the answer is
yes."


He laughed and kissed each of my knuckles. "I'm yours,
Penny. I've always been yours. I love you with all that I am. And I don't want
to go another day without knowing that you're mine. Not just for today and
tomorrow and the next. I want you by my side forever and always. Penny Taylor,
you are the love of my life." He let go of my hand and pulled out a small
box from his pocket. "You asked me if I was a believer in fate. I am now.
I don't know how I ended up as a professor in Delaware. But I know why I did.
Because you were here. And my life would always be meaningless if I had never
met you. Because without you, I'm not whole. Penny." He grabbed my hand
again. "Will you marry me?"


"Yes." I threw my arms around him.


He laughed and pulled me down into his arms.


"James, I love you so much." I put my hands on
both sides of his face and kissed him. This is what I had wanted to do the
morning we first met. But everything we had been through, all the ups and
downs, had led us to this moment. And this moment was perfect. I wouldn't have
wanted to change a thing even if I could.


"Don't you want to see your ring?"


"How did you do all this?" I turned and looked at
the candles and rose petals. "How did you know no one would be here this
morning?"


"It's closed today."


"I've been here on Sundays before."


"It's closed today because I bought it and I closed
it." He smiled at me.


"You bought it?"


"I don't want anything to ever change about this place.
I want to be able to come back here when we're old and gray and talk about how
this is where we first met." He put his hand on the side of my face.
"This place changed my life."


"So last night...you weren't out drinking?"


"No. I didn't even have one drink."


"But Melissa said..."


"What I told her to say. I knew you'd be totally
consumed thinking that I was out getting wasted and never suspect that I was
planning to propose. I told her to say she thought I was drunk if you started
to get suspicious. Which I guess you did."


"You're such a jerk." Even as I said it I was
smiling. He knew me so well. He actually realized how much I cared about him.
And I was so relieved. He finally realized how much I loved him. I felt closer
to him than ever.


"I am sorry that I worried you. That wasn't my
intention. I just really wanted to surprise you."


"You did surprise me. But wait, Rob was definitely
drunk when I talked to him last night, though."


"No. Rob is great at pretending to be drunk. I had to
make it seem like the story Melissa fed you was true. And Rob was definitely up
to the challenge." 


I laughed. "So you went to New York last night and got
me into a new school. And bought a coffee shop. You've been busy." I
couldn't stop smiling.


"And I went and talked to your parents."


"You did?"


"I wanted your father's blessing."


"Did you get it?"


He smiled at me. "Yes, I did. Although I still would
have proposed without it."


"I love you so much."


"I also bought you a ring. Don't you want to see
it?" He was still holding the box in his hand. I had attacked him before
he had gotten a chance to show it to me.


"Yes."


He opened up the box.


"James." It was the most beautiful ring I had ever
seen. The diamond was huge, but it didn't look tacky. It was classy and
elegant. And perfect.


"Do you like it?"


"It's beautiful."


He took the ring out of the box, grabbed my hand, and slid
it onto my ring finger. "Now you're mine."


"I've always been yours." I looked back down at my
hand. I'm engaged to my professor. I smiled up at him. "So why did
you call Melissa?"


"I wanted her help deciding what kind of ring you might
like. And I wanted to run the proposal by her. She knows you best."


"You know me best."


He flashed me the smile that had made me fall in love with
him in the first place. "I'm excited to introduce you to everyone as my
fiancée." He ran the tip of his nose down the length of mine.


"I'm excited to introduce you to everyone as my fiancé."



"Hmm." He kissed the side of my neck and placed
his lips next to my ear. "I still prefer when you call me Professor
Hunter."


"You'll always be Professor Hunter to me." 
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Chapter 1


Saturday


I walked up to the stage, being careful not to trip. Falling
in front of thousands of people was something I wanted to avoid at all costs. I
took a deep breath and stared at the dean who was announcing everyone's names.
I felt like I had come such a long way. My whole life I had focused on doing
well in school. And now that I was about to graduate, I had no idea what I
actually wanted to do. I wanted to be excited about this moment, but I was so
nervous. 


"Penny Taylor," Dean Mullins said.


I slowly walked across the stage, grabbed my diploma, and
shook a bunch of people's hands that I didn't know. I smiled as I walked down
the stairs on the opposite end of the stage. I did it. I graduated! It
didn't matter that I had no idea what I wanted to do. Graduating was a huge
accomplishment. I moved the tassel on my cap to the left and smiled for the
cameraman that was waiting there to capture the moment. Now it was official.


My eyes scanned the crowd as I walked back to my seat. I
didn't see anyone I knew. It was going to be almost impossible to find anyone
after the ceremony with all these people. I sat down in my seat and listened to
the rest of the graduates' names being called. I only recognized a few. The
campus was so much bigger than the University of New Castle's. And coming in
halfway through sophomore year hadn't made it any easier to meet people. I
hadn't thought much about it until this moment, seeing all the people walk by
that I had never met.


This chapter of my life was closing forever, and it suddenly
felt like I hadn't really experienced it. I quickly shook away the thought.
Just because I didn't recognize hundreds of the names that the dean announced,
didn't mean I didn't have a fulfilling college experience. These past few years
had been amazing. I wouldn't have changed a thing. I looked to the left and
searched the crowd again. Where is he?


"Congratulations to the class of 2018!"


Everyone around me stood up. I followed their lead and
clapped my hands together. As soon as people started moving around, I squeezed
past everyone in the row I was in and made my way toward the entrance hall. I
knew they were serving refreshments out there, and if I didn't get in there
early, I would never be able to find anyone.


When I opened up the doors, there were already hundreds of
people in the room. I made my way through the people celebrating.


"Penny! Over here!"


I smiled and turned toward the familiar voice.
"Tyler!" I ran over to him and threw my arms around his neck.


He laughed and lifted me off my feet, twirling me through the
air for a second. "Congratulations, Penny," he said and kissed my
cheek as he set me back down on my feet.


"Thanks, Tyler. I'm so glad that you could come."


"I wouldn't have missed it," he said and let go of
my waist.


"I can't believe I'm actually done. I'm officially an
adult."


He laughed. "I'm pretty sure you need a job in order to
be considered an adult."


"I'm working on that. Not everyone can graduate with a
full time gig lined up, Mr. Hotshot."


He laughed and put his hands in his pockets.


"Where is everyone else?"


"I had to go to the bathroom, so I cut out right after I
saw you walk. They'll all be down in a minute."


"Did Melissa make it?"


"Yeah, she's here." Tyler scratched the back of his
neck. "Actually, Penny, I wanted to talk to you about..."


Before he could finish his sentence I felt someone attack me
with a huge hug. 


"Penny!" Melissa yelled.


I laughed. "Welcome to New York!"


"Thank you." Melissa released me from her embrace.


"Did you move everything in okay? When I left and you
still weren't there I was worried something happened to you."


She laughed. "No, no, I'm good. My stuff is all moved
in...just not at your place."


"What do you mean?"


"I just decided that it would be easier to crash at
Tyler's place until I find something. I dropped my stuff off there this
morning."


"Oh." I felt my heart sink. "I was excited to
be roommates with you again."


"I know." She smiled and hugged me again. "But
it was only going to be for a couple days anyway. I'm going to find my own
place really fast."


"Are you sure Tyler doesn't mind?"


Melissa laughed. "No, he practically begged me. Isn't
that right, Tyler?"


Tyler made a weird face and looked away from us.


Melissa laughed again. "I heard about your new job. It
sounds really exciting."


"Geez, he's trying to convince you it's a good idea too?
It's not. You know that I'm not taking that job."


"Why not?"


"Because Penny doesn't want to work with me," James
said.


I smiled and turned around. "You know that's not
it."


"Hmm." He put his hand on the side of my face.
"We can talk about that more later. Congratulations, Penny." He
leaned down and placed a soft kiss against my lips. I wrapped my arms around
the back of his neck. 


My dad cleared his throat. I could feel my face turning red.


"Hi, Dad!" I immediately stepped away from James,
gave my dad a quick hug, and then gave one to my mom too. "Hi, Mom." 


"Congratulations, sweetie," My mom said.
"We're so proud of you. And we're so excited about meeting your parents,
James. We've been looking forward to it."


"About that." James put his arm around my shoulders
and looked down at me. "They had to cancel."


I pressed my lips together. God. I had let myself get
my hopes up this time. Who was I kidding? I always got my hopes up. I thought
maybe now that I had graduated, though, they might actually want to meet me. So
it wasn't my age. They just didn't want to meet me. I swallowed hard.


James squeezed my shoulder. "I'm sorry, Penny."


"That's fine," my dad said. "Let's go out to
lunch anyway. My treat."


I put on a smile. "That sounds perfect."


"We're going to head out," Melissa said.


"You're both welcome to lunch" my mom said.


"I still have a lot to unpack, so I should probably get
started. Bye, Mr. and Mrs. Taylor." Melissa gave them each a quick hug.


"You're coming with us tomorrow, right, Melissa?"
My mom asked.


"I wouldn't miss it." She winked at me.


It was hard to even think about shopping for a wedding dress
right now. James' parents clearly didn't want me to be a part of their family.
Every time they canceled plans to finally meet me, James told me not to worry
about it. But how could I not worry about it? We were getting married at the
end of the month. And at this rate it didn't even seem like his parents were
going to come.


"Congrats again, Penny." Tyler smiled at me and
then followed Melissa through the crowd.


***


I rested my head on James' shoulder. Lunch had been so much
fun. I loved catching up with my parents and all the goings-on in Delaware. It
helped me feel connected to the life I had left behind. At least, I thought I
had left it behind. I wanted to fit into James' life. I didn't want to cause
him unnecessary stress. But that's exactly what I was doing. I didn't know what
to do in order for his parents to like me. Liking me was far off, though. James
and I had been dating for two and a half years and they still hadn't even met
me.


I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the city as
our driver, Ian, expertly sped us through the city streets. The cars honking
now seemed to relax me instead of unsettling me. This was my home now. I just
wished I fit in a little better.


"Hey." James grabbed my chin and tilted my face up
to his. "You've been awfully quiet."


I bit my lip.


"Penny, we're supposed to be celebrating."


I felt a lump building in my throat. "They're not going
to come to our wedding, are they?"


He sighed and pressed his forehead against mine. "I
think maybe that's for the best."


I pulled back. "How can you say that? They're your
parents. They should be there."


"I love you. That's all that matters."


"I'm going dress shopping tomorrow."


He smiled. "I know."


"Your mom should be there."


"You don't want her fashion advice, trust me." He
placed a soft kiss against my neck. "How about we focus on something
else?" He kissed my neck again and placed his hand on my thigh, running
his fingers along the hem of my dress.


I laughed and grabbed his hand. "We're almost back to
our place."


"Your point is?" He kissed my collarbone, making a
moan escape from my lips.


"My point is that Ian will know that we're having sex
back here if we don't come out when he parks."


James laughed. "You're acting like we haven't done it
before. Ian doesn't care. Being discreet is in his job description."


I ran my hand through James' hair. "We'll be back in
five minutes."


He sighed and moved his hand off my thigh. "Well, if you
insist on talking, I'd like to revisit the internship idea." 


"I'm still thinking about it."


"That's not what you said to Melissa." He grabbed
my hand and ran his thumb along my palm.


"I know." I looked down at his hand. "What
would people think?"


"Is that really the reason? You've never seemed that
worried about what other people think."


I looked back up at him. He was right. That wasn't the real
reason. "I didn't earn it, James."


"You just graduated with honors from NYCU. You're just
as qualified as all the other interns we've already hired. I wanted to give you
an actual job, but you shot that down right away. If you insist on proving
yourself, this is the way to do it."


"I don't know."


"You don't have to accept it. I'm not going to force you
to work with me. You don't have to work at all. You know that."


I laughed. "Of course I have to work. I already owe you
so much."


"You don't owe me anything." He lowered his
eyebrows slightly. "I hope you don't really feel that way."


"I owe you everything."


"Penny..."


"I'm not talking about money. You know that. I'm talking
about you. Where would I be without you?"


"Jobless, for one."


"You're not going to let this go, are you?"


"Not a chance."


"If I don't hear back from anywhere by next week, I'll
do it."


He smiled. "This is going to be so much fun."


"I said if. It's not a done deal yet."


"I'm pretty sure you'll be working with me."


I laughed. "When I asked you not to interfere with my
applying for jobs, I never imagined you'd be telling places not to hire
me."


"What, you think I called all the places you interviewed
with and told them how awful you are?"


"I'd hope not. Maybe that's what you did with your
parents too. Is that why they don't want to meet me? You told them about all my
flaws and scared them away?"


"I love all your flaws."


The car came to a stop.


"What do you think my flaws are?" I asked.


He smiled at me and got out of the car. I quickly climbed out
of the car and grabbed his hand.


"James, what are my flaws?"


He squeeze my hand and typed in the code for the elevators.
The doors immediately opened and he pulled me inside. 


I stared up at him and pursed my lips.


"There's just too many to name," he said. "The
list is endless."


I lightly pushed his shoulder. "Just tell me the biggest
then."


"Hmm." The elevator came to a stop and he swiped
his access card against the reader. The doors opened behind us.


"You know how good I am at getting information out of
you." I trailed my hand down the front of his dress shirt, stopping at his
belt.


He grabbed my hand and smiled. "Turn around,
Penny."


I looked over my shoulder. There were tons of people standing
in the living room of our apartment.


"Surprise!" Melissa yelled. Everyone else quickly
yelled surprise too.


I could feel my face turning red. Had they all heard what I
just said? I quickly turned back around to look up at James.


He smiled down at me. "For one, you're very bad at
telling when you're being thrown a surprise party. Congratulations,
baby."  









Chapter 2


Saturday


"Well that wasn't awkward at all," Rob said as he
leaned down and hugged me.


"So everyone did hear?" I asked. I had talked to
almost everyone and escaped to the kitchen to catch my breath. I wasn't as good
at parties as James was. Networking wasn't something I was good at. And I had
just embarrassed myself in front of all my friends and a few people I'd
probably consider more of acquaintances. They'd probably remain acquaintances
now.


"That you were about to give James head to extract
information from him? Oh, yeah, everyone heard that," he said as he let me
out of his embrace and handed me a drink. 


I laughed. "Well, no one's mentioned it but you. Not
everyone has as dirty of a mind as you."


"Or you." He winked at me. "How was lunch with
my parents?"


"They canceled again."


"You're kidding. They're really holding out."


"Holding out for what?"


"James to change his mind, I guess."


Right. My biggest fear was that they'd just start
throwing women at James that were way more suitable to be their daughter in
law. I looked down at the drink Rob had given me. "What is this?"


"Trust me, you'll like it."


"You're not roofieing me, are you?"


He laughed. "The girl my brother is about to marry? I
would never."


"I never believe anything you say, you know."


"That's how I prefer it. But it's just a sex on the
beach. If you'd prefer the actual thing, I think we could arrange that,
though."


"I'll take the drink. Are you still enjoying living on
campus?" I took a sip of my drink. It was sweet, but very strong.


"Of course. That's a ridiculous question. I'm living the
dream."


"Taking advantage of innocent young women?"


"What, like you?" He smiled at me. "Shagging
your professor wasn't so innocent, Penny."


"Is Rob harassing you again?" Bee said and leaned
against the kitchen counter next to me.


Rob laughed and looked down at his watch. "Is it time
for me to move on to you already?"


"You can focus on Penny tonight," Bee said.
"It's her big day. Congrats, again," she said and squeezed my arm.


"Thanks, Bee."


"And congrats on the new job too. James just told us
about it."


"Did he?" I looked over at James. He was sitting on
the couch next to Mason. As if he could feel my stare, he turned away from
Mason and smiled at me. He raised his left eyebrow and lifted his glass slightly.
Mason laughed beside him and gestured for Rob to join them.


"I've been summoned," Rob said. "I'll let you
two ladies talk. I'll be back when you're done that drink, Penny. You won't
even be able to resist me." He walked over to the couch and plopped himself
between Mason and James.


I looked down at the drink. He was joking right? "On a
scale of one to ten, how likely is it that this drink has a roofie in it?"


Bee laughed. "Like fifty."


"That's what I thought." I pushed it aside and
grabbed a glass of champagne off a tray that a waiter was walking around with.
"Okay, so I have a question for you. What's it like working with
Mason?"


Bee smiled. "Wonderful."


"Really? It doesn't make it hard to keep your work and
personal life separate?"


Her cheeks turned slightly red. "We don't really keep it
that separate."


I laughed. "I'm guessing the blurred line doesn't mean
you go over reports in bed at night?"


"Not exactly. We share an office, though. What do you
expect?"


"Right. But it's not going to be like that if I work
with James. Or, for him, I guess is a better way to put it." Bee and Mason
were an amazing power couple. They had grown their advertising firm to seven
figures within just a couple months after their launch. Now it was one of the
top agencies in the city. And even though they worked a lot, they still looked
at each other in that way that made your heart melt.


"I doubt he's going to make it feel like you're working
for him. And either way, it'll look great on your resume. You still have
different last names, you can take advantage of that. Use it as a stepping
stone. And your next employer doesn't have to be any the wiser when you use
James as a reference."


I laughed. "I'm pretty sure he's sabotaging me from
getting any other jobs."


"I'm sure that isn't true."


"You have no idea." I took a sip of my champagne.


Bee laughed. "I think he and Mason are pretty similar.
They're both used to getting whatever they want. I'm not sure they understand
the word no."


I laughed. "Shh, they're coming over here."


Bee smiled as Mason wrapped his arms around her. "What
are you two talking about?"


"How stubborn you are," Bee said. "What were
you two talking about?"


"James' bachelor party," Mason said. "Rob and
I have so many good ideas."


"Trust me," Bee said and grabbed my arm. "You
do not want Mason planning James' bachelor party." 


I laughed even though she didn't look like she was kidding.
"I'd rather him plan it than Rob. Whenever Rob and James get together they
always do something stupid."


"You have nothing to worry about," James said and
wrapped his arm around my shoulders. "I'm not having a bachelor
party."


"Of course you are," Mason said. "I already
bought the tickets. It's going to be awesome."


Bee frowned. "Where exactly are you guys going?"


"I can't say," Mason said. "It's a
surprise."


Bee shook her head. 


"We're not going anywhere," James said. "Don't
worry about it."


"You should have a bachelor party," I said and
looked up at him. "Isn't that like a rite of passage?"


"Yeah, but I've already had one."


Every now and then I let myself forget about his past. I
downed the rest of my champagne and picked up the sex on the beach. I kind of
hoped it was laced with something. I hated thinking about finding a job. I
hated thinking about James' parents not wanting to meet me. But most of all I
hated being reminded of Isabella. I took a huge sip of the drink. "You
should still go, James. You'll have fun."


"See," Mason said. "She wants you to go."


James squeezed my shoulder. "I'll think about it."


"Are you ready to get going, Bee?" Mason asked and
removed his arms from around her. He whispered something in her ear and she
laughed.


"I guess we need to get going," she said.
"Bye, James." She gave him a quick hug. "See you tomorrow,
Penny," Bee said as she hugged me. "Don't encourage them,
Penny," she whispered. "You seriously don't want Mason to plan it.
Trust me." She pulled back. "Congratulations." She gave me a
small smile


Weird. "Thanks, Bee. See you tomorrow." 


Mason hugged me. "Congratulations on finally graduating.
I guess I can't really make fun of James for being with someone so young
now."


"I'm sure you'll find something else to tease him
about."


Mason laughed and released me from his hug. "It's going
to be a blast, man," Mason said and slapped James on the back. "Maybe
not as much fun as you guys are about to have when everyone clears out of here,
though, right Penny?" He winked at me.


Oh God. Everyone really did hear. I put my hand over
my face as they left the apartment. "I'm mortified."


James laughed. "It gave everyone something to talk about
all night." He put his hand on the small of my back and pulled me into
him.


"You could have stopped me two seconds earlier, you
know. Usually when someone throws a surprise party they don't let the guest of
honor say something embarrassing in front of a room full of people."


"I don't know. How many surprise parties have you been
thrown?"


"Well, none, but..."


"So I'm pretty sure this was exactly how it's supposed
to go." He leaned down and lightly nipped my earlobe. "I had
considered letting you keep going. So you're welcome."


I laughed and looked into the living room. There were only a
few people left. Melissa and Tyler were sitting on the couch, laughing about
something. "Did you say something to Melissa? To make her not want to stay
with us? I was really looking forward to it."


"Although I am excited that I get to keep you all to
myself, I don't think her not wanting to stay with us has anything to do with
me." James nodded back over to them.


"What do you mean?"


James laughed. "They're obviously sleeping
together."


"No they aren't." Tyler and Melissa were definitely
not hooking up. That was ridiculous. I looked back up at James.


"What, does that upset you?" He lowered his
eyebrows slightly.


"Of course not. But they're not sleeping together."
Tyler was sweet and kind and Melissa was my best friend, but she was Melissa.
They weren't a good fit.


James laughed. "I'm pretty sure they are."


"Melissa would have told me. Tyler would have told
me."


"Maybe they thought it would be awkward."


I laughed. "Why would that be awkward?" I swallowed
hard and looked back over at them. They were just friends. All three of us were
just friends. Melissa laughed and lightly pushed Tyler's shoulder. They are
just friends, right?


James kissed my cheek. "Let's go try to subtly get rid
of everyone. I want to give you your present in private." 


"I told you not to get me anything. You already paid
for..."


He silenced my protests with a kiss. "My fiancée just
graduated. Of course I got you something." He grabbed my hand and guided
me back toward the living room.


The only people left were Melissa, Tyler, Rob, and Mason's
little brother, Matt. James sat down in the only empty chair and pulled me onto
his lap.


"How'd you like the rest of that drink?" Rob asked.
"Are you feeling frisky yet?"


I laughed. "I didn't finish it." I was feeling a
little frisky, but not at all toward Rob. The man with his arms wrapped around
me was the only guy I ever wanted.


"Now what am I going to do with the rest of my
night?" Rob said and leaned back in his chair.


"Stop being gross, Rob," Melissa said.


"I thought you liked when I was gross?" he said and
smiled at her.


I looked over at Tyler, but he didn't seem to have any
reaction to what Rob had just said. After I had moved to New York, Rob and Melissa
had a short fling. Tyler knew about it because we had talked about how weird it
was. If Melissa and him were dating now, it would make him uncomfortable to
hear about it again. Tyler didn't seem to care at all that Rob wanted to do
gross things to Melissa, though. And I didn't doubt at all that they'd be
gross.


"I have an idea," James cut in. "You could
call it a night and go to bed early."


"That wasn't subtle at all, James," I said.


Matt laughed. "What, do you two need to finish whatever
it was you were about to do before Penny realized there was a whole room of
people watching?"


"I wasn't about to do anything," I said. "That
was a complete misunderstanding. I was just making sure James' outfit looked
good. Checking his buttons and stuff." Worst excuse ever.


"That's not what it sounded like," Tyler said.
"I'm pretty sure we were all just a few seconds away from witnessing quite
the graduation celebration."


Melissa glared at him. I couldn't tell if she looked jealous
or if she was just mad at him for further embarrassing me. I couldn't read
either of them tonight.


"Well, as much fun as this has been, we should probably
get going," Melissa said and put her hand on Tyler's knee. 


I looked at her hand on Tyler's knee and then back at her
face. She immediately moved her hand. Oh God, they are sleeping together. Why
didn't she tell me? I bit the inside of my lip.


"Yeah, we probably should head out." Tyler stood
up. 


Melissa immediately stood up beside him. "I'll see you
tomorrow, Penny."


"Sounds good. Thanks for coming tonight."


"Of course. Great party, James."


"Are you not even going to say goodbye to me?" Rob
asked.


Melissa rolled her eyes. "As if you deserve a goodbye.
Bye, Matt. It was great seeing you again."


"Bye, Melissa," he said with a laugh. "See you
around, Tyler,"


Tyler nodded and they both went over to the elevator.


I wanted Melissa and Tyler to be happy. Why did she think I'd
be upset about them dating? I looked down at my lap. My first thought had been
that they weren't a good fit. Maybe she was right for not telling me.


"I think you're right," I whispered to James.


"About what?" Matt asked.


I looked over my shoulder. Tyler and Melissa were gone.
"Am I terrible at whispering or something?" I asked.


"You're always really loud," Rob said with a wink.


I felt my face turning red.


"She was talking about how Melissa and Tyler are
sleeping together," James said.


Matt laughed. "There's no way those two are banging.
Don't you see the way he looks at you, Penny? He probably wants you even more
than Rob does."


I felt James' arms tense around me. Damn it, Matt.
"Tyler and I are just friends."


"And I don't want Penny," Rob said. "She wants
me."


I laughed. "Yeah, right."


"You're all in denial," Matt said. He stood up and
yawned. "Okay, I think I'm going to head out too. Are you crashing
here?" he asked Rob.


Rob looked over at me. "Well, that depends on if Penny
wants me to stay."


I sighed. "I think maybe you should spend the night at
Matt's. You've gotten me all wound up from that cocktail, so now I have to do
super inappropriate things to your brother. And we don't want to keep you up
all night."


James laughed. "That sounds fantastic." His body
seemed to relax at my words.


"Yuck. Okay, let's get out of here," Rob said and
slapped Matt on the back.


"Congrats, Penny," Matt said. "My parents
wanted me to give this to you," he handed me an envelope.


"What is it?"


He shrugged. "A gift I guess. Later, James," he
said and they did one of their weird handshakes.


"Are you going to open it?" James asked as Rob and
Matt left our apartment.


"Do you know what it is?"


He shook his head.


I ripped open the envelope and pulled out the card.


 


Penny,


We have known James his whole life. He was at our house
growing up almost as much as Mason and Matthew were. He's like a son to us. And
we can't think of someone more perfect for him than you, Penny. We would be
honored if you'd let us throw you a late engagement party at our house. Just
something small, to officially welcome you to the family. Call us so we can
arrange a date. And congratulations on your graduation!


-Mr. & Mrs. Caldwell


 


I could feel the tears welling in my eyes. James' parents
didn't want to meet me. But I already knew the Caldwells. I had spent a lot of
time with them since moving to New York. Every time they saw me they always
asked if I had gotten to meet Mr. and Mrs. Hunter yet. I tried to act as
optimistic as I could, but everyone knew I was upset about it. Mr. and Mrs.
Caldwell clearly cared about me and James. Maybe it was okay that James'
parents didn't want me to be a part of their family. Maybe everything I had was
enough.


I looked up at James. "That's really sweet, isn't
it?"


"I didn't know they thought of me like that." He
had a weird look on his face. It wasn't confused exactly. He almost looked sad.



I moved so that I was straddling him. "James, I love you
so much. You are the sweetest man I have ever met. But you are just terrible at
telling when people care about you."


He smiled at me. "I know that you care about me."


"Mhm. And all the people that came tonight. And Mason
and Matt's parents," I said and held up the letter. 


"I think everyone just likes you."


I shook my head. "I don't think so."


"Like Tyler."


I laughed. "Oh God. You know that's not true."


He shrugged. "Now that I'm friends with him, I don't
think it matters one way or the other. He's a good guy. He won't try to steal
you away now."


"Apparently he likes Melissa. So you have nothing to
worry about."


"I wasn't worried." He kissed my cheek and then the
side of my neck. "Let me go get your present."


I reluctantly moved off his lap. I had only been half joking
when I was talking to Rob earlier. I was definitely planning on enjoying James
tonight. When he disappeared into his office, I looked back down at the note.
They wanted to welcome me to the family. My body felt warm, and not just
because of the mixed drink Rob had made me. I had tried so hard to fit in here
in New York. But at first I had really missed the suburbs. I had missed passing
strangers on the sidewalk that were nice, having grass everywhere, and not
being worried I was going to be mugged if I stepped outside at night. It was a
hard adjustment. I wasn't sure when it had happened, but suddenly I fit. James'
friends had become my new family. And New York had become my home. James'
parents not wanting to meet me was the last thing that made me feel like I
shouldn't be here, like I didn't belong in this new life.


But this could be enough. I stared at the note in my hands.
It was going to have to be. 


 









Chapter 3


Saturday


James sat down on the rug in front of the chair I was in and
handed me a manila envelope. He put his hand on my knee, rubbing the inside of
my knee with his thumb, not looking at my face.


I had gotten pretty good at reading him. Whenever he did
something he knew I wouldn't like, he rarely ever looked me in the eyes.
Whatever was in the envelope, he thought I wasn't going to like it. My heart
started to beat faster. "What is this?"


"Your present." He tore his eyes away from my knee
and looked up at me. "Open it." He leaned down and kissed my kneecap.


I moved my leg away from his hand. Now he was just trying to
distract me. I tore open the top of the envelope and pulled out a small stack
of photos. They were pictures of really beautiful rooms. Really beautiful, huge
rooms. Each room was elegant, yet modern at the same time. It was exactly
James' style. Which had become my preference as well. I let my eyes meet his.


"Now, before you say anything..."


"I don't want to move." We had discussed this in
length. And I thought we had agreed to stay here for at least a while longer.
Graduating, starting a new job, getting married, it was all too much at once. I
didn't want to move on top of everything else. 


"Baby," he said and grabbed my hand. "When we
get married, we're going to need a bigger place."


"This place is big. It's way too big actually."


James laughed. "It's cozy. That's why we picked
it."


"I think I remember telling you that it was too big to
be cozy, but this was the place you wanted. So I said yes."


"And now you love it here."


"Exactly. So I don't want to move."


"But we're going to be a family."


I stared back at him. We rarely ever talked about having
kids. Whenever I brought it up, he not so subtly diverted our conversation to a
safer topic. Was he changing his mind? I squeezed his hand. "James, I
thought you didn't..."


"You're going to be my wife." He cleared his
throat. "We're going to be a family."


Oh. Me and him. Of course that's what he meant. And
that's all that I wanted. He was always all that I had ever wanted. "Since
we're going to be married, you want more space to escape from me?" I
smiled at him.


James laughed. "No, not exactly." He grabbed my
waist and pulled me to the edge of the chair. "More rooms to have you in,
maybe." His hand slid up my thigh.


I laughed. "Are you sure that you don't want to just run
away from me because I have so many flaws?"


"Hmm." He leaned down and kissed the inside of my
thigh. 


God was he good at distracting me.


He slowly pushed up the bottom of my dress, following his
fingertips with a trail of kisses. He hooked his thumbs in the sides of my
thong. "Baby, you don't have any flaws."


And he knew exactly what to say to wear me down. I lifted my
hips and let him remove my thong. "Okay, fine. We can make an appointment
with your realtor and go look at it together. Happy?"


He smiled. "We don't need to make an appointment. I
already bought it."


"James!" My exclamation quickly changed to a moan
as he thrust his tongue deep inside of me. Fuck. "James, you
can't...God!" I let my head drop back against the cushion as he spread my
legs farther apart. I couldn't possibly think straight like this. Damn it.


He pushed the bottom of my dress up over my waist and I
quickly pulled it over my head. My anger had been replaced by a more primal
need, somehow making my want for him even stronger. I unhooked my bra as his
mouth moved to my clit, sucking on it hard.


"Yes!" 


His fingers replaced his tongue, plunging deep inside my
aching pussy. His tongue on my clit matched the rhythm of his fingers, pushing
me closer and closer to release. Why did I always give into him? Why did I
always let him manipulate me with sex? He curved his fingers, hitting that spot
that always made me lose control.


Oh God. My whole body felt warm from the combination
of the alcohol coursing through me and the building desire in my stomach. I
moaned again as his hand slid up, pinching one of my nipples. The sensation had
a direct line to my groin.


I grabbed the back of his head as he sucked hard on my clit
again. "James!" My orgasm crashed down on me. But the high didn't
last long. The reality of what he had just done quickly returned. Jesus.
I pushed on his shoulders.


After one last stroke against my wetness, he pulled back and
stared at me. 


I knew why I always let him have what he wanted. Because I
could never resist him. Not when he looked at me like that. Who was I kidding?
I could never resist him.


He started to unbutton his shirt.


My chest rose and fell as I tried to catch my breath. I stood
up and pointed my finger at him. "You can't just buy a new apartment and
not tell me about it. We're getting married. We need to make these kind of
decisions together. And we had already discussed this. It's too much change,
too fast."


He stood up too.


"I'm really mad at you," I added, when he didn't
say anything.


Ignoring me, he slowly removed his belt and unzipped his
pants, letting his erection spring free.


I quickly looked back up at his face. "What are you
doing? James, we need to talk about this."


His eyes were ablaze. "I like when you're mad at
me."


Fuck it. I grabbed the back of his head and pulled his
mouth to mine. He was always right. When I was mad at him, it just made me want
him even more. 


***


James propped his head up on his hand and looked down at me.
"I think I know what you like, Penny."


I tried to suppress my smile and shook my head. After
everything he had just done to me, I didn't have any energy left to talk about
this right now. I winced slightly as I turned to face him. The odds that I
didn't have rug burn on my ass were slim to none. "It still would have
been nice to be part of the decision."


"I'm sorry."


I smiled up at him.


"But it was a present and I..."


I put my finger against his lips. "Don't ruin your
apology."


He grabbed my hand and kissed each of my knuckles.
"You're going to love it. I promise."


"As long as you're in it, I will." I ran my fingers
through the contours of his six pack. "So where is it?"


"Closer to where we'll both be working."


"You're impossible. You do realize that, right?"


He shrugged and smiled down at me. "We can walk to work
together every day. And we can walk to our new home together every night. We
can make detours through Central Park whenever you're missing the suburbs. It's
going to be wonderful."


"Thank you, James."


He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "Why
does it feel like you aren't thanking me for the new place?"


"I am. But it's not just that. Thank you for not getting
annoyed when I stayed up late studying so many nights. And for waiting to get
married until after I graduated. For putting your life on hold here while I
finished school. And for not getting mad at me when I'm stubborn for no reason.
And for just being you."


"You're awfully sentimental tonight." He pulled me
into his chest.


I'd never get enough of the sweet scent of his skin. "You've
given up so much to be with me."


He ran his fingers through my hair. "That's not the way
I see it."


I knew it wasn't how he saw it, but that's how it was. The
past few years I had been a burden. "There is no other way to see it,
James. I just want you to know how much I appreciate everything you've done.
Everything you've given me and everything you've given up."


"Penny, it goes both ways. What's mine is yours. And
what's yours is mine."


"But I don't have anything."


He rolled over, pinning my back to the rug. "You're
everything that I've ever wanted. These past two and a half years have been the
happiest of my life. We're getting married in a few weeks. You're the one
giving me everything."


"I'm worried that I'll always be a burden. I don't know
what I want to do now that I've graduated. I don't know what I want to
be."


He smiled down at me. "Well, you can start by working
with me at Hunter Technologies. And by becoming my wife. Does that really sound
so bad?"


I pursed my lips. Of course he was right. Even if I just
worked there until I figured out what I really wanted to do. He knew me better
than I knew myself. "It sounds perfect." I put my hand on the side of
his face, running my palm along the scruff on his jaw line. "I can't wait
to be Penny Hunter."


"God I love the sound of that."  









Chapter 4


Sunday


My phone buzzed just as the car pulled up to the J.F.K.
Airport. I quickly pulled my phone out of my purse, expecting to see James'
sister, Jen, calling me. Instead, I saw Melissa's name. I swiped my finger
across the screen. "Hey, Melissa. I just got to the airport to pick up
Jen. It'll be at least forty minutes before we get to you."


"Actually, that's why I'm calling. I'm just going to
meet you there if that's okay?"


"Yeah, of course." 


"Great. I might be a little late. I just have a bunch of
errands to run first. Trying to get everything settled." Tyler said
something in the background, but I couldn't hear what it was.


 "The appointment is in an hour," I said. "How
late are you going to be?"


"Not very. I gotta go, I'll see you all there."


"Melissa?" I said, but she had already hung up the
phone. It didn't sound like she wanted to come at all. I couldn't force her to
tell me whether or not she was dating Tyler. But now it felt like she was
trying to avoid spending time with me altogether. We'd have to have this
conversation eventually. The longer we waited the more awkward it seemed. 


My phone buzzed again and this time it was Jen. "Hey,
Jen!"


"I'm coming out now. Are you already here? Never mind, I
see Ian. See you in a sec." She hung up the phone.


I looked out the window. She was already running over to the
car. She dropped her bags, threw her arms around Ian, and kissed his cheek as I
stepped out of the car. Ian always looked happiest whenever Jen was in town. It
was pretty clear to me that he had a crush on her. I just didn't know if it was
apparent to Jen. I waited a second before getting out of the car, letting them
enjoy their moment.


Jen squealed and threw her arms around me. "I can't
believe you're marrying my brother in less than a month! We really should have
looked for dresses sooner, you know. The consultants are going to have a
fit."


Ian opened up the door to the car for us and we both climbed
back in.


"I know," I said. "I was just hoping I'd get
to meet your mother before I went dress shopping. I pictured her coming, you
know?"


Jen waived her hand through the air. "She'll come
around. Don't let her ruin this for you. This is going to be so much fun."
She squeezed my hand.


"I know, I am excited. I just have absolutely no idea
what kind of dress to get."


"And that's why I'm here."


We were heading to Kleinfeld's. Jen swore it was the place I
had to get my dress from. Melissa usually gave me all my fashion advice, but
Jen knew elegance better than anyone else. I needed her help making this
decision, because I had no idea what James expected me to wear.


"How's the west coast been treating you?" I asked.
She looked tan and much more content than the last time I had seen her a few
months ago. She had just called it off with her boyfriend and was debating
whether to buy a ticket to escape to the other side of the country. I had my
doubts, but it looked like it was working for her.


"Amazing. I've been working on a new book, and there is
literally nothing better than writing when you have a view of the ocean."


"That does sound amazing. I miss the beach. I used to go
every summer with my family."


"Tell James to take you. God knows he needs a
vacation." She shifted in her seat. "How is he by the way? Is he getting
nervous?"


"For the wedding? I don't think so. We're both just
really excited. Why? Did he say something to you?"


She laughed. "No, no, don't worry. I just know how much
he worries about everything. This thing with my parents has been just as
upsetting for him."


"I know. I think I'm finally at peace with it, though. I
can't force them to meet me. So I'm just going to try and not think about
it."


"They're being so ridiculous. I bet they're going to
love you when they meet you too. Maybe I can do some nagging of my own while
I'm in town."


"It's fine. Please don't on my account. I'm not sure
James even wants them to come to our wedding at this point. So I'm done
dwelling on it. Actually, Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell are going to throw us a late
engagement party thing at their house on Friday." James and I had called
them this morning to set up the date. 


"Really?"


"Yeah. So I'm just focusing on being excited about that.
I hope you'll stay for it."


"I wouldn't miss it."


***


I sat down on a velvety couch and looked up at the chandelier
above my head. Everything about this place screamed elegance. It was going to
be ridiculously expensive. I don't think I was ever going to get used to
spending exorbitant amounts of money like James liked to do. Our wedding alone
was going to cost more than my tuition at NYCU. 


"When's the maid of honor getting here?" Bee asked
with a smile as she sat down beside me. 


I had picked up my mother and Bee after getting Jen.
"She's running late, but I'm sure she'll be here soon." I hoped Melissa
would be here any minute. I didn't want whatever weirdness was going on between
us to continue. She knew how important it was that she helped me pick out a
dress. I couldn't even think about doing this without her. She was my best
friend.


A young woman in a black dress walked up to us. "Hi, I'm
Anna, and I'll be your bridal consultant today. Which one of you is the
bride?"


I raised my hand awkwardly. I was still used to being in a
classroom. "That would be me," I said and immediately dropped my
hand. "I'm Penny," I said as I stood up and shook her hand.


"And who is with you today?"


"This is my mom and my two bridesmaids, Bee and
Jen."


"Nice to meet all of you," Anna said.


I looked over Anna's shoulder to the door. Where was Melissa?


"Are you ready to get started?" Anna asked.


I pressed my lips together. 


"We were waiting for one more person," my mom said.
"But I guess we might as well get started, right Penny? We don't know when
Melissa will get here."


"Yeah." I sat back down on the couch. "Let's
do this."


Anna laughed. "Okay, well, what silhouette were you
going for?"


"I don't really know. What are the different
options?"


"How about we try one of each kind to give you a feel
for what you like? Anna said and gave me a sympathetic smile.


"That sounds great."


"When is your wedding?"


"June 30th."


Anna stared at me for a second. "Wait, you mean this
June 30th?"


"Yes?" I wasn't sure why I said it as a question.


"That's less than three weeks away!"


"I mean, just one day less than three weeks. So pretty
much three weeks."


She just stared at me, not at all effected by the
particulars. "I'm so sorry, but I don't know if we're going to be able to
help you."


"What? Don't you have anything? Couldn't I buy a sample
dress or something?" Shit. I had waited too long to look. 


Jen laughed. "You're not buying a sample dress, Penny.
That's ridiculous. Anna, your designers always make exceptions under certain
circumstances, right?"


Anna looked at Jen and then back at me. "Yes, under very
limited circumstances. But what is your budget? Rush orders start at..."


"She doesn't have one," Jen said.


I could feel Anna's eyes on me. I was wearing a simple blue
sundress and sandals. She was probably thinking there was no way I could afford
a rush delivery. She probably didn't even think I could afford to be here to
begin with. 


"It's not an issue," Jen said.


Anna turned back to her. "Okay, well there will only be
a few designers that will be willing to work with us. Let me talk to my manager
real quick." She looked slightly embarrassed as she rushed away from us.


"I don't know," I said, turning toward Jen.
"Maybe we should go look somewhere else? I don't want to spend a fortune
on a dress I'm only going to wear once."


"No way, Penny. I'm under strict instructions to make
you get whatever dress you like the best here, regardless of the price. He said
to just put it on the credit card he gave you. It's fine." Jen waived her
hand through the air like it wasn't an issue at all.


I bit my lip. James had given me a credit card when I moved
to New York with him. I had only ever used it a few times to buy fancy dresses
for functions that I attended with him. I didn't even know what the credit
limit on it was. And I certainly didn't want to reach it. "You talked to
James?"


"Yes, I talked to James."


Bee laughed. "I feel for you, Penny, but I'm pretty sure
there's no way James is going to budge on this. Geez, I can just picture this
happening to me too."


"Wait, Bee," I said. "Did Mason propose?"
I could feel the huge smile spread across my face and I hoped I didn't look
like a lunatic.


She immediately blushed. "No. I mean, we've talked about
the future. I think he will at some point, but not yet."


I loved Mason and Bee. They were perfect together. When I had
first met Mason, I wasn't really sure what to think of him. He had this edge
that I couldn't quite explain. Since he was James' friend, I had pushed that
thought aside and become good friends with him too. But when he had started
dating Bee, he seemed different. She balanced him out somehow. It reminded me
that I really needed to talk to her about what she meant about Mason planning
James' bachelor party. Because I was almost positive that he had taken the
wheel for the plans. It would be better if I talked to her about it in private
though. "I know he will, Bee. And when he does, you think he'll make you
buy a dress that is as expensive as a new car?"


Bee laughed. "I wouldn't put it past him."


"Well, maybe there aren't any other options," I
said. "I waited too long."


My mom ran her hand up and down my arm. 


"I heard about the party that Mason's parents are
throwing you next weekend," Bee said, trying to lighten the mood.
"That's going to be so much fun."


"It's going to be a blast. They're both so sweet. I
really wish you could come though, Mom."


"Your father and I already took off time this week to
come up. And time off for the wedding at the end of month. I'm so sorry that we
have to miss it."


"It's okay, you'll meet them at the wedding." 


Anna walked back over with a smile on her face. "Okay,
I'm sorry about that. How about you come back with me and we can get
started?"


I looked over her shoulder once more but Melissa was still
nowhere in sight. "Sounds good." I stood up.


"And if you ladies would like to look around for dresses
you think Penny will like, please feel free."


Jen was up, searching through the racks before I even took a
few steps to follow Anna. I wound my way past some of the dresses and followed
her into a fitting room.


Anna closed the door and gestured for me to sit down. She
jotted something down on the clipboard she was holding. "Do you know what
size you are, Penny?"


I tried to think of the most recent event I went to. "A
two I believe?"


"Okay, you'll probably be a four in wedding dresses
then. Don't ask me why they make the sizes smaller. It seems like the absolute
worst time to do that to someone."


I laughed. "Designers don't want you to feel good on
your wedding day?"


"Apparently not." She smiled at me. "So, I
know you don't know exactly what style you want, but are you opposed to anything
in particular?"


"I really have no idea."


"Like poofy, shiny, lacy..." her voice trailed off
when I didn't have any reaction.


"I'm sorry, we're probably going to be here forever. I'm
just so indecisive."


"It's okay, dear. Let me go grab a few dresses to get us
started. And what is your bra size?"


"32 B."


"Great, I'll be right back."


As soon as she left, I pulled my phone out of my purse and
clicked on Melissa's name. The phone rang a few times and went to voicemail.
"Hey, Melissa, it's me. I know you said you'd be a little late, but I'm
about to start trying on dresses." I paused. Maybe I should just confront
the issue. "I feel like you're upset with me, and I don't really know what
I did," I said, chickening out. "I want to fix whatever it is. But
right now I need you. Please don't make me do this without you." I paused
again. "Hopefully I'll see you soon." I hung up before I could say
anything stupid. I had this urge to go all bridezilla on her and demand she
come because she was my maid of honor. That was probably not the right way to
go. If it really was that she felt uncomfortable telling me about her and
Tyler, that was ridiculous. Tyler and I had been together one night two and a
half years ago. We were over before we even really had a chance to begin. I
didn't see how that could be the issue.


Anna came back in with a few dresses in her arms and hung
them up. "Are you ready to get started?" she said with a huge smile.


"I guess so."


She laughed. "There's nothing to be nervous about. We're
going to find the perfect dress, I promise. Is there one in particular that you
wanted to try first?"


"Let's start with this one," I said and pointed to
the one that was the most simple. 


"Good place to start. I'll help you get into it. Do you
want me to step outside while you undress?"


"Oh, no, it's fine." I turned away from her and
pulled off my sundress. She handed me something that almost looked like a
corset.


"Trust me, it does wonders," she said as she got
all the small hooks together on the back. 


I looked down at my breasts. She was right. They looked
amazing. I wanted to wear one of these all the time. Minus that fact that it
was super uncomfortable.


"Now, how did you meet your fiancé?" She asked as
she helped me step into the first dress.


I hadn't really been expecting the question. And I never
really knew how to answer it. "Um, in school. We ran into each other in a
coffee shop right before classes started." I smiled remembering the first
time I had ever seen him. "He bumped into me and spilled coffee down the front
of my shirt."


Anna laughed. "That's quite the meet cute."


"It was." I stared at my reflection in the mirror
as she zipped up the back. She added a few clips to the back, drawing the
fabric against my skin. It was tight down to my hips, and then the fabric was a
little looser against my legs. I thought I'd be used to the idea of getting
married after being engaged for so long. But for some reason it hit me the most
right now as I stared at my reflection. It made my pulse quicken. I didn't want
a simple dress like this. I wanted something that would make James' jaw drop
when he saw me.


"What do you think?" Anna said.


"I want something a little...more."


Anna smiled. "There are barely any embellishments on
this one. Would you still like to show everyone?"


"Yeah. It's a good starting point."


Anna opened the door and I followed her back to my mom and
friends. She said something about the designer as I stepped up onto the
elevated platform.


"Penny, you look amazing," my mom said.


"Gorgeous," Bee said.


"It's a little simple, don't you think?" Jen cut
in. Jen was always honest. I was so glad she was here. Especially since Melissa
wasn't.


"Penny was thinking the same thing," Anna said.
"A jeweled belt would add some character though." She grabbed one off
a display nearby and wrapped it around my waist. "What do you think?"


I turned to the mirror that was behind me. It did help, but
it still wasn't perfect.


"I think maybe you should try the next one," Jen
said.


"What do you think, Penny?" my mom asked.


"I think it's missing a wow factor."


Bee laughed. "Just wait to you see the one that Jen
picked out."


"Okay, let's go try on the next one," Anna said.


I followed her back toward the dressing rooms.


"Would you like to finish the dresses I picked out so
that you can get a feel for the different styles? Or would you like to jump
into the ones your friends picked out?"


"Let's finish the ones you brought first," I said
and entered the dressing room.


Anna unzipped my dress and helped me step out of it. "So
was your fiancé the same year as you in school?" She grabbed the next
dress off the hook.


I ran my thumb along the band of my engagement ring. I wasn't
ashamed of how I had met James. Why did I always skirt around the truth when
people asked? "No, not exactly."


Anna whistled as she pulled the next dress up my waist.
"Older or younger?"


"Older." I shouldn't have to beat around the bush
anymore. I wasn't embarrassed of how we met. Screw it. "Actually,
he was my professor."


Anna met my eyes in the reflection in the mirror as her fingers
stopped mid-zip of the dress. "You're not talking about James
Hunter?"


The scandal had followed us to New York. I just thought that
it had been so long ago that no one really remembered any more. "Yeah,
that's him."


"Oh my God, you're engaged to James Hunter?"


"Yes."


She finished zipping up the dress. "He is quite the
catch. I remember hearing about you two. I thought your story was so
sweet."


For some reason, that hadn't been what I thought she was
going to say. I turned toward her. "Thank you for saying that."


She smiled back at me. "Love has no age limit. Now, what
do you think about this one?"


The dress was beautiful. It was strapless and the bottom of
the dress was huge and poofy. I felt like a princess. "It's
gorgeous." I stared at my reflection for another second. "I think I
want something a little more sophisticated though."


She nodded. "Should we show them?"


"Yeah, let's see what they have to say about this
one." I lifted up the huge skirt and walked back toward the group.


"Oh, God no," Melissa said as I stepped up onto the
platform.


I laughed and turned around. 


"Sorry I'm late," she said and sat down next to my
mom on the couch.


"What, is this one that bad?"


"It makes you look so young," she said. "Which
you've been trying to not be ever since you met James."


I pressed my lips together and looked back at the mirror. I
didn't want simple and I didn't want poofy. 


"What you need is an elegant dress that is classy and
sexy at the same time," Jen said.


"I think you look absolutely beautiful," my mom
said. She looked a little teary eyed.


I smiled. When I was little I had pictured a big poofy dress.
But Melissa and Jen were right. I had tried so hard to seem older and more
mature the past few years. I wanted to look like a bride worthy of James. I wasn't
a student anymore and he wasn't my professor.


"What do you think, Bee?" I asked.


"Sexy and classy seem to go against each other. You look
beautiful in that one, though, not cute."


I smiled.


"Oh, please just try on the dress I picked out
already," Jen said. "It's perfect."


I shrugged. "Okay, I'll try yours next." I followed
Anna back to the dressing room. She grabbed a lace dress with some diamonds
embroidered into the design. It had elegant thin straps that were just wide
enough to accommodate the diamonds embellished on them. And the front looked
like it plunged way past where my breasts would be. There was a tan material
behind the lace at the top, which gave it an even sexier look.


"I'm not sure I'm going to be able to pull this one
off," I said as Anna unzipped the poofy dress.


"I think this really might be exactly what you're
looking for. The lace is so delicate and it has just the right amount of
sparkle. And the top is indeed sexy. Plus this one is actually in your size, so
you get to see how it would really fit."


I stepped out of the poofy dress and into the other one.
"I guess we'll see."


"The top goes down too much in the middle for you to
wear this, though," she said as she unhooked the corset.


I instantly felt more relaxed as she began to pull the dress
up. I wanted to be comfortable on my wedding day. There was going to be enough
stress without the added element of not being able to breathe. There was a
layer of silk underneath the dress that felt soft against my skin. I closed my
eyes as Anna zipped up the back.


"You look beautiful, Penny," she said as soon as
she let go of the zipper.


I opened my eyes and swallowed hard. I don't think I had ever
looked this good. The dress hugged my waist and thighs and was a little looser
past my knees. Even though it was tight, it didn't look raunchy. It looked
elegant yet casual. And the top made it sexy. There must have been some kind of
built in bra, because it had pushed up my breasts despite the fact that I had
ditched the corset. The V down the front stopped a few inches above my belly
button, but it didn't look over the top. It was very narrow and the lace made
it look fancy.


"What do you think?" Anna asked.


"He'd love this." My voice came out as a whisper.
There was a lump in my throat, and I wasn't sure why. I felt like I wanted to
cry. I was always so worried about disappointing him. There wasn't a chance I
could do that in this dress. I'd look like I actually belonged beside him. 


"Let's go show everyone." Anna opened the door and
I slowly followed her out, holding up the delicate lace so I wouldn't step on
it.


Everyone stopped talking when I stepped up on the platform. I
dropped the fabric so it pooled perfectly around my legs.


"Penny," Melissa said. "You look like a movie
star."


I laughed.


"Seriously," Bee said. "You look like a
million bucks."


I turned and looked in the mirror. I felt like a million
bucks. It was hard to believe it was me in the mirror.


"That's the one," Jen said. "It was made for
your body."


"Do you think James will like it?" I asked.


"James won't be able to keep it in his pants,"
Melissa said.


I laughed and turned back around to face them.


"Ew." Jen smacked her arm. "Don't be gross.
That's my brother. But yes, he'll love it."


Melissa laughed and stood up. She grabbed my hand and squeezed
it. "Penny, this is definitely your dress. Look at yourself." She
spun me back around to look in the mirror.


I felt like I wanted to cry again.


"Here," Anna said and clipped a veil into my hair.
She spread it across my shoulders. The diamonds in the clip matched the ones on
the straps of the dress. I could picture it all. Walking down the aisle. James'
smile.


"Mom?" I turned around to look at her. She was the
only one that hadn't said anything.


She had grabbed a tissue out of her purse and was blotting
her eyes. "You look so grown up, sweetie. You're absolutely
stunning."


I could feel my own tears welling in my eyes. "Do you
think it's the one?"


They all said yes at the same time.


I ran my fingers under my eye where a tear had rolled down.
"You don't think it's too sexy?" I looked down at the rather
revealing front.


"It's sexy, but it seems more elegant than anything
else," Melissa said.


"And it's so fancy, but you look so much more
comfortable in this one," Bee said.


"And happier," Jen added.


"That's because I'm not wearing that corset thing
anymore." I laughed and turned back to the mirror. I thought I'd be here
all afternoon. But they were right. And I knew it before they had said
anything. This was the dress I wanted James to see me in when I said I do.
There wasn't a doubt in my mind. 


 









Chapter 5 


Sunday


"So, what do you think?" James asked. He was
staring at me intently. 


"It seems so...cold." It didn't feel like a home.
And I didn't mean that the air conditioner seemed to be at full force.


He laughed. "That's because none of our stuff is here
yet. Use your imagination." He stepped past the foyer into the main room.
"Our couch can go here. And the picture of the beach we have can go on the
wall there." He pointed to the one spot of wall along the far side that
wasn't a window. He looked so excited. As if he could picture our life here
together. "And you have to come see the view. It looks right out onto
Central Park. It won't even feel like we're in the city."


I walked over to him and kissed his cheek. "I love
it."


"You didn't even see the view, though."


"I like my view right now."


He laughed and pulled me into his arms. "You really like
it?"


"I'm happy wherever we are, as long as we're together.
Aren't you?"


He raised his eyebrow as he looked down at me. "Is that
why you're upset? Baby, I didn't buy this place because I wasn't happy in our
old apartment. You know that. I just want a fresh start."


"From what exactly?"


"We moved to New York to get away from all the rumors.
But it was hard to put it all to rest while you were still in school."


My stomach churned. I was a burden.


"Now you're not. Your graduating puts it all in the
past. I want to start our life together."


"James, we already have." 


"You know what I mean. As husband and wife."


"We could have just rearranged the furniture or
something."


He laughed and pulled me toward the wall of windows.
"But then we wouldn't have this view."


I could feel my jaw drop. Dusk was just settling over the
city. A few lights had already turned on in Central Park. We were so close that
it almost seemed like the building was in the middle of the park. I could see
the Tavern on the Green in the distance. That was where we were getting
married. Every day, I was going to be able to look outside and remember our
wedding. 


I knew that James didn't care about having this view. He had
picked out this apartment because he knew it would make me happy. I felt him
wrap his arms around me and kiss the side of my neck. I leaned my head back
against his chest. Maybe we did need a fresh start. It was time to brush off
the chip on my shoulder whenever people snickered about how we met. I was ready
to let it all go. "When did you want to move our stuff in?"


He rested his chin on top of my head. "I took the whole
week off."


"What are your employees going to think? A whole week
off now and then time off for our wedding and honeymoon at the end of the
month?"


"They're going to think that my fiancée isn't starting
her internship until next Monday and I wanted time off to spend with her."


"If I don't get a different position."


"Of course. Although, I really only want you in one
position right now."


I laughed and turned around, clasping my hands behind his
neck. "Aren't you going to give me a tour of the rest of the house?"


His hands slid to my ass. "Is that really what you want
to do right now?"


I bit my lip and shook my head.


Before his lips met mine, his phone started vibrating.


"Don't answer it," I said.


"It's probably work."


"I thought you had off this week?"


He squeezed my ass before putting his hand in his pocket and
pulling out his phone. He turned around without even looking at the caller I.D.
"Hunter."


His body seemed to stiffen. He cleared his throat. "Hi,
Mom." He turned to me, put his finger in the air to signal he'd just be a
minute, and then quickly walked back toward the foyer.


I folded my arms across my chest and turned back to look down
at Central Park. The apartment suddenly seemed even colder. I closed my eyes,
picturing myself in my wedding dress. All that mattered was that he wanted to
marry me. His parents didn't have to be there. They didn't have to ever even
meet me. James' love was enough. 


I opened my eyes and stared down at the Tavern on the Green.
The lights hanging in the trees outside the restaurant were shimmering, dancing
in the summer breeze. James' love was all that I needed. But Jen said that
their parents not wanting to meet me was weighing on James too. It was hurting
him. Which meant I was hurting him. And it killed me. I ran my hands up and
down my arms. It was freezing.


A few months ago, I had found their address and gotten a taxi
to their house. I had stood outside the gate for several minutes before
retreating. I had wanted to barge in on them and tell them they were being
ridiculous. That they were horrible for treating their own son like this. I
hated them for making him feel like he was unlovable. They had hurt him, in
more ways than James would ever admit. But my telling them that wasn't going to
help. They didn't respect me, so they wouldn't care about my opinions. I
couldn't force it.


What it came down to was that they didn't want him to be
happy. They put their own wants in front of his. And that wasn't what parents
were supposed to do. It certainly wasn't what I was going to do with my own
kids. I shook the thought away. That was just another reason to despise them.
James said he was scared to have kids because of his problems. But really, it
was their fault. He was worried he'd be a horrible parent because they were so
awful.


"So, that was my mother."


I jumped. I hadn't heard him come back over to me.
"Oh?" I used to get so excited whenever she would call, hoping that
it meant she had changed her mind. Now I knew better.


He smiled. "They want to meet you."


"Sure." I laughed. "Let's set a date so they
can cancel at the last minute. Can we not talk about this right now?"


"Apparently they found out the Caldwells were throwing
us an engagement party. They've decided to commandeer it."


"What?"


"Jen told them about it or something. The party is being
thrown at their house now. Apparently they just needed to feel like they were
being cast aside." He shrugged.


"I think that's awfully rude to the Caldwells when
they've been so nice."


"Yeah." He ran his hand through his hair.
"That's what I said. She assured me the Caldwells were fine with it."


Now that it finally seemed like it was happening, I wasn't
sure why I felt so hesitant. "What are the odds that they'll cancel a
whole party?"


"It wouldn't look good. So, not very high."


"Does that mean they're coming to the wedding?"


"She didn't say. She just said we have a lot to talk
about."


"You don't look very excited."


"Because you don't look very happy."


"I'm sorry." I took a deep breath. "They've
just canceled plans with us so many times that..."


"She sounded serious this time. I think they're finally
coming around. She said she was excited to meet you. She's never said that
before."


I bit my lip. 


"And she said to tell you congratulations on
graduating."


"That was nice of her." I tried to dismiss all my
negative thoughts from earlier. "I'm so disappointed that my parents won't
be there. They were really looking forward to meeting your parents."


"They can't change their plans?"


"My parents aren't their own bosses like you." I
smiled at him. "I guess they'll just have to meet your parents at the
rehearsal dinner."


"It's probably best if you meet my parents by yourself
first anyway. They can be rather intimidating."


"Do you think they're going to try to scare me
away?" I laughed.


He lowered his eyebrows for a second. But the worried look
was fleeting. "No, they wouldn't do that. We should have set Jen on them
awhile ago. They rarely ever say no to her."


"I should have known she'd interfere when she told me
she wouldn't."


He laughed.


"Does this mean I get to see where you grew up?"


"You can make fun of my old bedroom." He smiled and
pulled me back into his arms. "But like I told you before, there really
aren't tons of embarrassing photos of me or anything. My parents aren't like
your parents."


I closed my eyes as I pressed my face against his chest. I
knew he didn't mean that as an insult. He meant that his parents didn't care
for him like my parents cared about me. I didn't want to go into meeting them
feeling like this. But I wasn't sure if I could ever like them. Not after
everything they had put James through.


 









Chapter 6 


Thursday


We had almost moved everything in and I was completely
exhausted. I pulled my hair up into a ponytail as I looked around at all the
boxes. The living room and kitchen were a complete disaster. Luckily Ellen was
going to help me organize everything in the morning.


"Your ass looks amazing when you do that," James
said.


I laughed and turned around as I finished putting the elastic
in my hair. "You think?" I arched my back slightly before letting go
of my hair.


He smiled at me as he dropped a box down next to my feet.
"Why was it again that you wouldn't let me hire movers?" He was
wearing athletic shorts and a fitted t-shirt. There was a v-shaped sweat stain
down the front of his shirt, and I found it unbelievably sexy.


"Because I love how you look when you're all
sweaty."


"Is that so?"


"Mhm." I traced my finger down his chest. "So
hot."


He gave me that smile that always made me feel overheated. It
was playful and sexy and I knew exactly what was on his mind. "It actually
is a little hot in here, don't you think?" He grabbed his shirt by the
collar and pulled it off over his head. His abs glistened from sweat.


"Scorching."


He smiled. "That's better. Are you ready for a
break?"


I had gotten the perfect idea. "I'm going to give you to
the count of ten, James."


"To get you into bed with me? Done." He leaned
forward to kiss me, but I put my hand on his chest. 


God. Seeing him like his always turned me on. "To
hide." I ran my fingers down his muscular stomach.


"What?"


"Let's play hide and go seek."


"I'd rather christen the new..."


"Ten. Nine."


"Shit."


I put my hand over my eyes as James jumped over a box and
sprinted out of the living room. When I finished counting down from ten I
opened my eyes. I had only walked around the apartment a few times. But there
was barely any furniture in any of the rooms. He'd only be able to hide behind
doors and other fixtures. 


I wove my way through the boxes on the floor in the living
room and through the kitchen. I hadn't heard him run upstairs, so I assumed he
wasn't in any of the bedrooms. My eyes gravitated toward the balcony above me,
just to check. This place really was amazing. It was an apartment that was
probably designed for a big family, not just two people. It must have cost him
a fortune. I didn't even know apartments in New York could have an upstairs.


A creaking noise made me turn my head. I peered around the
column into the dining room. Nothing. The downstairs was mostly an open floor
plan. There weren't that many places he could hide. I walked toward the
bathroom. The reflection in the mirror made it easy to tell that he wasn't
hiding behind the door.


Another creaking noise made me jump.


"James?" I whispered. The sun was beginning to set,
casting eerie shadows in the room. I tried not to think about it as I made my
way through the archway toward a few of the closed off rooms. There was an
office and a small library back here. I turned into the library. The blinds
were all drawn, and it was almost pitch black. I switched on the light and
looked around. The built-in shelves were all empty. Soon they'd be filled with
all of James' books. I thought about my bookshelf back at home, filled with
Harry Potter novels. They didn't seem sophisticated enough to be in here. But
there was something charming about the idea.


There was a grand stone fire place in the center of the wall.
I could just imagine curling up in front of it with a good book. This apartment
was amazing. I'd have to tell James whenever I found him. It could be awhile. I
still had a lot of rooms to check. I turned around just as the lights cut out.


I made a small squealing noise as the door slammed shut.
"James?" I couldn't see anything. "James?" I said a little
louder.


A clicking noise made me turn around again. A small blue
flame had spread across the fireplace.


"James?" My eyes were still adjusting to the lack
of light.


His arms wrapped around me before he said anything and I
screamed again. His laugh in my ear calmed me right down, though. "I found
you," he whispered in my ear, as he wrapped his arms even tighter around
me, pressing his chest against my back.


"I was the one that was supposed to be finding
you."


He kissed the side of my neck and trailed his fingers down
the sides of my torso. "You were taking too long." His fingers
skimmed the bottom of my tank top as he lightly pushed it up. His palms were
hot against my stomach. He smelled like sweat and that wonderful scent that was
all his own.


I could feel his erection through his athletic shorts. I
arched my back slightly, pressing my ass more firmly against him.


The low groan in his throat was my favorite sound in the
world. I lifted my arms up in the air. He immediately pulled off my shirt and
sports bra and threw them onto the ground. His hands slowly trailed back down
my arms and shoulders, stopping on my breasts. He massaged them gently and soon
I was the one moaning.


His torso was sticky against my back and I loved the
sensation. I reached up behind me and ran my hand down his neck. I wanted to be
as close to him as possible.


"I want to savor this moment," he whispered. He
pulled my hair tie out. My hair falling against the back of my neck made me
shiver. Everything he did in moments like this somehow seemed sexy.


"I need you."


He pushed my spandex shorts and thong over my hips and down
my thighs as he ran his fingers gently across my wetness. "I know you
do."


I moaned and pressed my ass against him again. 


"I need you too, baby." He gently massaged my clit
before thrusting a finger inside of me. "I always need you."


"James," I moaned as he slipped another finger
inside of me. I rested my head against his shoulder as he slowly moved his
fingers in and out of me. He began to tease my nipple with his free hand,
matching the steady pace of his other fingers.


"You're always so wet for me, baby."


Oh God.


His fingers moved even faster.


"Please fuck me."


He lightly bit my earlobe. "Not tonight."


"Please." My voice sounded desperate.


"I want to make love to you, Penny." His fingers
thrust farther inside of me. "I want to make sure we always remember our
first night here."


His words sent chills down my spine, despite how hot the fire
was in the room. I began to feel like I was melting into him. "Please make
love to me."


I laughed as he quickly lifted me up in both his arms. He
laid me down in front of the fire and my laughter disappeared as soon as he
kissed me. My whole body felt hot and I wasn't sure if it was from the fire or
him. He leaned back to remove his shorts. But my eyes were captivated by his
face. James was the most handsome man I had ever met. And the firelight just
made him look even sexier. 


 "It's so hot in here," I said breathlessly.


He grabbed both my hands and placed them on the back of his
neck. The fire in his eyes seemed even hotter than the flames in the fireplace.
"You said you liked when I was sweaty," James said as he pressed the
tip of his rock hard cock against my wetness.


I spread my legs even farther apart, but James didn't move an
inch.


"I love you." 


I wasn't sure why, but the sincerity in his voice made me
want to cry. Like it was the only fact in the world that he was certain of.
"James, I love you too. I'll always love you."


He immediately thrust inside of me.


Yes! I pressed my fingers down on his shoulders. All I
could do was revel in how complete I felt with his cock inside of me.


His strokes were slow and full, driving me crazy. He gently
kissed the side of my neck and left a trail of kisses across my collarbone.
"You're all I need, Penny."


He was all I needed too. I ran my fingers down his shoulders
and strong biceps. Every time he thrust inside of me, I felt this fire inside
of me intensify. But he continued to slowly make love to me. The torturous
rhythm just made me want more. What was he waiting for? I tilted my hips up,
inviting him to go even deeper. 


"Always so eager." His breath was hot against my
neck.


"Please, James."


He grabbed my hips with one hand and rolled over, pulling me
on top of him. "Show me exactly what you want." He had a challenging
look in his eyes. 


James rarely ever let me take control. He knew I got
distracted when I was setting the pace. Staring down at his chiseled abs always
made me forget what I was doing. He knew what I needed better than I did. And
we were both aware of that.


He smiled up at me and put his hands behind his head, ready
for me to admit defeat already.


I leaned forward, moving my hips slowly up and down, matching
the rhythm he had set before. He groaned as I lightly kissed his chest. His
skin was salty from sweat. He was my favorite taste, sight, sound, touch, and
scent. I wanted to savor him too. I moved my hips even faster as I left a trail
of feathery kisses everywhere I could reach. Tonight I wanted to be the one
that made him lose control.


"Don't stop," he said as I pulled away from him.


Instead of listening, I stood up. He said he liked my ass in
my spandex shorts. He'd like this view even more. I turned around, straddling
him in the opposite direction and slid back onto his length.


"Fuck," he groaned as I slid his length back inside
of me. His hands were immediately on my back, trailing down to my hips and ass.


I moved my hips faster and faster as his fingertips dug into
my skin. 


"You're so sexy, baby." His voice sounded husky.
Even though I could only see his legs, it was still getting harder and harder
to focus. His hands on me were suddenly all I could think about. I loved the
way he loved me. I couldn't set the pace anymore. I couldn't even think
straight. As if he knew, his hands on my hips slowly started guiding me more
than I was guiding myself.


"James," I moaned.


He moved my hips faster and faster, slamming me down on top
of him. It seemed like he was moving me way faster than I could myself. He put
his arms around my waist as he sat up and pushed me forward so that I was suddenly
on all fours.


"I'll always give you what you want." He grabbed my
hips hard and thrust himself deep inside of me. 


"Yes!" My palms were a little sweaty and they slid
slightly on the wood floor.


He kept one hand on my hip and his other found my clit. He
slid his length in and out of me faster and faster. 


"Say my name when you come, Penny." He slammed into
me and pressed down hard on my clit.


"James!" The fire in my stomach seemed to spread
out in a million different directions. I would have melted into the ground if
he wasn't holding me up. "James!" I moaned again as I felt his cum
shoot up inside of me.


The rest of his strokes were slow but rough, his hips
slamming hard against my ass. He sighed behind me as he finished. I couldn't
remember the last time I felt this exhausted. James leaned forward and lightly
kissed my shoulder blade. He pushed my hair to the side and kissed the back of
my neck. Even though I had ended up asking him to be rough with me, I still
felt cherished. He had still made love to me. James always made me know how
much he loved me.


"Was that memorable enough for you?" I panted. I
was completely out of breath.


He ran his hands down my back and over my ass. "Every
moment is memorable with you." He slowly pulled out of me. I was about to
turn around, but felt his lips against the small of my back. He left a trail of
soft kisses down my right ass cheek and thigh. "How about we continue
making memories in the shower?"


A ringing noise sounded through the apartment, making me
jump.


"It's just the doorbell, baby," James said and
kissed my thigh once more before standing up. "I'll get rid of whoever it
is." He turned off the fireplace and pulled on his shorts before
disappearing out the door.


"I was going to say congrats on the new place, but instead
I'm going with why are you so sweaty?" Mason's voice could be heard
clearly through the open floor plan.


"Crap," I mumbled and tried to find my clothes in
the dark.


"Hey, Mason and Bee!" James said way too loudly,
probably hoping for me to hear. 


I quickly got dressed and walked out the door to greet our
first house guests.


"Why are you yelling at us?" Mason asked.


"I'm not yelling," James said a little quieter.
"And I'm super sweaty because Penny wouldn't let us hire movers."


Bee laughed.


I was pulling my hair back in a ponytail when I came into the
living room. "Hey guys. And we did hire movers for all the super heavy
things. Like the couch, the bed, the..."


"Are you insinuating that I can't lift heavy
things?" James asked with a smile.


I laughed and opened up the last box that he had carried up.
It was filled with sheets.


"Well, that one wasn't heavy." He put his arm
around me as I joined him in the foyer next to Bee and Mason.


"And it's really hot in here, don't you think?"
Mason asked. "Do you even have the air conditioning on?" He was
staring directly at me. It was pretty clear he knew what we had just been
doing. Especially since James hadn't even bothered to put his shirt back on. I
couldn't exactly say we had started a fire in the library, in more ways than
one.


"I can turn it up if you want," I said instead.
"I'm a little overheated too. We were doing hot yoga." Why the
hell did I just say that? "Oh you brought pizza and champagne? I'm
starving." I had never been very good at segues. 


James laughed.


"Hot yoga?" Mason winked and slapped James on the
back as he walked past us into the living room. "Gross, you're so fucking
sweaty." I looked over my shoulder to see him wiping his hand off on his
jeans.


"I'm just going to pretend you two were actually doing
hot yoga," Bee said and smiled at me. "Your new place looks amazing.
Should we eat while the pizza's still hot and then go on the tour? Mason, don't
go through their stuff!"


"What? I'm just trying to find the champagne
flutes." He was holding an attachment to a vacuum cleaner. "Is this
some weird sex thing that I don't know about?" He held it farther away
from himself as he inspected it.


Bee laughed. "Of course you wouldn't have any idea what
that is."


"I honestly have no idea what that thing is either,"
James said.


"You two are hopeless, you know," I said to James
and Mason. "What on earth would you do without me and Bee?"


"Do hot yoga alone and cry ourselves to sleep,"
Mason said and tossed the vacuum cleaner attachment back in its box.


Bee and I both laughed. 


James kissed my temple and whispered, "I couldn't live
without you."


I smiled up at him. I didn't have to say it back. He knew.
Just like I knew how he was feeling by looking into his intoxicating brown
eyes.


He kissed my temple again. "I think I know where the
glasses are," he said and walked over toward Mason.


"And seriously, turn up the AC, or I'm going to take my
shirt off next," Mason said.


Bee laughed. "I'm not going to complain about that.


A few minutes later we were sitting at the dining room table
drinking champagne out of coffee mugs and eating pizza off of napkins.


"Are you two getting nervous?" Mason asked and
grabbed another slice of pizza.


"About what?" I said.


"What do you mean about what? About marrying him."
He pointed his pizza at James.


I put my chin in my hand and looked over at James, pretending
to scrutinize him.


He raised his left eyebrow at me. He actually looked curious
about my answer.


"I'm terrified."


James immediately frowned and Mason laughed.


"I'm just kidding." I put my hand on James' thigh
and squeezed it. "I'm not nervous about our wedding at all. The only thing
I'm nervous about is meeting his parents tomorrow. After that, I'm just going
to be excited."


"You should be nervous about that," Mason said.


I reluctantly tore my eyes away from James to look at Mason.
"Why do you say that?" Maybe it would be better if they knew exactly
what to expect.


Mason shrugged. "They've avoided you like the plague
ever since you moved to New York. Clearly they don't want to meet you."


James put his hand on top my mine. Mason was just saying what
I already knew, but it was still hard to hear.


"It's like they're in denial," Mason continued when
no one said anything. "They still want Isabella to be their daughter in
law. I don't even know why you want to meet them. Besides, James basically grew
up at my house. His parents are horrible. I'm sure you already know you're
going to hate them. What's the point? There are so many better things that we
could do tomorrow night."


"They're perfectly nice," Bee said. "You have
nothing to worry about."


"Wait, you've met them?" I couldn't believe it. Bee
had never mentioned meeting James' parents before.


Bee took a sip of champagne from her mug and then cleared her
throat. "I mean, yeah. At their annual New Year's Eve party."


"You never told me that you had met them."


She took another sip of champagne to avoid answering me.


I looked over at James. "Annual New Year's Eve
party?" James had never mentioned that party to me. We always went out to
dinner on New Year's Eve and walked around Central Park before the clock stuck
twelve. Last year it had started to snow right before midnight and I could
still picture the snow falling around us as we shared our first kiss of the new
year. It was romantic and perfect. But had we only done it because his parents
had told him I couldn't come to their exclusive party?


"It's not that big of a thing," James said.


I looked over at Mason and Bee. "How many people were
there last year?"


Mason shrugged. "Not that many. And it's not even fun. I
doubt Bee and I will even go next year. We only go because my parents go."
Bee was busy pouring herself more champagne, still avoiding eye contact with
me.


"Did they invite you?" I asked James.


"I haven't gone since I broke it off with
Isabella."


I just stared at him. That didn't answer my question.


He sighed and ran his hand through his hair. "Yes, they
invite me every year. But they never extended the invitation to you."


"See, they're the worst," Mason said. "They
try to control everything James does. They're just pissed that he chose you
without their approval first. If I was you, I'd skip the party tomorrow night
just to spite them. Throw the whole thing in their faces."


"Mason, you're not really helping," Bee said.
"And I'm sorry I didn't tell you, Penny. I just didn't know what to say.
The whole situation sucks. I didn't think telling you I had met them would help
anything."


"It's okay, I get it." I hated the way I was
feeling right now. "So, they're perfectly nice?"


"I don't know," Bee said. "They were polite to
me. I don't really know them, though. Well, besides for the fact that Mason
doesn't like them and they refuse to meet one of my best friends. I was just
trying to make you feel more optimistic. But clearly they're the worst. Sorry,
James," she quickly added.


James laughed. "You all already know how I feel about
this. As far as I'm concerned, you guys are my real family."


I smiled. That's what Mason's parents had said in their
letter to me. Our friends in New York had become part of our family. I loved
that James had taken that to heart. He wasn't good at letting people in. But he
was opening his heart so much easier recently. When we had first met he seemed
so cold. I liked this new warmer side of him.


Mason lifted up his mug. "Here's to the start of a new
chapter in our lives."


"Didn't you already start that chapter when you turned
30?" James said and clinked his glass against Mason's.


"I'm only a few months older than you, asshole. Next
month you'll know how it feels."


James laughed and took a sip of champagne. "Well, right
now, I'm still in my 20s, so I get to tease you for another month, old
man."


Mason sighed.


"Speaking of new chapters in our lives, does that mean
the two of you have news?" James and I always joked around with Bee and
Mason about getting engaged. They had been dating for almost as long as James
and I were engaged. 


"Unfortunately, Bee has major commitment issues,"
Mason said.


Bee lightly nudged his shoulder. "Yeah right."


Mason smiled at her. "I'm sure we'll make it official
soon."


Bee's cheeks turned even rosier.


"Well, you're not getting any younger," James said.


"Ha. Ha. Let's talk about your bachelor party. We're
running out of time, so we need to decide soon. If you want something more
traditional, we could do Vegas. Strippers, sex, cocaine, that empty feeling you
get inside when you..."


"Woah," Bee said. "Nope. Mason, you're not
planning his bachelor party. There is a zero percent chance that's
happening."


James laughed. "Really, none of that sounds appealing."


"What empty feeling are you talking about?" I
asked.


"You know...like when you hook up with someone and the
next day you wake up realizing how depressed you are that you have nothing real
in your life."


"No, I don't know about that."


"You've never had meaningless sex?"


"No?"


Mason shrugged. "Girls from Delaware are so tight laced.
Well, until you awaken them."


"Mason!" Bee lightly shoved his arm again.


"He's not wrong," James said.


"Both of you are ridiculous." My face was probably
even redder than Bee's. "And both of you have full lives. So you wouldn't
get an empty feeling. Unless we broke up with you after you cheated on
us."


"Here's to that," Bee said. I clinked my glass
against the one she had raised.


"Well, I know that," Mason said. "But James already
vetoed my first several ideas."


"Which were way worse," James said.


"I really don't understand the whole bachelor party
thing," Bee said. "It's your last night as a single guy before you
marry the girl you chose to marry. That shouldn't be a big deal."


"Exactly," James said. "Which is why I don't
want one."


"Fine, we'll just go with the first idea I had. I
already have the place booked anyway," Mason said.


James laughed. "I don't think so."


"It's not like we have to participate in everything.
Obviously." He gestured to Bee and me.


"Is that supposed to make me feel better?" Bee
asked.


"Yes." Mason kissed her cheek and put his arm
around her shoulders. "Wait, does this mean you don't want me to have a
bachelor party before our wedding?"


"Um...yeah."


"I need to rethink everything now." 


Bee laughed as Mason pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his
arms tightly around her.


"Never mind, you're worth it."


James squeezed my hand and I looked up at him. We had an
ongoing bet for when the two of them would get engaged. He had guessed Mason
would pop the question sometime this summer. It was looking like he was going
to win. He usually did win our bets. But I was always willing to give him the
rewards he requested. I shrugged my shoulders and smiled at him.


"How about that tour?" James said.


"Sounds good. What did this place set you back? I
honestly didn't know apartments could be this big this close to Central
Park," Mason said.


"It was actually two apartments that we had to combine.
So we got everything custom done, which was great."


It was cute that he said we, even though he had kept it a
secret from me until it was already done. I hadn't even known it had been two
apartments before. But that made sense. I had just been thinking that I hadn't
seen an apartment with a second story before. 


Recently James and Mason had gotten really into talking about
real estate. I was pretty sure the two of them were trying to buy up all the
prime real estate in the city. Their conversation quickly turned into
discussing copper verses aluminum wire and different light fixtures.


"Do you want a normal person tour?" I asked Bee.


"Absolutely." She stood up and followed me into the
kitchen. "They lost me at light fixtures."


 


 









Chapter 7


Friday


I opened up one of the last boxes. On top was a small frame.
I smiled and turned it over. It was a picture of James and Rob. James was
smiling brightly and Rob was giving the middle finger to the camera. I couldn't
believe this had been taken two and a half years ago. James didn't look any
different than he did in the picture. I wasn't sure if I looked any older
either, but I felt older. 


Rob joked around with me all the time, but I knew he didn't
mean it. He had become one of my best friends. He was like the brother I never
had. He teased me enough to make it true. And James' sister was like the sister
I never had. I truly did fit into James' life. With everyone but his parents,
that was.


"Do you need help finishing up?" Ellen asked and
sat down next to me on the couch.


"No, that's okay." I set the picture down on the
couch, leaned back, and smiled. It was crazy how James and I could pick up our
whole lives and move within a few days. Ellen had been wonderful helping us
pack and unpack everything. I relied on her as much as James did now.


"Shouldn't you be getting ready?" Ellen asked.


I ran the back of my hand against my forehead. I knew I was a
mess. All day I had been delaying getting ready to go to James' parents. Just
thinking about it made me unbelievably nervous.


"Dear, I know you're worried. Just be yourself."
Ellen put her hand on my forearm.


"If they wanted to know me, they would have done it
months ago. No, years ago. They don't want me to be me. They want me to be
someone else." Isabella.


Ellen squeezed my arm and then stood up. "I laid out a
dress on your bed. How about you go get ready and I'll finish unpacking. James
will be back soon and he won't want to be late."


I knew that better than anyone. It was strange how quickly
the apartment had been transformed into our home. I already felt comfortable
here. James had been right. And I'd never tire of seeing the new view. Our
first apartment had been between his office and NYCU. We didn't need to be near
my school now. And it was really nice to be so close to Central Park. I sighed
and stood up. "You're right. Thanks for all your help this week. I don't
know what we'd do without you." It was strange going to meet James' mother
when Ellen really seemed to fill that role.


"Go on and get ready." She waived her hand in the
air, shooing me away.


***


I drummed my fingers against the kitchen counter. When I had
come back out after my shower, Ellen was gone. She had picked out a sundress
that was a little more sophisticated than the other ones I owned. It was white
with a modest neckline and a lacy skirt that stopped a few inches above my
knees. I had put on the diamond necklace James had gotten me last Valentine's
Day, which made the outfit look even fancier. And I chose white heels instead
of sandals. Hopefully it would be fancy enough. I looked around the kitchen at
the shiny stainless steel appliances. It was odd being here alone.


I looked down at my phone. Normally when I was nervous about
something, I'd call Melissa. But she had avoided me all week. She hadn't even
stopped by to see the new apartment even though I kept asking. When she'd
decided to move to New York after graduating, I had pictured spending a lot of
time with her. I thought I'd be getting my best friend back. I hadn't even
gotten to spend any time alone with her to talk about her dating Tyler.
Hopefully I'd be able to pull her aside tonight.


James had said there wouldn't be more than 30 people or so at
the party. It was just supposed to be close friends and family, and I'd know
most of them. I was pretty sure his parents were the last people in his life I
hadn't met. The thought just made me more nervous. And I couldn't stop thinking
about all the things Mason had said last night.


I quickly answered my phone as soon as it buzzed. "Hey,
James."


"We just pulled into the parking garage. Do you want to
just come down?" He sounded tense.


"Yeah, I'll be right down." I was in the elevator
before I even hung up the phone.


The car was waiting near the elevator door. James was
standing by the open door, staring down at his phone. He was dressed in a navy
blue suit with a white dress shirt underneath. The top few buttons were undone
and he wasn't wearing a tie. He looked casual and I instantly felt more
relaxed. I'd need to thank Ellen for picking me out a perfect outfit for the
occasion.


He smiled when he saw me and put his phone back in his
pocket.


"So they haven't canceled yet?" I asked.


"Not yet." He kissed my cheek and gestured for me
to get in.


I climbed in, scooting to the middle seat so he could slide
in next to me. As soon as our seatbelts were buckled, he wrapped his arm around
my shoulders.


"I like this," he said, running his opposite hand
along the lace of my dress.


I smiled to myself. If he liked the lace on this dress, he
was going to love the wedding dress I had picked out. "It's okay for
tonight?"


"Absolutely." He grabbed my hand and ran his thumb
along my palm. "Are you nervous?"


I looked up at him. Even if I tried to sugarcoat it, he'd be
able to read how I was feeling. "Yes."


"Don't be." He gave me a small smile. "It's
going to be fine, I promise."


"What if they don't like me?" I laughed awkwardly.
"That's a stupid question. They already don't like me."


"It won't change anything."


"Yes it will. I don't want to be the reason that you're
not close to your parents, James."


He lowered his eyebrows. "They're the reason I'm not
close to them. Just be yourself. I fell in love with you. If they don't like
you, it's their loss, not the other way around."


I took a deep breath. I couldn't go into this with
preconceived notions about them if I expected them not to have them either. I
just needed to pretend them avoiding me for the past couple years hadn't
happened. This was a fresh start, just like the new apartment. They were going
to be my family.


My knuckles brushing against James' lips pulled me out of my
own head. I smiled up at him. "I'm sorry about how much this has been
weighing on you. I know that I was annoying you, pushing your parents to meet
me."


He kissed the back of my hand again. "Nothing you do
annoys me. I just want you to be happy."


"I am." I rested my head against his shoulder. And
nervous, excited, angry, and anxious. I needed to calm down. James' cologne
always seemed to soothe me. He continued to stroke his thumb against my palm.
It didn't take long for me to calm down.


As soon as we pulled up to his parents' house on the
outskirts of the city, though, I could feel myself getting tense again.


"I thought it started at seven." James looked at
his watch.


We were half an hour early, but the gate was already open and
there were tons of cars parked along the long driveway. It looked like there
were going to be way more than 30 people inside. I had already seen the outside
of the house. It was more of a mansion than a house really. And I had been
nervous about what I was going to say when it came into view because James
didn't know I had come here one day and seen it already. At least I could still
be surprised when we got inside. Luckily he was too distracted to notice my
silence. It was hard not to stare at the immense building though. It was made
up completely of gray stone and reminded me of an estate that had been turned
into a museum back home. No wonder James wanted a bigger place if this is what
he was used to. Our new apartment would make him feel claustrophobic soon
enough as well.


"They said they wanted to meet you one on one first,
without everyone else around." Now James sounded tense too. "Maybe I
got the time wrong."


That was doubtful. James was rarely ever wrong. And even if
he was, he never admitted it. I pulled my eyes away from the house. "It's
okay. I'm sure I'll still have plenty of time to talk to them." But my
heart wasn't in my words. Maybe they had told us the wrong time so they
wouldn't have to talk to me at all.


Ian pulled the car around to the front. James quickly got out
of the car and put his hand out for me. He didn't look tense anymore. He just
looked pissed. I grabbed his hand and he pulled me to my feet.


"James." I grabbed both sides of his face.
"It's okay. But please, please don't leave me alone in there."


He smiled and gave me a quick kiss. "I don't know what
my parents are up to. I'm not letting you out of my sight."


I laughed. "You make it seem like they're planning
something evil."


"We should get inside." He interlaced his fingers
with mine and walked me toward the door.


His words made my heart beat even faster. I knew his parents
didn't really want to know me. But it didn't seem like they were trying to get
rid of me. They were throwing a party for us. We had just gotten the time
wrong. Everything was going to be fine.


We walked up the front steps, which were a matching gray
stone. A man standing outside the front doors grabbed the door handle, but
paused before opening the door when he saw us. A huge smile spread over his
face. He let go of the door handle. "You must be Penny," he said.


James squeezed my hand. "Eric, this is Penny. Penny this
is Eric. He's worked for my parents for as long as I can remember. And he's a
good friend."


Eric walked down the few steps that separated us and stuck
out his hand. 


I immediately shook it. "It's so nice to meet you."


"The pleasure is all mine, Penny. James has told me so
much about you. You are just as lovely as he said."


"Thank you, Eric." If everyone was this friendly
inside, I had nothing to worry about.


James clapped Eric on the back. "The party was supposed
to start at seven right?"


"No, it started at six. A last minute change. You didn't
know?"


James laughed, but it wasn't his normal contagious one. It
sounded forced. "I must not have gotten the memo."


"Well, you two better get inside. Everyone's waiting for
you." Eric ran back up the steps and opened up the door for us.


I heard classical music playing as we stepped into the foyer.
The floor was marble and it lead toward an ornate twisted staircase. It really
did feel like I was in a museum. There were even old portraits hung up on the
walls around us. I looked up the ceiling, where an enormous chandelier hung.
"I can't believe this is where you grew up." I almost tripped when I
felt the resistance of James' hand on mine. He had stopped directly in the
middle of the foyer. 


"What's wrong?"


James was just staring straight ahead. I turned to see what
he was looking at.


"You can't be serious." Rob was standing by an
older couple in the foyer. Someone else was directly in front of him, but he
was blocking my view. "He'll never forgive you. You do realize that right?
You can't do this. Please don't do this."


"She's still part of this family, whether you like it or
not. I believe James knows that better than anyone," the woman I didn't
recognize said.


"Won't you just listen to me for one second? You haven't
even met Penny. Is this really how you want to meet your future daughter in
law? This is supposed to be the start of your relationship, not the end."


"Enough," the older man said. He looked a little
like James. He must be his father. "You will not treat a guest in our
house like this."


The woman, who I assumed was his mother, cleared her throat
and nodded toward James.


Rob's face was red when he turned around. He looked directly
at me. He looked more sad than upset. His eyes landed on James and he shook his
head.


James' grip tightened around my hand.


A hand wrapped around Rob's arm, pushing him to the side.
Isabella was standing there with a smug look on her face. She looked me up and
down and then whispered something to James' mother. Both women laughed.


"Hippopotamus," I whispered. When we had first
moved to New York, James had always made me promise to tell him if I was ever
uncomfortable. That was our word. Whenever I said that, he knew I wanted to
leave. I had never used it before. When we had chosen it, we thought that
whatever the situation, it would make us laugh. Neither one of us was laughing
now.  









Chapter 8


Friday


Rob quickly walked over to us. "Penny, I'm so sorry. If
I had known I would have told you guys."


I didn't even know what to say.


James dropped my hand. "Can you take Penny into the main
room? I need to talk to our parents."


"James, please..." I said.


But he didn't seem to hear me. He had already started walking
toward his parents and Isabella.


My whole body felt cold. I couldn't do this. I didn't belong
here. I turned around so I could walk out the door, but Rob caught my hand.


"It's okay," he said. "Hey, it's okay. There's
a bunch of people in the other room that actually want to see you."


"I can't do this, Rob. They don't want me here."


"Well, I want you here." He linked his arm in mine.
"Come on, don't let my parents ruin tonight. Everyone is here to celebrate
you and James." He pulled me past them and through a long hallway.


I could hear James raising his voice. It echoed in the large
foyer, making it impossible to hear what he was saying. Rob picked up his pace,
trying to put distance between them and me.


I breathed in through my nose, not even trying to hide the
sniffling noise.


"Oh, geez." Rob looked down at me and stopped.
"Don't cry." He pulled me to his chest. "Don't show them that
they won. That's the last thing you want."


"They did win. They didn't even give me a chance."


He put his hands on my shoulders. "Part of being in this
family is learning how to ignore my parents. You have to have thick skin. You
can't let stuff like this bother you."


"They invited his ex wife to our engagement party."


"Yeah, my parents suck. That can't come as a surprise to
you. They're the fucking worst."


I laughed and wiped away a few tears that had fallen down my
cheeks.


"You're going to be my little sister. I'm going to help
watch out for you. But you can't let them get under your skin. Show them that
you don't care. That's what the three of us do."


I took a deep breath. Rob always joked around with me. It was
nice to hear that he truly cared.


"And they're not even doing this because of you. They're
mad at James. And trust me, not having their approval makes us all like you
even more. So cheer up." He lightly bumped my chin with his fist.


I laughed. "I'm sorry, I'm still focused on the fact
that you said I was going to be your little sister."


"Ugh. Don't hold that against me. I mean, if you're
looking for less drama, I don't have an ex wife." He winked at me.


"You can't take it back now. I always thought it would
be nice to have a brother."


He rolled his eyes. "Don't let it go to your head. I was
just being nice."


"Mhm."


He removed his hand from my shoulder. "So, are you
okay?"


"The brotherly pep talk definitely helped. Thanks,
Rob." I looked down the hallway toward foyer. I wanted James to walk into
the party with me. I didn't want him to be fighting with his parents. And I
definitely didn't want him to talk to Isabella. I just wanted him by my side.


"Come on," Rob said and held his arm back out for
me. "I'm supposed to be escorting you to the party. Not letting you mope
around in the hallway."


"I'd rather just hide somewhere and not see
anyone."


"Just bottle up all your emotions and try not to think
about them. That's what becoming a Hunter truly is. Why do you think we're all
so messed up?"


I laughed as he walked with me down the hallway.


"Welcome to the family, Penny." He winked at me
again as he turned the corner. We walked through a marble archway into a room
filled with at least a hundred people. And I didn't recognize any of them.


"Shouldn't we wait for James?"


"I don't know. He said to bring you in here." He
looked over his shoulder. "How about I go grab you a drink to calm your
nerves. What's your poison?"


"Don't leave me."


He laughed. "Jen's over there. I'm sure she'd love to
introduce you to some of the family."


I nodded. "Get me something strong."


"I'll do my worst." His arm fell from mine.


It felt like everyone was staring at me. I smiled awkwardly
and walked over to Jen.


"What took you two so long?" she said as she gave
me a quick hug. "Wait, where's James?"


"Talking to your parents." I didn't want to think
about what he was doing. "Rob said you might introduce me to some of your
family members. I thought this was going to be a small thing. Why are there so
many people here?"


"Well, your wedding is going to be so small that Mom and
Dad insisted that everyone come down to meet you now. They're all so excited to
meet you."


So this was basically everyone we hadn't invited to the
wedding? Oh God. I swallowed hard. They all probably hated me too.


"You okay?" Jen asked. "You look really
pale."


"I'm fine. Do I know anyone here?"


"I think the invites got a little confusing. Most of
your friends are arriving around seven I think. But come on, I'll introduce you
to everyone."


***


It was just a blur of faces and names. I gave up trying to
remember who everyone was. It seemed like hours before I felt James' hand on my
waist.


"Let's go. I've already made our excuses," he said.


"But I haven't even met your parents yet."


"And you're not going to. Let's go. Now." 


I wasn't sure I had ever seen him this upset. All I wanted to
do was grab his hand and run out of there. But Rob's advice was stuck in my
head. I didn't want his parents to think they could scare me away. I wasn't
going anywhere. "Our friends are coming any minute. We can't leave
now."


"Oh, there you are, James," Jen said. The smile on
her face instantly disappeared. "What's wrong?"


"Did you know Isabella was going to be here?" James
said in a stern voice.


"Don't snap at her." I put my hand on his chest.
"This isn't her fault."


"Is she really?" Jen asked. Her voice sounded
small.


"Dad said you're the one that convinced them to throw
this thing. You must have known. You set us up."


"Of course I didn't," Jen said. She sounded like
her normal self again. "You know I wouldn't do that."


James ran his hand through his hair. "Please let me get
you out of here, Penny." There was so much pain in his eyes. And it killed
me.


"I have to meet them." I put my glass in his hand.
"Hold this for me, please."


I started to walk away before he had time to react.


"Penny!" he hissed.


I ignored him and walked over to the archway. His parents had
just entered the room with Isabella in tow. She smiled as I approached. She
probably thought that I was about to embarrass myself, but she was dead wrong.
I went straight up to them and smiled. "Hi, you must be Mr. and Mrs.
Hunter. I'm Penny Taylor, your son's fiancée. I'm so sorry that it took us this
long to meet. We had such conflicting schedules." I gave them as genuine
of a smile as I could. "But I'm glad we finally get a chance to meet now,
before the wedding. And thank you so much for throwing this wonderful party to
celebrate our engagement. It's been quite lovely. Your whole family has been so
kind."


James' mother raised her left eyebrow. The expression
reminded me of one that James made so often. Maybe the two of them had some
similarities after all.


Isabella made a weird noise with her throat, clearly
disapproving of what I had just said.


"Oh, and Isabella, it's so nice to see you again. I
wasn't sure I would get the pleasure. I'm so glad you could make it."


"Unfortunately we can't stay," James said and
wrapped his arm firmly around my waist, almost making me jump. "Something
has come up and we really must go."


"Don't be ridiculous, James," Isabella said with a
huge smile. "The party has only just begun. Let me get you a scotch.
That's your favorite, right?" Her voice was oozing with so much fake
sweetness that I wanted to throw up.


"Not anymore, no." His grip tightened on my waist.


"How about we go make a few phone calls?" I said
and smiled up at him. "I'm sure whatever urgent thing that has come up can
be handled by someone else. If you'll excuse us for just a moment." I
smiled politely at all three of them and grabbed James' arm.


He followed me into the hallway. I stopped right past the
archway, but he grabbed my hand, pulling me farther down the hall.


"James?"


He didn't say anything, he just kept walking.


"James, stop." I pulled my hand out of his grip.


"We're going. Now."


"We're not going anywhere. Your parents threw us this
party and I'm not going to make a bad first impression by leaving early."


"You're joking right? They invited..."


"No. I'm not joking. Would you calm down for one
second?"


He lowered his eyebrows.


"If I'm going to be a part of this family, then I need
to learn how to deal with them. And if that means I have to be civil around Isabella
too, so be it."


"I'm not asking you to do that."


"I know that you're not asking. I'm offering."


"And I'm rejecting your offer. I don't want to be here.
I'm never stepping foot in this fucking house again. I already told them as
much. I'm done. With all of them."


"You don't mean that."


"I do mean it. Don't you see what they're doing? They're
trying to force Isabella back on me. They don't want me to marry you. They
won't even give you a chance. They want me to be miserable. They don't care
about me."


"They do care. They think that's what's best for you.
But I'm going to wear them down. I'm going to make them see."


"They're not like your parents, Penny. I'm not having a
fight with them over something small and insignificant. This isn't just a
misunderstanding. They're torturing me. They're trying to break me.
Again."


It wasn't like I couldn't see the pain in his eyes. I knew. I
just never realized quite how bad it was. I wanted to think the whole thing was
a misunderstanding. No one's parents could act this way without an important
reason behind it. They had to be doing it because they thought Isabella was
what was best for him. But maybe I was wrong. Maybe they were torturing him on
purpose because he wasn't doing the things they wanted him to be doing. And
there was a huge difference between the two. It didn't seem like they wanted
him to be happy. I had been nice to them and they hadn't said a word.


"I just want to fix it," I whispered. I put my hand
on the side of his face. "Please let me try."


"You can't make them love me." His Adam's apple
rose and fell. He shook his head, making my hand fall from his face. "I
need some air."


 









Chapter 9


Friday


I downed another glass of wine. This party was a complete
disaster. James was missing. His parents were always talking to someone, so I
couldn't catch them alone. And Isabella was walking around like she owned the
place. All of James' family members seemed to adore her. I should have just
left with James. I knew he needed me right now. But I wasn't calm enough to
console him. All I wanted to do was set the house on fire. 


"You okay?" Melissa asked as she walked up to me.
"You look pissed."


"I'm fine." It was so nice to finally see someone I
recognized. I took a deep breath and set my glass down on the bar. I was trying
to calm my nerves before I potentially made a scene. I just wished I had the
courage to do it without alcohol.


"This place is almost as big as Tyler's apartment
building," she said.


I laughed. "Yeah, it's crazy." Maybe a distraction
was what I needed. And I could really use someone on my side right now.
"Actually, Melissa, I was hoping I could talk to you about Tyler. I just
want you to know that if you two are dating, I'm totally okay with it."


"I don't need your permission to date someone,
Penny."


"I know, that's not what I meant. I just thought that
maybe because of our history, you thought..."


Melissa laughed and placed her glass of wine down on the bar
beside mine. "Thought that it would be awkward because you've slept with
him? Yeah, well you have nothing to worry about. I would never date Tyler
Stevens. I'm sorry, I need to use the bathroom."


"Melissa?"


She was already quickly walking away.


What the hell was that? I glanced over at Tyler. He
was staring at us, but he quickly looked away when he caught my gaze and
started walking after Melissa.


Not only was I in a room full of people that preferred James'
ex wife to me, but now two of my closest friends seemed to be mad at me. Fuck
this.


I walked over to Rob who was playing some drinking game with Matt
and Mason. Hopefully they weren't taking shots whenever Isabella gave me a
death stare, because they'd be totally wasted. And I needed Rob's help. 


I put my hand on his shoulder. "I'm going to talk to
your parents. Could you go find James so we can leave when I'm done? He said he
was going to get some air, but he's not answering his phone. And I..."


"Say no more, gorgeous. I'll find him." Rob downed
his shot and stood up. "Don't play without me," he said and
disappeared into the crowd of people in the room.


"Are you okay, Penny?" Mason asked. He looked truly
concerned and it made me feel a little better. I just needed to remember that
James' friends were the true family I was gaining. If his parents weren't going
to accept me, then I wasn't going to keep pretending everything was alright.


"Besides for the fact that James' parents want him to
get back with Isabella? Yeah, I'm great." I looked over toward his
parents. They were talking to a group of people about their age. It didn't
really matter if I was rude and interrupted them. They deserved it.


Matt laughed. "You don't have anything to worry about.
James is completely addicted to you. You're like the only sustenance he needs.
Ow, fuck! What is wrong with you?"


I turned back to them.


Matt was grabbing his shin under the table and giving Mason a
dirty look. Had Mason just kicked him?


Mason cleared his throat. "Do you need help getting
James' parents alone to tell them off? I think we're both up to the
challenge."


"No. I'll do it myself. I'm kind of looking forward to
embarrassing them. Have fun with your game." I walked away from their
table toward Mr. and Mrs. Hunter. They were still talking to the same group of
people. "Excuse me," I said when I reached them. "I was hoping
to have a word alone with Mr. and Mrs. Hunter."


"Of course, dear," said a woman who I recognized as
one of James' aunts who I had met earlier. 


James' mother turned toward me reluctantly. "I didn't
realize you were still here."


Yeah, fuck you too. "Can the three of us go talk
somewhere in private?"


"We're hosting a party. We can't just..."


Mrs. Hunter was cut off by her husband. "Of course, Miss
Taylor. We thought you might request a word. Let's discuss this in my
office."


I instantly liked Mr. Hunter a little more than Mrs. Hunter.
He didn't seem nearly as cold. They started walking away and I quickly caught
up to the them. It felt like I was about to be scolded as I followed them out
of the room and into the main hallway, though. I wondered what they thought I
was about to talk to them about as Mr. Hunter stopped in front of a door. He
pulled out a key from his pocket and put it into the door. He pushed it open,
letting Mrs. Hunter walk in first. He continued to hold the door open and
gestured for me to go in as well. Maybe he wasn't so bad. 


I stepped in and turned around in a circle. The room looked
more like a small library than an office. I suddenly felt weird for not knowing
what his parents did. James never talked about them. So I really knew nothing
about them at all. Except that they were hurting James. That was all that I
needed to know.


His father cleared his throat and I turned toward him.
"Miss Taylor, let me apologize for inviting Isabella to this event."


James' mother crossed her arms in front of her chest and
didn't say a word.


"Thank you for saying that." I sighed with relief.
I had every intention of yelling at them as soon as we were alone, but I bit my
tongue. This whole thing was just a huge misunderstanding. I could still fix
this. 


"We realize that option should have been presented to
James at a different time."


"A different time?" You mean not at all?


"Yes. Once we settle this," he said.


"Settle what?" I asked.


James' mother shook her head. "There's no reason to be
formal, Jonathan. We all know why we're here." She stared at me for a
second like I was completely dense and walked over to the desk. She opened up a
drawer and pulled out a checkbook.


You've got to be kidding me. "I don't want your
money. That's not what I wanted to talk about. I wanted to talk about the way
you've been treating your son."


She tore a check out of the booklet and stuck her hand out to
me.


I bit my lip, trying to prevent myself from crying. How could
they think that's why I was dating their son? "I'm in love with
James."


"Of course." She sounded disgusted as she pulled
out another check. She set them both down on the desk and slid them toward me.


I looked down. Both checks were already made out to me. And
they were each for one million dollars. They had already written them. They
never had any intention of getting to know me. This had been their plan the
whole time. "Don't you want him to be happy?" My voice sounded small
and sad.


"That's really no concern of yours," his mother
snapped.


"Yes it is. I'm his fiancée. All I care about is his
happiness."


"This charade has gone on long enough. I thought it
would sizzle out on its own, but now I see that we need to step in before it's
too late. So that's what we're doing. Because we do care about his happiness.
And we won't let him ruin his life over some girl. It's just a matter of time
before he comes to his senses. We're just helping it along. Now take the money
and disappear from his life. That's the offer."


"I don't want your money." I had clenched my hands
into fists. "You think this is showing him that you care? Instead of
accepting him how he is? Your son is sweet and caring and..."


"And he doesn't know what's best for him. You think
marrying a middle class girl is helping him? Pulling him down to your
level?" She made the same noise with her throat that Isabella had made
earlier. "He's a Hunter." She picked up the checks and threw them at
me.


Her words made me shiver. "He may be a Hunter, but he's
in love with me."


"He doesn't love you." She looked me up and down.
"He's attracted to you for some reason. And I don't even see why. You're
quite common. Isabella and him have a real bond. Our families are connected.
And they're going to work it out."


"There's nothing to work out. They're divorced."


"Which was a mistake. They both realize that. And they're
working on fixing it."


She made it seem like it was already happening. I wasn't
going to let her crawl under my skin. That was nonsense. "He doesn't love
her."


"Again, that is none of your business. You'll never be
one of us. Even if you have conned our son into living in sin with you for the
past two years. Enough is enough."


"I don't want to be one of you." I tried to keep my
head up high even though all her words seemed to cut through me like a knife.
"I'm glad I never will be." I leaned down and picked up the checks
off the floor.


James' mother smiled. "What a relief."


"Because James and I want nothing to do with you."
I tore up the checks and let the pieces flutter to the ground. "I was
hoping that we could come to an understanding, but it's clear that you're not
interested in listening to me. Or your son. So you're officially uninvited to
the wedding. Not that you ever accepted the invitation in the first place. And
you're uninvited to be a part of the rest of our lives as well. You won't even
get to hold your grandchildren. So congratulations to both of you. You've lost
your eldest son. I hope you're happy."


James' father cleared his throat. "Miss Taylor, you seem
like a smart girl. We hope that you'll make the right decision. Please let
yourself out when you've calmed down." He took a step toward the door.


"I'm not done. I came here trying to give you both the
benefit of the doubt. But do you have any idea how much you've hurt him?
Forcing him to marry Isabella even though he didn't love her? He would have
done anything to make you happy. Don't you see that? He's tried so hard to
please both of you. But you're impossible. Do you even know what he's been
through? He was depressed. And it's your fault. You made him an addict."


"Enough!" yelled his dad. "Our son's
shortcomings are no one's fault but his own. He's never known what's best for
him. He chose to find solace in vices because he's weak. He's always been
weak." His father's words made tears come to my eyes.


"James is the strongest person I know. Strong enough to
walk away from his own parents. And thank goodness, because the thought of ever
being in the same room as either of you again makes me feel sick to my stomach.
You're both pretentious snobs. And you don't deserve his love."


"Is that quite all?" his father asked. "Are
you done insulting us in our own house?"


"If you give me more time, I'm sure I can think of
something else to say." I glared back at him. I knew I was being childish.
But it was better than punching him in the face, which is what I really wanted
to do.


"There is one more check in the check book. We're
willing to pay you five million dollars total to walk away from our family. I
suggest you take it."


"Or what?"


"You may think that we don't love our son, but we're
willing to do anything to protect him."


"He doesn't need your protection. What he needs is your
love. What is wrong with you?"


His father frowned. "We need to get back to our
guests." He walked out of the room without another word. James' mother
stared at me for a second before following her husband out of the office.


I sunk into one of the chairs in front of the desk and put my
face in my hands, finally letting my tears free. Why hadn't I just left with
James when he told me to? I hadn't believed him. I didn't think there was any
way that his parents were as bad as he said. But he was right. They were
absolutely horrid. And now James was out somewhere alone. I thought about
earlier in the week when his mother called. He had seemed so happy that they
were finally willing to meet me. He let himself get his hopes up, just to be
crushed by them again. And I had put him in that situation. He was probably
furious with me. The thought just made me cry even harder.


"Oh my. I'm guessing your little conversation didn't go
so well?"


My whole body felt cold. I quickly wiped my tears away and
looked up at Isabella. "Please, Isabella. Not right now."


She walked into the room, closing the door behind her.
"I have a few things to say myself."


"Mr. and Mrs. Hunter have already filled me in on their
plans to get you two back together. I don't want to hear about it."


"You poor thing. You really had no idea why Jonathan and
Susan invited you here?" She looked down at the scattered pieces of the
checks on the ground.


If she thought that her being on a first name basis with them
bothered me, she was dead wrong. I never wanted to be that close to them. Not
now that I knew what they were like.


"I believe James was thrilled to see me. It's been much
too long since we were close. And I'm excited to change that."


"Why can't you just leave him alone?"


"I let him have his fling. I gave him the distance he
needed. It's time for us to work things out."


"You loathe each other. What on earth are you talking
about?"


"Just because he's not addicted to me doesn't mean he
doesn't love me. It's a sickness. If you want what's best for him, you'll let
him go. I'm the only one who knows what he needs. I can help him."


"He doesn't need your help." I stood up. "And
he's not addicted to me. He loves me."


"It's a fine line. And I'm afraid it's a little blurry
for him."


"All he needs from you is to be left alone. Please, just
leave us both alone."


"I'm trying to help you. I'm giving you the chance to
walk away from all of this. You still have your whole life ahead of you. You
don't want to spend time taking care of..."


"He doesn't need to be taken care of. We've been
together for two and a half years and I've seen nothing. He's fine. He's over
whatever it is you're talking about. We're both fine."


"He's not fine. He's addicted to you."


"Stop saying that." I knew she was just trying to
make me paranoid. But James was fine. He wasn't like that anymore.


"You're rewarding his behavior."


"Are you so blind that you can't see the difference?
Just because no one has ever loved you doesn't mean you have to take it out on
me."


"You don't think James loved me? He really does like to
keep you in the dark, doesn't he? His affection lasted for a few years and then
it was gone. The same thing will happen to you."


"Stop living in the past. It's pathetic."


"Stop living in denial."


"Don't you ever come near him again, Isabella. Leave us
alone."


"Or what?"


"You don't want to find out."


She laughed. "I'm so unbelievably scared." She
smiled at me. "There's two weeks until your wedding. Which means I have
two weeks to make James see the light. It's plenty of time. I just have to
remind him about what he's missing. I'll only need a few minutes alone with
him. Until he's screaming my name instead of yours."


"You bitch."


She slapped me hard across the face.


I grabbed my cheek. No one had ever slapped me before. I
hadn't been expecting that at all. She was wearing a few rings on her hand and
I could feel the small bruises already forming on my face. 


She put her hand on her cheek and made a fake shocked look.
"Sorry, did I hurt you?" She removed her hand from her own cheek and
smiled. "I didn't think you'd mind. I know how aggressive James can be. I
figured you liked to be smacked around."


"You don't know him, Isabella. I know you wish you did.
I know you're upset that he left you. But it's not my fault. Stop blaming me
for your shortcomings."


"My shortcomings? He slept with you while he was still
married to me. You're a slut."


"Look, you can keep his parents. I know you have them
wrapped around your finger. And I want nothing to do with them. But you can't
have him. He's mine." I walked past her and out of the room. I looked to
the right toward the party. There was still light classical music pouring
through the hallway. I turned to the left and walked as quickly as I could away
from everyone else.


I pulled out my phone and called James. There was still no
answer. I stopped in the middle of the foyer, unsure of where to go. I heard
voices outside and the front door started to open. I couldn't face anyone else
right now. I turned and ran up the stairs. 









Chapter 10


Friday


I felt like I was trespassing as I made my way down the
corridor. I just needed to find a bathroom to hide in until James picked up his
phone. When I turned the corner, I saw a door with a nameplate on it. Robert.
My heart skipped a beat and I looked farther down the hall. A door with James'
name was on the opposite side of the corridor. I looked behind me. It didn't
matter if I was sneaking around. There was never going to be another opportunity
to see James' childhood room.


Before I could change my mind, I walked over to the door and
went inside, quickly closing it behind me. Moonlight shown in through the sides
of the closed blinds, casting eerie shadows along the floor. I ran my hand
along the wall until my fingers found the light, and I quickly switched it on.


Everything in the room was a pale blue. The walls, the carpet
in the center of the room, the comforter on the bed. His parent's must have
been thrilled to have a boy. There were a few posters pinned to the walls of
who I assumed were old quarterbacks for the Giants. The only one I had ever
known of was Eli Manning, and neither poster was of him. Besides for those,
there was nothing that seemed very personal in the room. Actually, there wasn't
much in the room at all except for the extensive library along one wall. I
walked over to the shelves and let my eyes wander the titles. There were tons
of classics that had been on my school reading lists growing up, like Lord of
the Flies, To Kill a Mockingbird, and Huckleberry Finn.


It was almost like he had put them in order of when he had
read them. The later shelves seemed to be filled with books from college. Books
about website coding, marketing, management, and any kind of business
imaginable. I only recognized one title in the marketing section, and I was
glad that my education shared at least one similarity with his at Harvard.
Unless he had just read Marketing Principles in Foreign Markets on a whim one
summer.


I smiled when my eyes fell on all the books in the Harry
Potter series. When he had seen my room, he had teased me about Harry Potter. I
thought he had been joking when he said he read the series, that he was just
trying to make me feel less immature for having children's things in my room.
It was sometimes so hard to tell whether or not he was serious. Either way, I
was glad he liked Harry Potter as much as I did. I tilted my head as my eyes
wandered across the titles in the series. He didn't have all of them, actually.
He was missing the first one. I scanned the rest of the shelves to try and find
it.


I laughed to myself as I ran my finger along the spine of a
Boy Scouts handbook. For the life of me, I couldn't quite picture him in one of
those cute little uniforms. Actually, I couldn't really picture him as a child
at all. And there hadn't been any pictures of him on the walls downstairs like
I'd hope there'd be either. I turned away from the bookshelf and saw a picture
tucked into the side of the mirror above his dresser. But it wasn't of him. I
walked over, staring at the girl in the picture, and pulled it off the mirror.


I didn't need to turn it over to know who it was. It had to
be his high school girlfriend, Rachel. Young love. It was something I knew
nothing about. James was my first real boyfriend. I guess I was young when I
first met him. I didn't feel young anymore though. And compared to the girl in
the picture, I doubted I looked young either.


James must have kept her picture hanging here all through
college too. The only reason that they had broken up was because his parents
thought she wasn't suitable for him. If they had liked her, would they still be
together? Would he have had a happier life?


When I had first met Isabella, she had told me I wasn't his
type. Rachel had brunette hair like Isabella and brown eyes like her too.
Isabella and James weren't compatible, but he must have been attracted to her
if she looked like Rachel. Maybe they really were his type. Which meant I
wasn't.


I turned the picture over. There was just one line scrawled
on the back: Forever and always.


I had the eerie feeling that Rachel had given this to him
after they had broken up. Maybe she thought he'd go back to her after college
when he no longer needed his parents money. Maybe she was still waiting for
him.


I tried to shake the thought away as I stuck the image back
on the mirror. She was part of James' past, just like Isabella. I was his
present and future. There was no reason to dwell over either of them. I pulled
out my phone and saw that there were still no messages from James. Hopefully
Rob would find him soon.


As I sat down on James' bed to wait for him, I noticed the
copy of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone that had been missing from his
bookshelf. It was sitting on his night stand. I pulled it onto my lap and let
it fall open to a random page. The copy was really worn and felt oddly
comforting in my hands, similar to my own copy. I skimmed the words that I had
read half a dozen times and froze.


James hadn't read these books for the cute little redheaded
girl. That part had been a tease. He read them because he needed an escape. He
felt trapped here. I looked up at the very blue room. Living up to his parents'
expectations must have been stifling. He dumped the girl that he loved and married
a girl he never would. But that's all I really knew. And that wasn't his
childhood. What horrible things had they made him do before that? 


I loved the man that I knew. But I didn't know everything
about him. All I knew about his childhood now was that he escaped to this very
blue room to read. He must have felt so alone. There were hundreds of books on
those shelves. I had told him I was nerdy growing up, preferring a book over
socializing, but he had never told me that he was the same. Maybe we had more
in common than I ever realized. 


I started flipping through the book and saw a folded piece of
paper laying between the pages. I pulled it out and unfolded it. The writing
was faint, either faded from age or he hadn't had as sure of a hand back then.
But I could make out the words. It was a list of criteria for emancipation.
James had crossed out each line, probably because none of them applied to him.
A permanent escape was unattainable.


So where had this boy gone? Why had he tried to become
independent from his family only to do whatever they wanted for the next ten
years of his life? What had changed? It couldn't have just been the issue of
money. His parents were plenty generous with that. Offering me five million
dollars to disappear to supposedly protect their son. They never would have
really cut him off, would they? It didn't make any sense. There must have been
something James hadn't told me.


I put the piece of paper back and closed the book. I didn't
need to ask myself all those questions. His parents had taken away the love of
his life, and I knew better than anyone how strongly James loved. So he had
given up on life. He realized he was destined to be miserable and just seemed
to accept it. James wasn't weak. He was the exact opposite. He was stoic. His
parents repeatedly tried to break him and he just took it. Anyone would have
needed an escape. A book, a bottle of scotch, sex. His escapes had matured with
him.


I set the book back down on the nightstand. He wasn't
addicted to me. We were both an escape for each other from our normal lives. We
were each other's happy endings. The fairytales in the books that lined his
shelves really did exist. It wasn't an addiction. It was our reality. We were
the lucky ones because we had found each other. No one could ever convince me
otherwise.


The door squeaked but I didn't turn around. I could feel that
it was him. "You really did like Harry Potter?" I put my palm down on
top of the book on the nightstand.


"I've been looking everywhere for you," he said,
ignoring my comment. He sounded on edge, like he really had searched through
the whole house for me.


"I texted you to tell you I was in your room." I
stood up but kept my face turned to the ground. I knew there was a bruise
forming on my cheek and I didn't want him to see it. Not until we were far away
from this awful party.


"There's no cell reception in this stupid house."


"Oh. Is it okay if I take this?" I asked and picked
up the book. "We don't have a copy at our place."


"No." He cleared his throat. "We'll buy a new
copy for us."


He hadn't wanted me to see the paper inside. I shouldn't have
come in here. I had invaded his privacy. I put the book back down. "Okay,
let's go then." I pretended to scratch my cheek and I walked past him so
that he wouldn't be able to see my face.


"Penny?" He grabbed my wrist, moving my hand away
from my face. "What the hell happened?" His words were harsh, but his
thumb tracing over the bruise on my cheekbone was soft and delicate. "Are
you okay?" His touch felt even gentler than it had a second ago. It made
me feel like crying. But I didn't want him to think it was worse than it was.


"Nothing." I didn't look up at him. "It's
fine."


"Baby?" He kept his hand on the side of my face.
"Who did this?"


"No one. I was upset and I made a wrong turn. This house
is enormous, I just ran into..."


"Why are you lying to me?" He sounded hurt. I still
hadn't made eye contact with him.


Why was I lying? We didn't lie to each other. Not anymore.
And it didn't matter if he knew the truth. Making him hate Isabella even more
was only for the best. I never wanted to see any of these people ever again.


"Penny, tell me."


"Isabella slapped me. It's not a big deal. Can we please
just go?"


His hand fell from my face and he grabbed the door handle.


"Don't. Don't you dare walk away from me again."


He let go of the handle and turned back to me. "I didn't
walk away from you earlier. I told you it was time to go and you refused to
come with me."


"Exactly, James. You told me it was time to go. You
didn't ask if I was ready to leave."


"Penny, I couldn't stand there and pretend that
everything was alright."


"I know, I'm sorry. Please don't leave me alone in this
house again, though. Can't we just leave? You were right about everything.
Talking to your parents was pointless."


"You talked to them?"


"They think I just want your money. They offered me five
million dollars to walk away from you. They wouldn't even entertain the idea
that I actually loved you." I shook my head. They were so disgusting.


"They tried to pay you off?" He lowered his
eyebrows slightly and then ran both his hands down his face. It looked like he
was understanding something for the first time. Like how evil his parents truly
were. "Did you take it?" It came out as a barely audible whisper.


"What?"


He stared at me. He looked defeated and tired. Normally I
couldn't see the age difference between us. But as he looked at me now, I could
see the small crinkles around the corners of his eyes. They probably weren't
laugh lines. The thought made my chest feel tight.


"James..." my throat caught. "How could you
think that?" The rollercoaster of emotions from the night suddenly seemed
to catch up to me and tears started running down my cheeks. The salty water
stung as it slid down my left cheek. One of Isabella's rings must have left a
small cut on my face. 


He just stood there looking stunned. I quickly wrapped my
arms around him. I winced when I pressed the side of my face into his chest. Hug
me back. His body seemed to stiffen instead. "James?"


He wrapped his arms around me in response. "I'm sorry.
God, I'm so sorry." He put his chin on the top of my head. "I knew
better than to bring you here. I don't know what's wrong with me. Nothing's
changed. They'll never change. I'm so sorry, Penny."


"Don't apologize, this is what I wanted. You knew I
wanted to meet them, so you made it happen. And now I have. It's done. We don't
have to see them ever again."


He sighed. "Except for the wedding in two weeks."


"I uninvited them."


He laughed. "What?"


"Oh." I leaned back to look up at him. "Sorry,
I mean, it was just in the heat of the moment. Obviously if you want them
there..."


"No." He put his hand on the side of my face,
gently rubbing his thumb over the bruise on my cheek. "No, I don't want
them there. I'm done with them."


"I'm sorry that I forced all this. I just thought if
they met me, maybe I could change their minds, you know? I was just trying to
help."


"You can't change my parents' minds. Trust me, I've
tried my whole life."


I wanted to ask him about the paper in his book, about his
relationship with Rachel, about his whole childhood. I wanted him to fill in
all the blanks. But right now all I wanted was for him to take me home. I
needed to get out of this house, away from all the memories that seemed to
upset him.


"But it was really sweet of you to try."


"Or foolish. What a disaster of an engagement party. Can
we go home now?"


He smiled down at me. "Let me show you one thing
first." He grabbed my hand and pulled me over to the window.


"It wasn't a good night, but I'm not going to fling
myself out the window."


He laughed as he pushed the window up. He put his hands on
the windowsill and looked back at me. "I used to sneak out of my room all
the time. Let's leave this way."


I looked past him toward the lawn. We were really high up.
"I'm wearing heels. And I've had too much to drink." 


"I dare you."


I smiled. Neither one of us had ever backed down from a dare.
"Well, I guess a few more bruises won't hurt me." I took off my shoes
and peered out the window. "Did you really just jump?" I tossed my
shoes out the window and watched them hit the lawn below. "It seems kind
of high."


"Geez, no." He grabbed my arm and started laughing.
"Were you seriously going to jump out the window?"


"You said you did it all the time. And you dared me."


"There's a trellis." He stuck his head out the
window and pointed to the right. He started laughing again.


"Don't make fun of me for trusting you." I poked
him in the middle of the chest.


"I'm lucky you said something before you jumped."


"Mhm." I rolled my eyes at him as I stood up on the
ledge. "Who were you running off to see in the middle of the night growing
up?"


He held my waist as I grabbed the edge of the trellis. It
took every ounce of restraint not to look down. I slowly stepped onto it and
was relieved to see it was as sturdy as he remembered it being.


"Not someone. Something," he said. "That's
what I want to show you. Don't look at me, watch your footing."


I had slipped slightly when I started my decent, but I
quickly regained my footing.


"Are you okay?"


"I'm fine. I'm a jungle gym master, James."


"I don't doubt that at all."


I laughed. I wasn't even sure what he meant by that. A few
moments later I heard the creak of the trellis. I didn't look up to see him
coming down after me. The last thing I needed was to be distracted by him.


I tried to focus on my hands, but every now and then I looked
down at my feet, reminding myself how high I was. When I was finally close
enough to the bottom, I jumped. The grass was sleek and I slid as soon as my
feet touched the ground, landing hard on my ass. "Shit."


James laughed as he jumped down gracefully beside me. He put
his hand out for me, but instead of taking it, I grabbed my shoes, got up by
myself, and started running.


"You don't know where we're going!" He called after
me.


It was only a matter of seconds before I felt his arms around
my waist, lifting me in the air. He twirled me around and then pulled me
against his chest.


"You have a huge grass stain on that perfect little ass
of yours," he whispered in my ear.


I laughed and put my hand on his chest so I could lean back
and see his face. "Why is it that I can't picture you here at all? I mean,
I can out here. But this is the first time you've seemed like yourself all
night."


"None of this is me. I don't belong here anymore. I'm
not sure I ever did."


"Did you spend a lot of time outside when you were
younger?"


"I keep trying to show you." He let go of my waist,
bent his knees slightly, and tapped his back. "Hop on."


I laughed and jumped onto his back. I never minded running
around barefoot, but it was sweet that he didn't want me to have to.


He alternated kissing the crook of my elbow and pointing out
things in his mother's garden as we walked farther away from the house. Soon
all the lights from the house were barely visible and only the moonlight and
stars were guiding us.


"Where are we going?" I whispered.


"You don't have to whisper, we're all alone. There it
is," he said, pointing in front of us.


I squinted my eyes. It was hard seeing in the dark. "I
don't..." I stopped when I saw it. "Is that a tree house?"


He kissed the crook of my elbow again. "Of all the
things here, this was the only thing that was truly mine. Jen and Rob never
even came up unless I invited them to." He stopped at the base of the tree
trunk and let me slide off his back. "I was barely ever in my room in the
house. I used to come here all the time. You have no idea how many times I
nagged my parents to let me get a zip line from my window to the tree
house."


I laughed. "So why was this your special place?"


"Hmm."


"What? Is this where you used to fantasize about kissing
girls and plotting evil little boy pranks?"


He wrapped his arms around me and kissed the back of my neck.
"For not having any brothers, you have it spot on."


I laughed. I thought he might say something else, but when he
didn't, I looked back up at the tree house. "Am I allowed to come up? Or
are no girls allowed?"


He laughed. "Let me see if it's still stable." I
watched him climb up the steps that were nailed into the side of the tree. The
boards creaked when he stepped up into the house, but nothing broke. He put his
hand down. "Penny Taylor, I'm officially inviting you up into my tree
house."


I laughed and climbed the little ladder. I grabbed his hand
and he helped pull me up inside. This was more what I was expecting his room to
be like. I laughed as I looked around at all the toys and comic books on the
floor. There were actual windows in the little tree house, which had somehow
preserved everything despite the hole in the floor. There were even pictures
that lined the wall. Photos of James as a happy little boy. He had the same
facial features, in an adorable little boy kind of way. "You're so cute.
Is this you and Mason?" 


James laughed and unpinned the picture from the wall.
"Yeah. That was taken at summer camp one year."


I laughed and snatched the picture from him. They both had
braces and looked so scrawny, nothing like either of them did now. "I have
to show this to Bee." I looked up at him and he was smiling at me. "I'm
gaining the best family I could possibly ask for, you know. Not your parents,
obviously. But your siblings and your friends. I love all of them so
much."


He scratched the scruff along his jaw line. "You have
such a positive way of thinking about everything."


"That's what they are. Our family."


He turned away from me and gazed at the other pictures on the
walls. I would have perused the other pictures too, but I couldn't tear my eyes
away from his face. Even his favorite place growing up seemed to make him sad
now. I wanted to joke around with him about how he barely even fit in his old
tree house. But I didn't want to push him. It seemed like he had something to
say. So I just waited, staring at his perfect features in the moonlight.


He sighed and leaned his head against the wooden boards
behind him. "When you asked me why I preferred here over my bedroom, I
just..." His voice trailed off. "It was the only place where I felt
like I could breathe."


He had said that to me before. That he felt like he could
finally breathe again when he was with me. I moved onto his lap, straddling
him. "So, now I'm your tree house?"


"I wouldn't put it that way." He placed a soft kiss
against my lips, cradling the back of my head in his hand.


"How would you put it?"


He grabbed my lower back and rotated us so that my back was
against the wooden floor and he was on top of me. "You're my life, my
heart, my soul, my everything." 


He was so sweet. But for some reason all I could seem to
focus on was how handsome he looked with the moonlight streaming in through the
branches of the trees, dancing across his face. I spread my legs even wider and
pulled my dress up my thighs.


There was an intensity in his eyes that hadn't been there
before. And any trace of sadness had suddenly disappeared.


"You must have had fantasies of bringing girls up here,
James." I reached out for the button of his dress pants.


"I never thought I'd be this lucky." 


I grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled his lips down to
mine. This was always the best way to know if we were okay. We both had this
internal need that was constantly clawing at the surface, ready to escape. And
tonight had been a complete disaster. We both needed this.


He pressed down on my clit through my thong and I moaned into
his mouth. I needed all of him. 


"James," I panted. "I need you. All of
you." I reached down and grabbed his erection through his dress pants. I
had only managed to unbutton them and my fingers fumbled with the zipper.


I yelped as the elastic in my thong snapped against my hip as
he tore it off of me. But the sensation was quickly replaced by pleasure as he
thrust himself deep inside of me.


Fuck.


He groaned into my mouth and grabbed my thighs, pulling me
even closer to him. He didn't wait for me to adjust to him. His fingers dug
into my hips as he fucked me just like I needed him to. Intense. Raw. Perfect.


It felt like I couldn't get close enough to him. I hooked my
ankles behind him, drawing him even closer, and wrapped my arms around the back
of his neck. I couldn't get enough. "More," I said breathlessly.


He lightly bit my bottom lip and kissed me hard, completely
consuming me. His mouth claimed me just like his cock, making me feel full in
the most satisfying way.


I moaned again as he tilted his hips, hitting a spot that
usually made me lose control. But I wasn't ready to let go. I never wanted to
let go of him. I grabbed a fistful of his hair, deepening our kiss. 


We should have been clumsy in the darkness, but I knew his
body better than I knew my own. I had explored every rippling muscle and every
inch of his skin. I felt the fire building in my stomach and I could feel
myself clenching around him. Not yet. I wasn't done with him.


"God, Penny." He grabbed my hands, pulling them
from his neck, and pinned them against the floor of the tree house. He thrust
his hips faster and harder, driving himself deep inside of me.


I didn't want to come, but I could no longer think straight.
I moaned again, trying to resist the building tension. I could stay in this
elevated moment forever.


"Come for me, baby."


And just like that, I lost control. "James!" I felt
my back arch and my body shudder beneath his as I came down hard. I immediately
felt his warmth spread up into me and heard his satisfied groan. His breath was
warm on the side of my neck and the comforting feeling made a lingering chill
run down my spine. His chest rose and fell against mine, pressing against my
taught nipples. Everything he did was perfect. Everything.


I grabbed his face and held it a few inches above my own.
"You're everything to me too. Everything, James. I'll never get enough of
you."


He lightly kissed the bruise under my eye. "I hope
not." 









Part 2 









Chapter 11


Monday


"Strictly professional, huh?" asked James.


"You know what I mean." I squeezed James' hand as we
crossed the street.


He ran his other hand through his hair and looked down at me.
"Not really. Will you at least eat lunch with me?" He flashed me a
smile.


"Of course I'll eat lunch with you."


"So you're fine with everyone knowing that you're my
fiancée?"


"Yes. I've already met a bunch of your employees. But
the interns are new. They won't know who I am. Of course they'll find out, but
I want them to know me first you, know? So I just mean like, don't make out
with me in my cubicle in front of everyone."


He laughed and squeezed my hand back. "I'm the boss. I
can do whatever I want."


I shook my head. "Exactly. Which is why I'm asking you
not to."


"So you draw the line of professionalism at PDA?"


"Precisely." I smiled up at him.


"But you're holding my hand on the way to work." He
raised his left eyebrow. 


"I'm allowed to hold your hand outside of work."


"Anyone from the office could see us though. You're
sending me mixed signals."


"It's my first day, I'm nervous. I need your hand."


He looked satisfied with my answer.


And I did need his hand. Despite what he said, I knew
everyone could see the two small bruises on my cheekbone. Foundation wasn't
meant to conceal bruises. Hopefully no one would say anything to me. But it
wasn't a great way to start a new job. My only real job before this was at a
retail store during summers of high school and my first summer of college. I
hadn't worked since I had met James. He had insisted that he wanted my free
time to be spent with him. And since I had been so busy during the school year,
the summers had quickly become my favorite.


Now when I looked up at the sky rise building in front of me,
it suddenly hit me that I'd never have a real summer again. But I didn't dare
say that to James. If it was up to him I'd never work. Even just thinking about
that made me bored out of my mind. And now I wouldn't even have any friends to
hang out with during the days while he was at work like I'd normally have in
the summer. Everyone around me was suddenly a grown up and I refused to be left
behind.


"You ready?" James asked. He dropped my hand and
opened up the door for me.


"As ready as I can be."


I had been inside the building countless times. Lunches, late
dinners, just to stop in and say hi. Even a few late night rendezvous, which I
hoped he wouldn't want to repeat now that I was going to be coworkers with all
these people. James owned the whole building, but he rented it out to lots of
businesses. His company was located on the top two stories. At one point I
thought his office had the nicest view of the city, but now I thought that
title belonged to our apartment.


He smiled at me as he pressed the button for the elevator.


"Stop looking at me like that." I smiled back at
him.


"Like what?"


"In that way you do."


He leaned forward. "You mean, in that way where I'm
undressing you with my eyes and wishing I was about to fuck you in the
elevator?"


My face had turned redder with each word that came out of his
mouth.


"I'm not sure this not touching you thing is going to
work out so well," he said.


I laughed and quickly stepped into the elevator. 


He leaned against the elevator wall next to me. His arm
brushed against mine. "Sorry," he whispered.


He was going to try to be distracting all day. There was no
way he was actually going to try and keep things professional. I was starting
to wonder why he really hired me.


I followed him out of the elevator and up to the reception
desk. His office was to the right. The blinds were drawn along the glass walls.
He usually kept them open during the day. I could feel my face blushing again.
Now that I thought about it, I was pretty sure the last time I had been here we
had to close those blinds. Geez, no one's going to take me seriously here.


"Good morning, Mr. Hunter. Good morning, Penny,"
the receptionist, Nita, said. She was already busy typing something on her
computer.


"Good morning, Nita," James said and tapped on the
desk. "Penny's joining the marketing team with the new interns. Can you
take her over? I need to hop on a conference call."


Nita smiled. "Of course. I didn't realize you accepted
the position."


"It was kind of a last minute decision," James said
for me. "See you at lunch." He kissed my cheek and walked over to his
office.


My face was going to be red all day. I turned around and
quickly followed Nita into the expanse of cubicles. Even though there were
cubicles, it wasn't like other offices I had seen since moving to New York. It
was more laid back, but still professional. The dress code was business casual,
but the tech guys pushed it a little. Some of them wore t-shirts underneath
their suit jackets. And there was always a hacky sack being kicked around the
break room. The first time I had come, I had been surprised. James was always
so professional. But maybe he just had to be since he was the boss.


The walls were bright colors and they changed depending on
the department. And the smaller departments had desks in quadrants instead of
cubicles. Each pod of desks didn't have any separations between them except for
the employees' belongings and computers.


The marketing department was huge and its color scheme was
lime green. The walls were lime green, the desks were black with lime green
chairs, and even the staplers were lime green. It was made up mostly of
cubicles, but Nita walked me over to one of the few desk pods.


"This is going to be you." Nita winked at me.


There was nameplate on my desk and beside it was a huge
bouquet of flowers. Oh my God. It wasn't PDA, but it was still
ridiculously inappropriate. And I couldn't even hide them anywhere since my
desk was open to everyone. Crap. Maybe I can put them under my desk?
None of the other interns were there yet.


"Everyone else is in the conference room," Nita
said. "You're a few minutes late, but I'm sure they didn't start without
you."


Shit. "Thanks, Nita!" I hurried over to the
conference room she pointed to and quickly went inside. "Hi, I'm so sorry
I'm late, Andy." The three other interns were all staring at me, but my
boss smiled.


"It's fine, Penny." He scratched the back of his
neck awkwardly. "And most people here call me Anderson."


"Oh, sorry Andy...erson." I coughed awkwardly.
James always called him Andy. And when we had met during my interview he hadn't
corrected me. This wasn't exactly a great start. I could feel the interns
staring at me like I was an alien. I pressed my lips together. Maybe I just
shouldn't say anything else.


"Penny, this is Tavon, Zach, and Sierra," Anderson
said and pointed to the two guys and one other girl in the room. Tavon had
tight braids that ended right above his neck and he seemed really laid back. I
would have guessed he belonged in the tech department if I had just run into
him in the building. He didn't attempt at all to hide his yawn. Zach was the
opposite of him. He looked super intense and super serious. He had dark hair
almost buzzed right against his scalp. I could see a tattoo peaking out the top
of his dress shirt. And Sierra looked as nervous as I felt. She had curly
blonde hair and she was holding her purse like she thought a mugger might
snatch it. Maybe she was new to New York. Either way, I thought we might get
along pretty well.


"Hi, guys." I waved awkwardly. They all said hi to
me.


"So this is our new marketing team, full of fresh ideas.
We're going to be bouncing off all our pitches on you guys. And you'll even be
getting an account of your own that I'll supervise. I think we can all learn a
lot from each other, and hopefully this will be the experience that you've been
seeking. Or if you're looking for a more permanent position in the future, this
is definitely the way in. There's an orientation meeting in a few minutes. All
the new interns from the different departments have to go. Let me show you to
your desks so you can drop off your stuff first."


Great. No time to hide the flowers.


Anderson walked us over to our desks. "I'll be right
back. I have to grab a few notes for the meeting."


As soon as he walked away, Tavon plopped down in the desk
next to mine and put his hands behind his head. "Damn, your boyfriend
doesn't wait long to make sure everyone stays away."


"No, he doesn't." I tried not to look embarrassed
as I sat down.


"Well, I guess your fiancé," Sierra said.
"Your ring is amazing." She sat down on the other side of me.
"Can I see?"


God, I didn't want to have to be doing this right now.
"Thanks," I said and put my hand out for her to see. "Yeah,
we're getting married at the end of the month actually."


"This must have cost a fortune," Sierra said and
looked back up at my face.


I just shrugged. I didn't know how much it cost and didn't
want to know.


"How old are you?" Tavon asked.


"22. Same as all of you I assume."


"Right. So aren't you a little young to get married?
Geez, I can't even imaging dating a girl for more than a few weeks. And you're
going to marry someone in a couple of weeks? Aren't you worried you're going to
get bored with him?"


"Don't freak her out, Tavon," Zach said. He sat
down at the desk diagonally from mine. "I'm sure she's not marrying a guy
like you."


"Yeah because I'm not whipped. I wouldn't send a girl
flowers on her first day of work. It's kinda desperate."


"I think it's romantic." Sierra gave me a small
smile. "I wish a guy would send me flowers."


"Then you probably shouldn't date Tavon," I said.


Sierra and Zach both laughed.


I ran my thumb across my engagement ring. I wanted to think
James had given me flowers to be sweet. But I think Tavon's first thought was
more accurate. James wanted to make sure no one flirted with me. He didn't have
anything to worry about. I don't know why he didn't realize that. Or maybe he
was just trying to embarrass me because I was giving him a hard time about the
PDA thing.


"So, who's the lucky guy?" Tavon asked.


Before I had a chance to answer, Andy came back over and said
it was time to head down to the meeting. Anderson. That was going to
take some time to get used to.


I didn't want to lie to anyone, but I was glad I didn't have
to tell them yet. I wanted to make friends with my coworkers and it was going
to be hard once they knew I was engaged to the boss. There was no reason why I
should be treated differently just because of my relationship with James. 


***


Zach leaned on the armrest and whispered in my ear. "So
what happened to your eye?" 


I immediately removed my arm from the armrest and nodded to
the person standing up in front of the large conference room. It was the head
of the human resources department and he was talking about all sorts of rules
and regulations. "Pay attention," I whispered back. Pay attention?
Zach was going to think it was something crazy if I avoided the question.
"I mean nothing," I whispered again. "I'm clumsy. I hit my face
on a doorknob when I bent over to get something the other day."


"Really? It kind of looks like someone hit you."


"Well, no one did. And what would you even know about
that?"


"What, you think I haven't been in my fair share of
fights?" He looked back up at the director of human resources.


Just because he had a tattoo and a buzz cut didn't make him a
tough guy. He was a marketing intern probably from some prestigious school. I
rolled my eyes and tried to listen to the sexual harassment policy. I knew my
bruise was still visible despite what James said. I lightly touched my cheek
but immediately dropped my hand when I could feel Zach's eyes on me again. 


"Oh my God, there he is," Sierra whispered from the
other side of me. 


I looked over to where she was pointing. James had just
walked into the room. As soon as I made eye contact with him he smiled. 


"He's so dreamy," Sierra whispered.


Yes, he is. "I'm pretty sure he's engaged,"
I said instead. I had become just as territorial as him. Other girls thought he
was dreamy, but he was mine. 


"Of course a guy like him is engaged. Do you think we'll
get to meet him?"


I didn't have to answer, because the human resources guy had
just introduced James and all the interns had started clapping. There were
about four interns for every department in Hunter Tech, which meant there were
about 50 of us. 


James walked up to the podium and raised his hand to silence
everyone. "Welcome to Hunter Technologies," James said. It was
strange seeing him up there. It felt like I was back in school listening to one
of his lectures. He was completely in his element and I felt a pang of guilt.
We hadn't talked about it much since moving here, but I wondered if he missed
it.


"Even his voice is sexy," Sierra said.


I wasn't sure how much I liked her anymore. I silently
laughed at myself. Surely Sierra wouldn't be saying those things if she knew I
was engaged to him. I just needed to ignore her until I finally told them. It
wasn't like I hadn't experienced the way other women were around him. He had
this magnetism that no one seemed to be immune to. Everyone loved him. If only
his parents would open their eyes. I realized I was so in my own head that I
was missing his speech.


"Each one of you is going to become a vital part of
that. But since each department is part of the whole, I think it's important
for us all to work together. We're extremely goal oriented here. And right now
our goal is growth. So when working on your individual assignments, make sure
to keep the main goal in mind. I know that together we can grow this company to
be larger than Blive Tech International."


"And if you have any ideas, don't hesitate to share
them. I see so much potential in each and every one of you and I'm not putting
a cap on anything. Work between departments. Don't let the colors of the walls
fool you, you're allowed to enter a color that your desk isn't in."


Everyone laughed.


"Putting what you learned in school into action is one
of the most rewarding feelings. The department heads are meant to foster that
experience, so go to them with any questions and insights. I think we have a
great new team here and I think we can all learn from each other. And trust me,
working in the real world is a lot more than just application of principles.
You still have so much to learn. Your education doesn't stop once you throw
your cap in the air. Welcome to the real world, class of 2018."


Everyone started clapping. James and I didn't talk about his
work very much. He had helped me study so often that his work had taken a spot
on the backburner recently. I knew about his current projects in principle, but
I didn't really know what he did on a daily basis. I had never thought about
myself as being self centered, but I had been recently. I wanted to do
something nice for him. To show him how much I appreciated everything he'd done
for me.


"You okay, Fight Club?" Zach asked. He was standing
up, looking down at me. I hadn't realized that everyone was leaving the room.


"Yeah." I quickly stood up. "And don't call me
that. I wasn't in a fight."


"Mhm."


I really hoped that nickname didn't stick. I looked over my
shoulder to see James talking to some of the interns in the front row. It was
only a few hours until lunch, but it felt like I hadn't gotten to talk to him
in forever. Or taste him. What? He wasn't an addict. I was.  









Chapter 12


Monday


I was sitting in James' favorite pizza place, Totonno's
Pizzeria, which had become my favorite pizza in the city. It wasn't just that
the pizza was amazing, the people were so nice.


"Hi, dear. Where's James today?" Marie, the little
old woman who owned the place sat down across from me with a huge smile.


"He's meeting me here any minute."


"I'll go put your usual order in. I just wanted to come
over and see how your first day was going."


I smiled. I was glad I was on Marie's good side, because she
had seemed suspicious of me the first few times I had come here. That side of
her was scary intimidating, but now she was as nice as could be. It was so
sweet how much she seemed to care about James. "It's good. Kind of
overwhelming."


"You'll be used to it in no time."


"I know. And the other interns seem nice enough."
They had invited me to eat with them in the break room, but I had told them I
already had plans. Which resulted in Tavon teasing me about my overbearing
boyfriend. If only he knew. Maybe tomorrow I should eat lunch with them,
though. I wanted to be one of them. But right now all I wanted was a kiss from
James and to tell him how much I loved him.


 "Let me go put your order in so it's ready when he gets
here."


"Thank, Marie."


My phone started vibrating in my purse a minute after she
left. I pulled it out and ran my thumb across the screen. The caller ID said
Hunter Technologies. Hopefully I hadn't forgotten about some important meeting
for all the interns or something. "Hello?"


"Hi, Penny, it's Nita."


"Hi, Nita. Do you know if James has left for lunch
yet?" I looked out the window at the passing cars.


"That's why I'm calling. He had a last minute meeting.
He's tied up and can't make it."


"Oh. Okay, thanks for calling, Nita." I hung up and
looked down at my phone. I wished he had told me before I had taken the subway
all the way here.


***


I stepped out of the subway car with the pizza box in my hand
and made my way up the stairs. The sun was blinding as I made my way outside
after being underground. I wasn't sure how often I'd be able to go to Totonno's
with James during lunch. My break was already almost over and I had quickly
eaten a slice in the restaurant because I hated eating alone. I wasn't sure why
I thought leisurely lunches were in the job description for interns. 


I walked into the building and got onto the elevator. The
last thing I wanted was to be late getting back from lunch when I was already
late this morning. Hopefully James' meeting would be over and I could drop the
pizza off for him real quick. I had five minutes to make my way through the
cubicle maze. I quickly got off the elevator and walked up to the reception
desk.


Nita wasn't sitting there. Maybe she was on her break. I
looked over at James' office. The blinds were closed. I hoped he hadn't left
and tried to meet me down there anyway. I walked over and put my face close to
the window to see if I could see him through the slants in the blinds.


What the fuck?! I grabbed the handle of his office
door.


"Penny?"


I jumped. I released the doorknob and turned around to see
Nita staring at me. "Sorry, I wasn't sure if he was in..."


"He's still in his meeting, Penny. He asked me to make
sure no one disturbed him. I can give you a call when he's free if you
want?"


"No. That's okay, Nita." What the hell? I
started to walk away but quickly went back over to her. "Could you give
him this though?" I put the pizza box down on the reception desk.
"Thanks," I said and walked away without waiting for her response.


My heart was beating out of my chest. Maybe I was wrong. It
was just the back of her head. Fuck. No. It was definitely Isabella. I
kept my eyes on the ground as I made my way toward my desk. What was he doing
talking to her? Did he seriously stand me up to have lunch with that bitch? I
knew there was nothing going on between them, but I couldn't help the jealously
that seemed to surge through me. What on earth could they be talking about?
After she had slapped me, I thought he'd never speak to her again. Instead they
were having a nice, private chat in his office. Why couldn't she just leave us
alone?


"You okay, Fight Club?" Tavon asked. "You look
like you've seen a ghost."


Had that nickname seriously already spread to him too? I sat
down in my chair without looking up. "I'm fine. Are you two seriously
going to call me that for the whole summer?"


"That's what happens when you ditch us for lunch,"
he said. "And when you come to work the first day with a black eye."


"It's just a tiny little bruise, it's not a black eye.
You're exaggerating. I just ran into something."


"That's rather vague. Did you run into something like
someone's fist?"


"Ignore them," Sierra said. "How was lunch
with your fiancé?"


"Great," I lied and turned on my computer. We were
supposed to be doing research the rest of the afternoon and I had a feeling
that meant all of us were going to be chatting while we did it. I didn't feel
like talking. I felt like killing Isabella.


"Where did you go to school?" Sierra asked.


"NYCU," I said. Maybe conversation would help me
not explode. "What about you guys?"


"I went there too," Zach said. "I'm surprised
we didn't have any classes together."


"It's a big school."


"Yeah but they lump all the freshman in those huge
lecture halls. We were probably at least in one of those together and didn't
realize it."


"I wasn't there freshman year though."


"Where did you go before that?"


"The University of New Castle."


"Why the switch?" Sierra asked. "I went to my
state school in South Dakota and I loved it. Moving here has been quite the
transition. I guess it was for you at first too?"


I had been right about her not being from around here. South
Dakota was pretty far away. I shrugged my shoulders. "It was at first. I
love it now though, you will too. And I wasn't bashing state schools. I loved
my old school at first too." I was talking too much.


"So what changed?" she asked.


I turned my attention back to my screen.
"Just...personal reasons."


Tavon laughed. 


Of all the things to say. I should have just made up
something super believable. Like my parents moved. But no, I said personal
reasons. I could feel my face turning red.


"Fight Club, you can't just dangle that in front of us
and not explain."


My phone started vibrating. Thank God. I pulled it out
of my purse and saw that James was calling me. I'd talk to him after work. I
put it down on my desk, ignoring it. It took me a second to realize that all
three of them were staring at me.


"What? I'm sorry, did you say something?" 


"Secret fiancé, secret troubled past, a secret black
eye..." Tavon had counted off the secrets on his fingers so that he was
holding them up in front of him. "You're quite mysterious, Penny."


"Shouldn't we be working?"


"The boss said we're supposed to bond. And the three of
us already did while you were sneaking off somewhere secretive for lunch. Yet
another secret."


My phone started buzzing again. I didn't bother looking at
the caller ID, I just ignored it.


"And you're trying to avoid someone."


"Leave her alone," Zach said. "Clearly she
doesn't want to talk about it."


I couldn't help but think he was being nice because he
thought I had an abusive fiancé. And he probably thought that I had tried to
escape from the abuse by moving to New York. Why had I said personal reasons?


My phone vibrated again. I picked it up. "I'm a little
busy right now. Can this wait till after work?"


James sighed. "I figured you saw her when I had pizza
waiting for me. I'm sorry about lunch. Can you please come to my office real
quick so I can explain?"


I tried to lower my voice. "After work. Please,
James."


"You're upset. I just want to tell you why she was here.
If you're worried about people knowing, just say you need to go to the bathroom
and excuse yourself."


I didn't care why Isabella was there. I didn't care about
anything she had to say. What I cared about was why he decided to talk to her
and keep me out of the loop. He let me wander off to Brooklyn so I'd be out of
the way. It felt dirty and I just needed some time to calm down about it.
"Later. Please." I hung up. 


All three of my pod mates were staring at me. I glued my eyes
to my computer screen and tried to read the article I had found earlier about
one of Hunter Tech's competitors.


"Was that your fiancé?" Tavon asked. "Seems a
little controlling."


"Nope. Telemarketer."


"The mystery grows." 


My phone vibrated again.


"Aren't you going to answer James the telemarketer's
phone call?" Tavon asked.


"I'll let it go to voicemail this time," I said and
continued to stare at the computer screen without actually reading anything.
"Dirty spammers."


"Oh my God, he's coming over here," Sierra said.


I looked over my shoulder. James was walking toward our pod
of desks. I looked back at my computer. "I'm sure he's on his way to talk
to Anderson or something."


"I think he's coming to talk to us!" Sierra sounded
way too excited.


"Chill out, stalker," Tavon said.


"How's the new marketing team getting on?" James
asked as he stopped by my desk.


Son of a bitch. I glanced at him from out of the
corner of my eye.


"Really great," Sierra said. Her voice oozed with
charm. 


"And what about you guys?" James asked.
"Settling in okay?"


They both nodded their heads. "This place is
awesome," Tavon said. "So much cooler than the place I interned at
last summer."


"Glad to hear it." James tapped on the top of my
desk with the knuckle of his index finger. "Can I have a quick word, Miss
Taylor?"


"We have these assignments from Anderson that we really
have to get done by the end of the day," I said.


Sierra's jaw visibly dropped.


"Trust me, Anderson won't mind," James said.
"It'll just take a minute."


Now he calls him Anderson. "Of course." I
got up and followed James away from my desk.


"Fight Club has connections," I heard Tavon say as
I walked away.


It felt like everyone's eyes were on me as I followed James
to his office. This kind of thing was exactly what I hadn't wanted. The other
marketing interns were probably looking me up right now. I'd get back to my
desk in a minute and they'd all know. I was going to tell them eventually. But
I wanted to make friends with them first. I didn't want them to judge me.
Shouldn't they though? The only reason I got this job was because of James.


He opened up his office door for me and I walked in past him.
The pizza box was open on his desk and a few slices were missing. My anger and
self doubt had made me hungry after barely eating anything for lunch. I grabbed
a slice and sat down in one of the chairs by his desk, not making eye contact
with him.


"How's your first day going?" James sat down on the
edge of his desk directly in front of me. It was the same place he had been
sitting when Isabella was there. Luckily she had been standing or I'd want to
burn the chair.


"Really great. They're all calling me Fight Club because
of my black eye that your lunch date, who you stood me up for, gave me."


He laughed but quickly stopped when he saw my facial
expression. "She actually came to apologize about that. And for the
surprise appearance at the party."


"Maybe she should have talked to me instead of you then.
You seriously couldn't take two seconds to tell me you couldn't make
lunch?"


"I thought she came to make a scene. It wouldn't be the
first time. And now I have you here to worry about embarrassing too. It seemed
like the best option was to hear her out." 


"So is that how it's going to be our whole lives? You're
just constantly going to put her first?" I knew it wasn't fair. He had
talked to her in part to avoid her embarrassing me. But I was pissed. And hadn't
he just embarrassed me? He knew I wanted to keep things professional here and
he just completely threw that out the window because I asked him if we could
wait and talk after work. He hadn't gotten his way so he disregarded everything
I had asked him not to do. He was being ridiculous.


"No. She actually came to tell me that she wants me to
be happy. She won't be bothering us anymore."


"Well, I'm glad you got the closure you needed. I
thought the divorce had handled that. But what do I know?"


"You're seriously upset that I talked to Isabella for a
few minutes?" He crossed him arms in front of his chest. "You know
how I feel about her. There's no reason to be upset."


"I'm allowed to be upset! You can't control my emotions
when you control everything else."


"I don't..."


"Why am I here, James? I applied to dozens of places.
How could I not have heard back from a single one? What did you do?"


"I thought you'd want to work with..."


"I would have told you if this was what I wanted. It's
not. I know that everyone is going to judge me when they find out we're
together. Which you kind of just gave away. I needed to do this on my own. I
want to be independent. I don't want to have to rely on you for
everything."


"Penny..."


"You don't respect me." I stood up and threw the
rest of my pizza slice in the trashcan. "At all. Now can we please just
talk about this at home like a normal couple?"


His mouth was set in a straight line. I knew I had hurt him.
But for one second I wanted to focus on what I wanted instead of what he did.
Ever since we had moved here I had tried to give him everything he needed. I
had been hyper focused on making him happy. And I had completely forgotten
about what I wanted somewhere along the way. He couldn't always get his way.
This was my life too.  









Chapter 13


Monday


I sat down on a bench outside of the Tavern on the Green. In
less than two weeks we'd be saying our vows under the huge tree with the
shimmering lanterns that I loved so much. I wasn't having second thoughts. Not
for a second. I loved James with every fiber of my being. Sometimes I just
wished he could hear me.


During the orientation meeting I had thought about how much I
owed him. But I had given up a lot for him too. And sometimes I worried that I
lost myself when I moved here. He was complicated and unique and all consuming.
And I was just me. It was easy to feel invisible. Which wasn't really fair to
say. If anything, James was the first person that had ever truly seen me. How
could I feel seen and invisible at the same time? 


I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the feeling of the sun
on my face. I was just frustrated because school was my thing and Hunter Tech
was his thing. And now I didn't have a thing. I didn't want to follow him
around like a lost puppy. Maybe I was having an identity crisis. 


I pulled my legs up on the bench and hugged my knees to my
chest. I took a deep breath and opened my eyes, staring at the big tree again.
In twelve days I'd be Mrs. Hunter. That was a new identity. It felt like my
heart was beating out my chest. I leaned forward and put my elbows on my knees
and my head between them. It felt like I couldn't breathe. It was all too much
change too soon. I was never good at change and this was a million things at
once. I had tried to tell James that it was too much but he hadn't listened. I
put my face in my hands.


"I thought I might find you here."


I lifted my face out of my hands and up at James. He looked
so worried. Why did it always seem like I was hurting him?


"Having second thoughts?" He looked over his
shoulder at our wedding venue.


"No. Never. James, I 'm so sorry about today. I don't
know what's wrong with me. I'm so, so sorry, I just..."


"Stop. You don't have anything to apologize about."
He sat down and grabbed my hand. "I'm the one that's sorry. I'm still
learning about how all this works."


"God." I wiped my tears away with the back of my
hand. "Still learning how what works? Me?" I laughed. I didn't even
understand myself half the time. How could I expect him to?


"Love. This." He rubbed his thumb along my palm.
"Us. Please don't give up on me."


His words made even more tears fall down my cheeks. "I'm
not. I'm just so embarrassed. You're allowed to talk to whoever you want.
You're allowed to change your lunch plans. I don't know why I even freaked out."


"I didn't want to talk to Isabella. She came to see me.
I didn't want her to make a scene..."


"I know. You already explained it. It's fine."


He squeezed my hand. "She asked if we could start over
as friends. I told her that we could be civil if we run into each other in
public, but nothing more. I told her if she ever stepped foot inside my office
ever again I'd have her thrown out. And I said if she ever reached out to you
or me I'd get a restraining order against her. I know I can talk to whoever I want,
but I don't want to talk to her. Ever again. I have a past. I can't change
what's happened, but I will never, ever put someone before you. I can promise
you that."


"I know. I didn't mean what I said. It's just...with
graduating and moving and planning the wedding, and then meeting your parents
and seeing Isabella, and starting this new job..." I let my voice trail
off. "Geez, of course no one else wanted to hire me. I needed a week off
for our honeymoon almost immediately. But I didn't even get to the interview
process to tell anyone about that." I felt so inadequate.


"About that..."


"You knew no one would hire me because of that, didn't
you? I'm such an idiot. I was giving you a hard time and you were just being
nice and offering me a job because no one else..."


"No." He cleared his throat. "You were right
before. I screened your applications."


"What does that mean exactly?"


He shrugged. "I made it clear that you were working at
Hunter Tech. I'd rather not go into the specifics."


I started laughing. "You're infuriating. You do realize
that, right?" I couldn't seem to stop laughing.


He smiled and wiped one of my tears away with his thumb. I
was pretty sure they were tears from laughing now.


When I finally calmed down, I sighed. "I think I've just
been really stressed out. For the past few years I've been so focused on
finishing school and officially becoming an adult, that I forgot to plan for
this point." I had been so eager to graduate. All those extra classes to
make up for the semester I had lost switching schools. Maybe I had rushed all
of this. Now I was officially an adult and I felt lost. 


"That's why I thought fixing you up with a good
job..."


"But you should have talked to me about it. Your
intentions are always good, but I want my opinion to count."


"It does. And I do respect you. If I made you feel like
that wasn't the case, I'm sorry." He cupped my face in his hand. "But
I like taking care of you. You can't expect me to just sit here and see you
struggling and not try to fix it."


I grabbed his hand and pulled it onto my lap. "Do you
ever think sometimes that it was easier when you were my professor?"


He laughed. "No."


"But everything was so clear cut. We each knew where we
stood."


"Penny, I never knew where you stood."


I laughed. "Maybe you're right. I just thought this
boss/intern thing would be a little easier if we just stuck to those roles and
didn't mix in our personal relationship."


"Penny, I don't want to sneak around. I thought we were
done with that when we moved here. We're getting married at the end of the
month. All I ever want to do is be with you. And when we're not together I want
to talk about you. If you're embarrassed..."


"I'm not embarrassed about us. That's not it. I just
didn't want all my new coworkers to judge me before they got to know me."


"Knowing that we're together is part of getting to know
you."


"I know. You're right. And I'm pretty sure one of the
guys I work with thinks I'm in an abusive relationship because I'm being too
secretive about everything."


James laughed. "Wait, really?"


"I don't know. I'm a bad liar. It wasn't a terrible
conclusion with all the weird stuff I said all day. And I don't recommend
starting a new job with a black eye. You told me you couldn't see it."


He shrugged. "You can barely see it."


I lightly shoved his shoulder. "Oh and by the way, Andy
prefers being called Anderson. What's up with that? You always call him
Andy."


"Well yeah, his employees call him Anderson. His friends
call him Andy."


"James! You could have told me that."


He laughed and put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me
closer to him. "I know it's a lot of change really fast. But we can figure
this out together. If you haven't discovered your passion yet, you have plenty
of time. We have our whole lives to figure it out."


His words should have been soothing, but it made me realize
what I probably already knew and just didn't know how to admit. I already knew
my passion. It was him. And being in love with him wasn't exactly a career
path.


"If you want to take some time off to figure it out, you
can," he said. "You don't have to jump right into this internship.
And if you decide you do want it later, there's always another program in the
fall."


"No, I want to do it. I already got special permission
from my boss for a week off. It seems mean to flake out now."


"I was hoping you'd say that. And maybe tomorrow you can
tell all the new friends you made today that you're shagging the boss."


"Telling them we're engaged sound so much better."


"Going all in right away?"


"Sierra keeps talking about how sexy you are and it
makes me extremely uncomfortable."


He laughed. "You sound jealous."


"I'm not jealous." I bit my lip. "Fine, maybe
a little. But what about the flowers you sent me? Marking your territory right
away?"


"I sent you flowers because I'm an awesome fiancé and I
love you."


I stared at him skeptically. 


"And I wanted to force you to tell everyone we were
together. Like I said, I'm done sneaking around. Besides, I haven't locked you
down until you say 'I do.' I'm not going to risk losing you to a younger man at
the last minute."


I laughed. "You have absolutely nothing to worry about.
Before we know it, we'll be married. Right there." I gestured to the tree
in front of us.


He kissed my temple. "I can't wait."  









Chapter 14


Tuesday


I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around
myself. James was watching me through the reflection in the mirror. He had that
look in his eyes that instantly made me wet. My eyes gravitated down his body.
He was only wearing a pair of boxer briefs and he was clearly just as excited
as me. But there was no way he was going to make me late again today. I walked
out of the bathroom and tried to focus on what I was going to wear instead.


Before I had even made it to the closet, he grabbed me around
the waist and lifted me over his shoulder.


I laughed as he threw me down onto the bed.


"I've been thinking," I said and put my hand on his
chest as he leaned down to kiss me. "It's only a couple weeks to the
wedding now. Maybe we shouldn't."


"Shouldn't what?" He put his hand on the knot that
was holding my towel in place.


"Have sex." I grabbed his hand before he could undo
my towel.


"What? Why?"


"I mean, that's a thing that people do. They wait to
make the first time after the wedding special."


He laughed. "That's not a thing."


"Yes it is." I smiled up at him.


"Fine, it is. But it's not something we're going to do.
You don't really want to, do you?"


"I don't know." I bit my lip.


"We're already indulging in a life of sin." He
leaned between my legs, pressing his erection against me, and lightly kissed my
neck. "So much sin." Hit bit my earlobe.


I swallowed down the moan that wanted to escape.


"Besides, you really think you can resist me for two
weeks?" He untied my towel and cupped my left breast in his hand, teasing
my nipple as he left a trail of kisses down my stomach.


My body squirmed beneath his. He was right. There was no way
we'd be able to resist each other for that long.


He kissed my hipbone and then suddenly stopped. He smiled up
at me. "Okay, game on. We'll see who breaks first."


"What? You can't just tease me like that."


He laughed. "I'm totally going to win."


"James it's not a game. And let's start tomorrow."


"No way. I have you right where I want you." He
kissed my hipbone again and stood up.


"You're not serious?"


"It was your idea. Hurry up, we're going to be
late." He disappeared into the closet. 


Of course he turned it into a game. And he was right. He
probably would win. His ass looked so amazing in those boxers. 


***


"Have you told them all about your awesome fiancé that
you're withholding sex from yet?"


I laughed. "No, I'm going to tell them after
lunch." Today was already going better, although, the nickname Fight Club
had seemed to stick. I picked at my salad. I had vowed to eat healthier before
the wedding. And Ellen had packed me a lunch that consisted of virtually
nothing edible.


James pushed half his sandwich toward me. I didn't hesitate
to pick it up and take a huge bite.


"I don't know why you're pretending to go on a diet
before the wedding," he said.


"It's the principle of the thing. I'm supposed to look
my very best."


"You do."


"Is that so?" I hitched my skirt up a little and
watched his eyes wander up my thighs. Maybe I could win this game. I'd have to
ask Ellen to pack me a banana in my lunch tomorrow. I could definitely work
with that.


"I have a lot of self control, Penny." He grabbed
his sandwich back out of my hand.


"Is that why you slept with one of your students?"


He raised his left eyebrow. "The pros outweighed the
cons on that one. I could have controlled myself. I just chose not to."


"Sure."


"Mhm. You have something right there." He pointed
to the side of my mouth.


I wiped the side of my lip.


"Other side." He leaned forward and slid his thumb
along the corner of my mouth, staring into my eyes.


Fuck. Why is that so hot?


I quickly stood up. "Well, I should probably get back to
work." I grabbed the rest of my salad and tossed it in the trash, leaning
over to make sure he got a good look at my ass.


"You're playing dirty."


I turned around to look at him. "So are you."


He flashed me one of his smiles that always made my knees
weak. "Are you still meeting up with Melissa and Tyler tonight?"


Just thinking about it made my stomach churn. "Yeah. I
figure the three of us need to talk. I don't want to put it off."


He nodded. "I'll just meet you back home later then. I'm
cutting out early today. I have a few errands to run." He stood up,
grabbed my waist, and pulled me in close, planting a passionate kiss against my
lips.


If I thought my knees were weak before, I didn't even know
how to describe this feeling. He squeezed my ass, pressing his body even more
firmly against mine. When he pulled back, I was completely breathless.


"I'm totally going to win," he whispered in my ear
and released me.


I knew I hadn't wanted it to be a game, but now I was
determined to win. "I have a few tricks up my sleeves too." 


"Bring it on, baby." He sat back down at his desk
chair and turned on his monitor.


I closed the door behind me. I needed to think of something
super sexy to do. I was so preoccupied while I walked back to my desk that I'm
pretty sure Sierra had called my name a few times before grabbing my elbow.


"Were you just having lunch with James Hunter?"
Sierra squealed.


"Umm..."


"I just saw you come out of his office."


We had reached our desks. 


"What are you so excited about?" Zach asked Sierra.


"Penny's secret rendezvous with James Hunter during
lunch."


"Is that why you keep ditching us for lunch?" Tavon
asked. "You're eating with the boss instead? I feel slighted."


"Well, yes and no." Now was as good a time as any.
Especially since I had gotten caught red handed. "I..."


"Wait!" Tavon said cutting me off. "Let us all
guess what you were doing."


I sat down. "I'm just going to tell you."


"No, this is more fun. Zach, you guess first."


He shook his head. "She was probably complaining about a
super annoying new coworker."


Tavon laughed. "I'm sure she was complaining about you.
What is your guess, Sierra?"


Sierra stared at me for a second. "Working her way to
the top?" She giggled at the thought.


I could feel my face turning red.


"Oh, shit!" Tavon said with a laugh. "You're
cheating on your fiancé with your boss, aren't you? Classic."


"No." My voice sounded way more defensive than I
intended it to.


"Yes you are! Your face is bright red. How the hell did
you pull that one off? He's like the most eligible bachelor in the city."


"Wait, I thought you said he was engaged?" Sierra
said.


"This just keeps getting better and better!" Tavon
said before I could reply. "You're engaged, he's engaged, and you're both
cheating and sleeping with each other. That's pretty fucked up."


"You're such an idiot. Clearly he's her fiancé,"
Zach said. He was staring at me intently. "James the telemarketer, I'm
guessing?"


"Yes. Zach wins."


"Oh my God, what?!" Sierra squealed again. Her
voice was starting to hurt my ears. "You're engaged to James Hunter? Are
you serious? You're so lucky."


Tavon snickered. "So Sierra was kind of right. You slept
your way into this job."


"Dude," Zach said. "You shouldn't be messing
with her now. If I remember correctly, you made some pretty shitty hypotheses
about her fiancé before you knew who he was."


"Penny," Tavon said. "We're cool right?
Obviously James Hunter isn't whipped or desperate or controlling. I didn't mean
it."


I laughed. "He actually is controlling. It's fine. I'm
not going to tell him you said that."


"Wait, I think I remember reading about this,"
Sierra said. "James Hunter took a break from corporate America after
selling Blive Tech International." She snapped her fingers. "He was a
professor at some school for a year or something. And he got fired for sleeping
with a few of his students."


"He resigned. And it was just one student." What
is wrong with people?


"You?"


"I'm going to go get some coffee. Anybody want
anything?" When no one said anything, I got up and walked toward the break
room. They didn't need any other specifics. Everything they wanted to know was
online. I'd hide out here for a few minutes until they were done looking. I
grabbed a mug, poured myself a cup, and walked over to the sugar. When I turned
around, Zach was standing there with his arms folded in front of his chest.


"So the bruise?" He touched his cheek. "Was
that him?"


Oh God. "No." I tried to walked past him,
but he blocked my path.


"If you don't want to talk to me about it, you should
talk to someone you..."


"No, I actually meant no. It wasn't him."


"Who was it then?"


"Why don't you believe me?"


"Well, for one, you're avoiding the question."


"I'm not. I'm just..."


"So tell me then. If it's not him, it shouldn't
matter."


"Fine, you got me. I'm actually in a Fight Club."


Zach laughed.


"Really. And I can't talk about it. The first rule about
Fight Club is that you don't talk about Fight Club. I don't want to be kicked
out."


He laughed again. "You're too scrawny."


"You wanna bet?"


"Look, if you have a nickname for what your fiancé calls
slapping you around, it doesn't make it any better. You can lie to me but you
shouldn't lie to yourself."


I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. I didn't want
to be talking about this with a stranger. "I'm not lying. And I don't see
why this is any of your business."


"It's not." He stared at me for another second
before grabbing a cup of coffee for himself. It didn't seem like he believed me
at all. "But you admitted that he's controlling and if he's hurting
you..."


"He's not. Zach can you please just drop it? You can
call me Fight Club as much as you want, but I don't want to talk about
this."


"Okay, Fight Club," he said and shrugged his
shoulders. "I was just trying to help."


"So why are you such an expert on this anyway?" He
had spiked my interest. The tattoos and the tough look seemed to just be a
show. He seemed kind and intuitive and for some reason genuinely cared about my
safety. Maybe some kind of dark past. Everyone should be asking him questions,
not me.


"I don't see why that's any of your business." He
winked at me and walked back toward our desks.


I rolled my eyes and followed him out of the break room. I
knew he was just trying to be nice, but I didn't appreciate all his prying.
Especially if he wasn't willing to give anything away about himself either.


"You have quite the sensational past," Sierra said
as I sat back down.


I shrugged my shoulders.


"So let me get this straight," Tavon said.
"You fucked your professor. Got caught. Lost your scholarship to the
University of New Castle and the respect of your peers. And had to switch
schools because of all the scandalous rumors?"


"I chose to transfer to NYCU. We wanted a fresh
start."


"So how did you pay for it? NYCU is an expensive
college. Especially without instate tuition."


God. 


"I'm going to take your silence as confirmation for what
I already thought. James Hunter paid for your education. And he obviously got
you this job. Everything in your life has been handed to you. This is kind of
bullshit. Do you know how hard I had to work to land this internship? How many
interviews we all had to do before we got accepted?"


"My transcript is just as good as yours or I wouldn't be
here."


"I think we all know that's not true."


"I think you're missing the silver lining here,"
Zach said.


Tavon sighed and put his hands behind his head. "Which
is?"


"Penny has an in with the boss. So if we all play our
cards right, we now have a connection that none of the other interns have. You
should be happy about this, not pissed off." He gave me a small smile.
Having him on my side could be a good thing.


"True," Tavon said. "Maybe the four of us
could get drinks one night this week? And you could bring Hunter?"


"Umm..." I let my voice trail off. I didn't know
what James would think about hanging out with a bunch of his interns.
"I'll ask him. But we're really busy the next few weeks."


"With all the wedding planning?" Sierra asked.
"It's probably going to be the most lavish wedding of the year."


I wasn't sure what she wanted me to say. Was she waiting for
me to invite her? "I can ask James about getting drinks one night
though," I said instead.


"I can't wait!" Sierra said. "I've always
wondered what he was like outside of work. It's like hanging out with a
celebrity. I'm so jealous of your life."


"If you don't tone it down Fight Club won't even ask
him," Tavon said. "We'll be cool, I promise. I'll get Sierra under
control."


I laughed. I glanced at Zach, but he was just staring at me
skeptically. "Yeah, I'll ask James and let you guys know." I turned
my attention to the computer screen. Maybe hanging out outside of work with
them would help us bond. And Zach seeing James and me together might get him
off my back.  









Chapter 15


Tuesday


I grabbed the handle as soon as the door buzzed. Tyler had
done well for himself in New York. He had aced his first interview and landed
the job he had wanted as a business reporter. And he had already gotten a few
promotions. Him moving here after he graduated had been wonderful. I think the
time we spent apart allowed James to move on from everything that had happened
between me and Tyler. They were actually friends now. And I guess it had been
good for Tyler and me too. We still talked on the phone every now and then
while he was still in Delaware, but we weren't very close anymore. As soon as
he moved here, though, it was like we were best friends again. Our friendship
had picked up right where it had left off, minus the sexual tension.


I stepped onto the elevator and pressed the button for the
fifth floor. Transferring to NYCU had been hard. Everyone had already made
friends freshman year, which left me pretty much on my own. Luckily Mason had
started dating Bee. She was pretty much the only friend I had made in New York
besides for James' friends. And they didn't really count because I couldn't
really talk to them about anything personal, despite how inappropriate Rob was
all the time. Bee was so great because even though I hadn't known her in Delaware,
we could easily talk about home. We even knew a lot of the same people. And the
fact that our dating situations were similar made it even easier to confide in
her. 


I stopped outside of Tyler's apartment. Josh had broken up
with Melissa after he graduated. He didn't even want to try to attempt a long
distance relationship. Melissa had been devastated. She started coming up and
visiting a lot more afterwards. But now I was wondering if she was more
interested in seeing Tyler than she had been in spending time with me. How long
had this really been going on? How could I have not realized it? And why were
they hiding it from me? I knew that Melissa thought Tyler was hot. She had
repeatedly talked about his abs and thought I was crazy for not jumping at the
opportunity to be with him. Had she liked him that whole time? 


And Tyler hadn't dated anyone since moving to New York. At
least, not that he told me about. I felt like I could talk to Tyler about
anything. It hurt to realize that he didn't feel he could do the same with me.
It hurt even more that Melissa wouldn't tell me about their relationship. But I
had kept James a secret from both of them for a long time. Maybe I deserved to
be kept out of the loop. This whole thing was so weird. I knocked on the door.
I didn't want to force them to tell me about their relationship. But if I
didn't bring it up, I was worried they never would.


When Tyler opened the door he had a huge smile on his face.
He was still wearing a suit from work. For some reason I always expected him to
be wearing jeans and a polo like he had in class. But I was the only one that
seemed to be having a hard time transitioning into the real word. "Hey,
Penny. It's nice getting to hang out with you on a night that isn't
Friday." 


Tyler and I always watched Shark Tank together on Fridays. It
was our thing. James never wanted to watch it with us. We had concluded that he
was just bitter that he hadn't been asked to be one of the sharks. And he
didn't deny it.


"I thought it would be fun for the three of us to hang
out," I said.


"Yeah." He didn't sound quite as convinced, but it
could have been my imagination. "I just have to go change. I'll be right
back."


I walked into his apartment and sat down on the couch. I
hadn't been there since Melissa had moved in. Despite the fact that she claimed
it was only temporary, her stuff was everywhere. There was only one bedroom and
the couch I was sitting on hadn't been made up with a sheet or pillow or
anything. They were definitely sleeping together. 


Tyler came out, pulling a t-shirt over his head, and
collapsed beside me on the couch. He looked exactly like he did in college when
he wasn't in his work clothes. "How's the new job going?"


"It's good, I'm still getting used to..."


"Geez, what happened to your face?"


"Nothing. I'm still getting used to the dynamic at
work," I continued. "I just told all my co-workers that I was
marrying the boss." I laughed and kept my face turned away from him.


"If you aren't going to tell me, at least let me get you
some ice or something."


"No, it's fine. I can't even feel it anymore."


"I guess you've had worse."


"Please don't tell me you still feel bad about that?
That was so long ago. And it wasn't your fault."


He scratched the back of his neck. "Yeah, well..."
He let his voice trail off. "You're really not going to tell me what
happened?"


"I'd rather talk about something else. How's living with
Melissa going?" I kicked my shoes off and tucked my legs underneath of me
on the couch. I wished I had gone home and changed out of my skirt and blouse
before coming over. Maybe Melissa would let me borrow something more
comfortable to change into when she got here.


"Do you want a drink?" He stood up and walked
toward the kitchen.


I laughed. "That good?"


"I just needed a drink."


"Okay. I'll have whatever you're having."


He grabbed two beers out of the fridge and popped the tops
off before handing me one. He sat back down beside me. "No one ever told
me how hard it was to live with the opposite sex."


I laughed. "It is kind of an adjustment."


He smiled at me. 


"But it's just temporary?"


"I don't know." He took a huge sip of his beer.
"It's nice not living alone, I mean."


"I thought you liked having your own place after living
in the frat house? You went on and on about it when you moved here."


He shrugged. "People change, Penny."


"I know." I hadn't realized he was lonely. It made
sense. He came home every night to an empty apartment. I don't know why I
hadn't realized it sooner. If I had made any good friends in New York that were
single, I would have tried to set them up with him.


"James' parents' place was really nice," he said.
He adjusted himself on the couch so that his back was against the armrest and
his feet were resting next to my legs.


"Yeah, I think that was the first and last time I'll
ever be invited there."


"I was kind of wondering about that. Was James' ex wife
really there? Isabella, right?"


"Yeah."


"Kind of strange to invite their son's ex to celebrate
his new relationship."


"They were trying to scare me away. And when that didn't
work they tried to pay me off."


"Seriously?" Tyler laughed. "What dicks."


I laughed. "Couldn't have said it better myself."


"And the black eye happened sometime between that night
and today. I would have remembered seeing it at the party."


I knew better than to think Tyler would drop it. And it
wasn't like Zach prying. Tyler cared about me. "Actually, it was Isabella.
She decided to confront me after his parents' bribe, and I was upset and I
called her a bitch. So she slapped me."


Tyler laughed. 


"It's not funny." I pushed on his foot and he
playfully kicked my thigh back.


"It's kind of funny. James sure comes with a lot of
baggage."


"Well, he's tossed it all away. His parents aren't even
invited to the wedding anymore."


"He's okay with that?"


"I think it's what he wanted the whole time. I was just
too stubborn to see it." I bit the inside of my lip. "It was stupid,
I just really wanted them to like me."


"That's not too much to ask from your future in
laws."


"Apparently in this case it was."


"Are you sure you're okay?" His eyes had gravitated
back to my cheek.


"Honestly the clothes I'm in are more uncomfortable than
the super small bruise on my face." I moved my legs again, trying to get
comfortable on the couch.


He laughed. "I already put a pair of sweats for you in
the bathroom. I was wondering when you'd start complaining."


"You know me so well. I'll be right back." I got up
and went to the bathroom. Sure enough, there was a pair of sweatpants and one
of his University of New Castle t-shirts folded on the shelf. I quickly
changed. I loved Tyler's sweatpants. They were big and comfortable. And no
matter what I was wearing when I came over, I usually found something to
complain about so that I'd get to change into a pair. Eating popcorn in sweats
while watching Shark Tank was more accurately our thing. 


It was nice to know that just because he was with Melissa
now, we could still hang out like this. I made my way back out into the living
room. "When is Melissa usually done work?" She had found a summer
internship at a law firm nearby. In the fall she'd be going to law school. She
was still waiting to hear back from where, but I was hoping it would be in the
city. 


"She'll be here any minute."


I wasn't sure if it was better to ask him about it now, or
wait until they were together. I just wanted to get it over with. "Are you
and Melissa dating?" I blurted out, before I could change my mind. 


He choked on his sip of beer. "No." He cleared his
throat. "I mean, why would you ask that?"


"James thought he saw something going on between you
two."


"And that bothered you?" He didn't deny it this
time. He wanted to know how I felt about it. That probably meant it was true.


I laughed. "No. I just...I want you both to be happy.
You know that."


He didn't say anything, he just took another sip of his beer.


"But you two are my best friends. I guess if you
dated...I don't know. I don't want to lose you."


"That's not really fair. You never wanted me to begin
with, Penny. You can't lose what you never had."


"I mean our friendship."


He sighed. "I don't really know what to tell you."


"The couch isn't made up. I mean, it's pretty obvious
that you guys are sleeping together."


"I don't really think we should be talking about
this."


"But we're friends."


"It's weird, Penny. You must realize that. With our
history? It's complicated to say the least."


"So, you are then?" I asked.


"This is so awkward."


"Tyler."


"I'm not going to talk about my sex life with you,
Penny."


"That's what friends do."


"Not when one of those friends used to be in love with
the other friend." He stood up. "Not when we've had sex. Not when I
compare every girl I'm with to that night we had." He shook his head.


I didn't know that. My hanging around all the time maybe
hadn't been as fun for him as it was for me. 


"This is enough for me," he said. "If I can't
be with you, I decided being your friend was good enough. And you are my best
friend. But I can't talk to you about this. This is where I have to draw the
line."


"I'm sorry."


"And I'm not going to feel guilty for hooking up with
Melissa. Because I'm allowed to have a life outside of whatever this is. You
do. You get to go home to James. And at least Melissa actually likes me. Or
liked me. I don't know, it's complicated." He sat down on the couch again
and scratched the back of his neck.


He was opening up about it. I didn't want him to close off
because of our past. I didn't want to be left in the past too. "Why is it
complicated?"


"Because she thinks I'm still in love with you."


I swallowed hard. I didn't want to know the answer, but it
felt important to ask. If he was, I shouldn't be coming over here all the time.
Or at all. And I definitely shouldn't be wearing his pants. "And?"


"I don't even know anymore. I look forward to Friday
nights. I haven't really been trying to meet anyone. I've been stuck. I just
wanted something less complicated. And Melissa was easy." He coughed.
"Not like that. Sorry, I didn't mean it like that. I just already knew she
liked me. It wasn't like it was with you. It wasn't this instant attraction.
But, I don't know, our relationship slowly changed into something more. I like
having someone to come home to."


"I get that."


He sighed. "I'm friends with James. I wouldn't do
anything to mess that up after it took so long for him to be cool with us hanging
out. Besides, it's not like how it used to be between us. I still love you, but
I'm not in love with you. Melissa doesn't seem to understand the
difference."


"Well I do."


"Yeah, that's how you always felt about me." He
laughed and looked back up at me. 


"Are you in love with her?"


"I don't know. I mean..." he looked uncomfortable.
"Honestly, it was just casual hookups. But it was a lot of them. And when
she said she was moving here, I offered my place."


"So she wants it to be more than casual?"


"I thought so at first."


"Well, what do you want?"


He laughed. "I'm not good at relationships."


I didn't say anything. His response didn't really answer my
question. And usually if I stayed silent, he always confessed what he was
hiding. Before this, I didn't think we had many secrets from each other at all.


"It doesn't really matter now. She found an apartment.
She's moving out at the end of the month."


"That's plenty of time to change her mind."


"I think I should have never slept with your best
friend. What the hell was I thinking?"


"I think it's great. Two of my best friends getting
together? What could be better than that?" Even as I said it, I knew it
wasn't true. Two of my best friends getting together meant that I could
possibly lose both of them. They wouldn't need me anymore.


He finished his beer and put it down on the coffee table.
"Yeah, except..."


The front door opening cut him off. Melissa walked in with a
huge smile on her face. But as soon as she saw me, it instantly vanished.
"Hey, guys. What are you two doing?"


"Waiting for you," I said and smiled at her.


Her eyes traveled down my body. "Penny, if you needed to
borrow something to wear, all my clothes are here. You know that."


"Yeah. Sorry. I didn't know when you'd be back and I
didn't want to rifle through your stuff. Usually Tyler lets me borrow something
comfy when we hang out anyway."


"Mhm." She set her purse down on the kitchen
counter. "Of course he does. Well, don't let me bother your guys' time.
I'll just get out of your way." She made her way toward the bedroom.


I stood up. "Melissa, I came over to hang out with both
of you."


"That's not really what it looks like."


"I'm sorry I borrowed his clothes." Geez.
"It's just what I'm used to doing. I won't do it anymore if it makes you
uncomfortable."


"Why would that make me uncomfortable? Borrowing
someone's clothes who you slept with one time isn't weird at all. That's
completely normal behavior."


"We're friends."


"I know that! I just don't want to have to come back to
my apartment and see you wearing his clothes like you two just banged."


I laughed. "You're being ridiculous."


"I'm being ridiculous? Clearly there's something still
going on between you two. You can't even stay out of his pants."


"We're just friends," Tyler said. "Why won't
you believe me?"


"Because you're both lying. I should have never moved
here." She went into the bedroom and slammed the door.


I was already losing both of them. Neither one of them wanted
to talk about these things with me.


"What I was about to say before she came in was that
she's super jealous of our relationship," Tyler said. "And it doesn't
matter if I love her. I'm not going to choose between you two."


"I should go talk to her."


"Me talking to her sure doesn't help."


I knocked on the bedroom door and slowly opened it. Melissa
was tossing some of her clothes into boxes. I closed the door behind me. I had
a feeling I didn't want Tyler to overhear our conversation. "Can we
talk?"


"About what?" She threw some more clothes into the
box.


"About you and Tyler."


"There is no me and Tyler. Don't be weird."


"He told me you guys were hooking up."


She closed one of the lids on the boxes. "Of course he
did. I forgot that you two don't have any secrets."


"I didn't think you and I did either. Why didn't you
tell me?"


"You know the worst part?" she said, ignoring my
question. "I have nowhere to go now. Because I'm mad at you too."


"I don't understand why you're mad at me." 


She stood up and pointed at me. "You're wearing his
clothes. What the fuck are you doing?"


"I always..."


"Yeah, you always borrow his sweatpants and watch Shark
Tank together because that's your thing." She made quote marks with her
fingers when she said thing. "And there's no room for me when you're
around because he's always going to put you first. God, I never should have
slept with him."


"There is absolutely nothing going on between Tyler and
me. I'm marrying James in less than two weeks. I don't know what other proof
you need."


She looked down at my pants. 


"Jesus, Melissa." I pulled them off and tossed them
at her. "Tyler and I are friends. I thought we were too. Can you just talk
to me for two seconds before throwing a fit?"


She burst into tears.


"Melissa." I went over to her and put my arms
around her.


"He's never going to love me like he loved you,"
she sobbed into my shoulder.


"That isn't true."


"Of course it is. He was obsessed with you for years.
He's just settling for me. I don't want to be someone's second choice."


I ran my hand up and down her back. "You're not. He
wanted you to move in with him. He looks forward to coming home to you. And he
definitely doesn't want you to move out."


She pulled back from me. "Did he say that?"


"Yes."


"When he talks about you it just makes me so mad. It's
always Penny this or Penny that. I know you guys are friends. I know you guys
talk and hang out all the time. I just...I don't know how to deal with it,
knowing that you've been more than friends in the past." She sighed and
sat down on the edge of Tyler's bed. The only time I had even been in here was
when I had helped him move in. I wasn't interested in sharing a bed with Tyler.
I never thought about him like that. He really was just a friend. And I didn't
want to be what stood in the way of Tyler and Melissa being happy. I had
already done that enough to Tyler. Maybe I should just step back. What it came
down to was that Melissa never believed that boys and girls could just be
friends. It didn't matter that I had proof with Mason, Matt, and Rob; she'd
never understand.


"If you want, I'll give you both some space to figure
this thing out. I don't want to be the reason why you guys break up."


"We can't break up. We're not even officially
dating."


"You know what I mean. I came over tonight to talk to
you guys about this. I didn't want to be kept in the dark. But I realize why
you didn't want to talk about it." I grabbed a pair of yoga pants out of
the box that Melissa had been packing and pulled them on. "I shouldn't
have butted in. But I missed you. I thought when you moved here we'd be hanging
out all the time."


"I know. I'm sorry." She was looking down at her
lap instead of at me. "I just need some time."


I didn't want her to be mad at me. I wanted to be able to say
that she could have as much time as she needed. But I couldn't help but think
that my wedding was in less than two weeks and I needed her. "I hope that
you two can work it out."


She didn't say anything as I left the room. I closed the door
behind me. I didn't even want to make eye contact with Tyler. Melissa had been
yelling. He had already heard the whole conversation.


"I'm just going to go. You should probably go talk to
her."


"Penny." He stood up and walked toward me.
"You don't have to go."


"I think maybe you do have to choose," I whispered.
I didn't want Melissa to overhear me. "At least for awhile. If you want to
be with her, then she has to come first. You have to tell her how you really
feel."


"I feel like she's a lot for me to handle." He gave
me a small smile.


"Yeah, she is. And I'm pretty sure you knew that going
into it."


He sighed and scratched the back of his neck. "I'm sorry
about all this."


"There's nothing to apologize about. I hope that you two
can work it out," I said, repeating the same thing I had said to Melissa.
I grabbed my shoes off the ground and left as quickly as I could. When I closed
the door behind me, it felt so final. Melissa and Tyler were the last parts of
my old life I was holding onto. I didn't want to lose them too. But it wasn't
my choice.  









Chapter 16


Tuesday


I wasn't sure when James would be back. He had probably
thought I'd be spending most of the evening at Tyler and Melissa's. I flipped
through the channels until I found a rerun of New Girl. The T.V. seemed to echo
in the empty apartment. Melissa and I always used to watch this show together.
I pulled a blanket onto my lap and tried to focus on the T.V. instead of my
nagging thoughts. In the show, Winston was currently pulling a prank that was
much too small. I had just gotten into the episode when the door to the
apartment opened.


"Hey, baby," James said. He tossed his keys on the
kitchen counter and draped his suit jacket over the back of one of the chairs.


"Hey," I looked over my shoulder and smiled at him
as he walked toward me. "Did you have a good night?"


He laid down on the couch and put his head on my lap.
"Yeah. What are we watching?" Instead of looking at the T.V., he was
looking up at me.


I ran my fingers through his hair. "New Girl."
James was horrible at watching T.V. It was like he didn't have the attention
span for it. Which was strange because he could focus on other things for hours
or even days. I knew he hadn't watched much T.V. growing up, so maybe he just
never got used to it. Even though I wanted to see Winston's reaction to his
prank going horribly wrong, I grabbed the remote to turn it off.


"No, I want to watch," James said and turned his
face toward the T.V.


I looked over my shoulder toward the door. He hadn't brought
any bags in or anything. He had said he had errands to run. Where had he been
if he didn't bring anything back with him? "What were you up to
tonight?"


"I just had some errands to run." He kept his eyes
glued to the T.V. When the show went to commercial, he turned back toward me.
"Was I right about Tyler and Melissa?"


"Yeah." I sighed. "Melissa wants me to stay
away for awhile so they can figure things out."


"Why?"


"She's uncomfortable with my friendship with Tyler. It's
stupid."


"Were you wearing this?" He lifted up the bottom of
Tyler's old shirt.


"Yes." I shrugged my shoulders. That was the exact
thing that had bothered Melissa.


He laughed. "You two do have a weird relationship."


"We do not."


"I'm not complaining. But I can see how it might make
her uncomfortable."


I frowned. "Does it make you uncomfortable?"


"I'm confident in our relationship. Melissa and Tyler
just started dating, so she's not confident in their relationship yet. Just
different circumstances."


"But does it make you uncomfortable?"


"It used to. But I trust you. And I trust him. Besides,
you do look good in baggy t-shirts." He pushed the fabric up my torso and
kissed my hipbone. 


I laughed.


"Although, you look even better with no shirt at
all." He pushed the t-shirt up even farther, kissing the bottom of my
ribcage.


"Except we agreed to no funny business until the
wedding."


"About that. I was thinking...mouth stuff doesn't really
count as sex, does it?"


I laughed. "Yes, it does."


"Are you sure?" He kissed me right above the
waistline of my pants. "I've been waiting to taste you all day."


I gulped.


"There's nothing I want more right now than to feel your
tight pussy come around my tongue." He pulled down slightly on the
waistband of my pants. His warm breath sent chills through my body. 


Fuck. He knew how horny I got when he talked like
that. I felt my hips rise without my brain's permission.


He kissed my hipbone again. "Let me give you what you
want. Just say yes, baby."


I laughed and wiggled away from him. "Mouth stuff is
against the rules and you know it. You're not going to win this one,
James."


He lowered his eyebrows. "What about hand stuff then?
Everyone does that." His palm slipped between my thighs, gently massaging
me through my pants.


I half groaned half laughed. "Everyone does that? What
do you even mean by that?"


He laughed. "Come on. We both knew we'd cheat a
little."


"You mean, like this?" I put my hand on his cock that
was pressing against his suit pants. 


He locked eyes with me, daring me to take it further.


I moved my hand from his base to his tip and watched him
staring intently back at me. There was fire in his eyes. I could get him to
give into me. I just needed to give him an extra push. "You know you want
me on my knees with my lips around your cock. I want you to come in my
mouth." I moved off the couch and kneeled in front of him, trailing my
hands up his thighs. 


His Adam's apple rose and fell.


"I want to swallow every ounce." I reached for the
button of his pants. "How about you say yes?"


He grabbed my hand and raised his left eyebrow. "The
only thing I'm saying yes to is a cold shower." He got up off the couch
and stretched. "You're welcome to join me if you're ready to throw in the
towel. Trust me, the reward will be well worth the defeat." His eyes on me
made my whole body feel warm. I didn't doubt that he'd be overly generous if I
admitted defeat. But I wanted to be the one that made him cave.


I sighed and sat back down on the couch. "Go take your
shower, James." I grabbed the remote and tried to focus on my show.


He laughed and walked out of the living room. He took off his
shirt as he walked up the stairs and I almost moaned at the sight of his
muscular back. I was in trouble.


***


"The cake tasting is Thursday. And I have a dress
fitting on Saturday. Besides that, it's only last minute stuff." My head
was on James' bare chest and I was savoring the rise and fall of it beneath my
cheek. There was an intimacy about this too. I liked being close to him and
talking to him. I had never felt so comfortable around anyone in my life. We
just fit so perfectly together.


He absentmindedly ran his fingers through my hair. "What
kind of dress did you get?"


I laughed and moved some of my weight to my hand so I could
look up at him. "I can't tell you that."


He crossed his hands behind his head and smiled. "Not
even a hint?"


"Don't you want to be surprised?" I asked.


"I'll tell you what I'm wearing."


I laughed again. "I already know you're wearing a
tux."


He raised his eyebrow. "Maybe not." His grin was
contagious.


"What else would you wear?" 


"Tell me yours and I'll tell you mine."


I leaned over him and placed a gentle kiss on his lips.
"I don't think so. Besides, you could wear meggings and a turtleneck and
I'd still marry you."


He laughed. "What the hell are meggings?"


"You know, like leggings for men."


"I didn't know they made leggings for men. Sounds like a
good birthday gift." He pressed his lips together to prevent himself from
laughing again.


His birthday was next month and he knew I always struggled to
think of something to get him. "You know, if you don't give me any other
hints about what to get you, I might be forced to buy you a pair."


He laughed. "How about I cash in an early birthday gift
right now?"


"James, all you have to do is say you cave."


"My beautiful soon-to-be-wife is ridiculously
stubborn."


"I'm stubborn? What about you?"


He shrugged. "Only 10 days, 18 hours, and 15 minutes to
go. But who's counting?"


I smiled. I loved that he was counting down the time to our
wedding. "You really think you can resist me that long?"


"No. Or else I would have just agreed to wait. But I'm
giving it to the end of the week, tops. I should be able to get you to beg me
by then." He looked so nonchalant. Like it was a given that I was going to
lose.


"We'll see about that." I had just gotten the
perfect idea on how to get him to cave. "Goodnight, Professor
Hunter."


His throat made a low groaning noise.


I kissed his cheek and rolled onto my side. In a second his
arms were wrapped securely around me. When I was little, I couldn't fall asleep
without hugging my teddy bear. Every night, James fell asleep with his arms
around me. He was my new safety net. I drifted to sleep knowing that I was his
equivalent.


 









Chapter 17


Thursday


"Did you ask him yet?" Sierra said when she
returned to her desk with a cup of coffee. 


I looked up from my computer screen. Earlier this morning I
had texted Melissa about hanging out tomorrow night, but I still hadn't heard
back. Every day her silence weighed on me more and more. It was getting hard
not to think about it. "I'm sorry, Sierra, I keep forgetting. We've been
so busy with..."


"Ask him during lunch today."


"Yeah, okay, thanks for reminding me." For the past
few days my fellow interns had been nagging me nonstop about meeting up with
James and me after work one day this week. And the more they asked me about it,
the less I wanted to ask James. It was pretty clear that they didn't care about
getting to know me. They just wanted to meet him. But I couldn't really blame
them. Who wouldn't want to spend time with James? "What day are you guys
all free?"


"I could do tonight," Tavon said and put his hands
behind his head. Sometimes he leaned back so far in his chair that it seemed
like it was going to tip over.


"Tonight would be great!" Sierra said. "But
I'm free pretty much every night." She laughed awkwardly after saying it,
which just made me feel bad. She was new to the city. I should be helping her
out, not avoiding her. What did it matter if she had a crush on James? Every
single girl in New York probably had a crush on James.


"We have a cake tasting after work tonight, but maybe
tomorrow..."


"How about after the cake tasting tonight?" Zach
asked.


"Yeah, I already have plans tomorrow. Come on, let's do
it tonight, it'll be so much fun. We promise not to embarrass you," Tavon
said.


I laughed. "I guess that could work." I glanced
down at the time. It was a little early, but I was already hungry. "I'm
going to take an early lunch. And I promise to ask him." Tonight would be
the best time to do it this week. Even though I was free tomorrow night since
Melissa and Tyler weren't talking to me, James still had plans with his
friends. And I'm sure he wasn't going to cancel on them to hang out with a
bunch of interns that were obsessed with him. I bit the inside of my lip to
prevent myself from laughing. I was an intern that was obsessed with him too.
He didn't seem to mind my obsession at all.


Sierra clapped her hands as I walked toward James' office.
She probably thought I was out of earshot.


I wove my way through the different departments. Tonight I
thought I'd play up the student/professor role playing idea I had come up with.
If anything could get James to cave, it was whispering Professor Hunter
seductively in his ear. That dynamic between us never got old. It reminded both
of us about when we first started our relationship. And no matter what anyone
else said, I loved how we met. I could relive our first time together in his
office over and over again. I absentmindedly licked my lips. Sex seemed to be
the only thing on my mind recently.


The blinds on James' office windows were open, so he saw me
approaching before I even knocked. He immediately smiled and waved his hand,
gesturing for me to come in. I walked in and closed the door behind me.


"Sounds good," James said into his desk phone.
"Reach those numbers and then we can discuss it." He smiled at me as
he listened to whatever was being said on the other end of the line. He stood
up, eager for the phone call to be over. "Thanks. You too." He
immediately hung up the phone and grabbed my waist, pulling me close to him.
"I was just thinking about you."


"I'm always thinking about you." I stood on my
tiptoes, drawing my face toward his. James' lips were immediately on mine as
his palm pressed against the small of my back. The past few days had been
filled with the sexiest make out sessions imaginable. Apparently we were both
addicted to sex, because not taking it further than a kiss always took all my
restraint. I laced my fingers behind his neck, making the heat between us
almost palpable. 


He groaned and grabbed my thigh, lifting it around his waist.


I laughed and pulled back, but he kept my thigh in his hand.


"You're killing me," he whispered. "I need
you."


"I need you too." I looked up into his eyes and ran
my hand down the side of his face. "It's just going to make our wedding
night that much better, you know."


He smiled and kissed my forehead. "There's no way you
can wait until then."


"There's no way you can wait until then," I said
and poked the center of his chest.


"You're right. I can't." He grabbed the back of my
neck and kissed me hard. When he pulled back, I was completely breathless. He
released my thigh and smoothed my skirt back into place. "And neither can
you, baby."


I pressed my lips together and shrugged. "Are you
hungry?"


His eyes gravitated down my body. "Starving."


I laughed. "For lunch, James." I sat down in one of
the chairs in front of his desk.


"In that case...I guess I could eat." He grabbed
our sandwiches out of the small fridge and sat down beside me.


"So, the other marketing interns want to go out for
drinks tonight. And they were hoping my fiancé could come too." I smiled
at him as I slowly unwrapped my turkey sandwich. 


"Should we meet up with them after the cake
tasting?" He took a huge bite of his sandwich.


"You actually want to go?"


He shrugged as he finished chewing. "If that's what you
want to do. You keep saying you want to bond with them. Wasn't that why you
didn't want them to know we were together in the first place?"


"For some reason I thought you were going to say
no."


"When do I ever say no to you?"


I smiled at him. "You usually don't say no. You just do
whatever you want regardless. Or else I wouldn't even be eating lunch with you
right now. I'd have a different internship."


"Fair enough. But I think it'll be fun. I should know
all my employees better. It will be good for me too."


"Are you sure?"


James laughed. "If you don't want to, we don't have
to."


"No, it's not that." It's just that Zach jumped
to conclusions because of the bruises on my face and Sierra has a crush on you.
"I don't want to force you to do things you don't want to."


James leaned forward and kissed me again. "All I ever
want to do is hang out with you. And I'm excited to meet your new
friends."


"Just to give you a heads up, I'm pretty sure Sierra is
going to try to steal you away."


"I love how jealous you get."


"I'm not jealous."


He smiled back at me. "And maybe after drinks we can go
home and reevaluate this whole no sex before the wedding thing?"


"You're incorrigible, James Hunter."


 "Is it working?"


I shook my head, but we both knew he was wearing me down.  









Chapter 18


Thursday


I took another bite of the dark chocolate mousse cake. 


"Is that one your favorite?" James asked as he took
a bite too.


"I don't know, they're all amazing."


After the pastry chef had reprimanded us for waiting until a
week before the wedding to pick a cake, he had laid out an assortment of the
most delicious cakes I had ever tasted. It was good we had skipped dinner
because I apparently didn't have any self control around wedding cakes.


"You know what this one reminds me of?" James
asked. 


I nodded. "I was thinking the same thing. Even though
it's not lava cake, it tastes like that chocolate cake from your country
club."


"Our country club."


I shrugged my shoulders.


"It kind of takes me back to our first date. Our first
real date I mean. Not just when I seduced you in my office." He took another
bite of the cake.


I smiled up at him. "I seduced you."


He laughed and shook his head.


"You pretended that I was your wife on that date. Do you
remember?"


"I remember." He was looking at me in the most
loving way.


"Did you ever think we'd be here right now?"


"At that moment?" He ran his hand through his hair.
"I think I was just terrified by my own reaction to you."


I knew he was referring to his addiction problem. I looked
down at the cake.


"I wasn't really in a good place when we met,
Penny."


"I know, I just meant..."


"You saved me."


He had never said that to me before. I swallowed hard. I felt
tears welling in my eyes.


"Suddenly the only thing I wanted in life was to see you
smile." He reached out and took my hand. "So yeah, I thought we'd
eventually be here. This is everything I've always wanted. We certainly had our
ups and downs getting here, though." He smiled at me.


"You mean, you certainly enjoyed pushing me away?"


"I'm not going to ever push you away again." He ran
his thumb along the palm of my hand.


"I know."


He pulled me into his chest and put his hand on the side of
my face. "You're quite sentimental tonight."


I breathed in his heavenly scent. "Sometimes I think
about when you said you wanted to go to Vegas and..."


"This is what I want too."


"Are you sure? You said you didn't want a big wedding
and I..."


"Penny. The first time I got married, I wasn't in love.
I didn't have a say in any of the plans. I wasn't excited to walk down the
aisle. And before I met you, I never thought I'd get married again." He
ran his fingers through my hair. "No one's ever loved me like you love me.
This is what planning a wedding is supposed to be like. I liked looking at
venues, picking flowers, being excluded from helping you pick out a
dress..."


I laughed.


"I've had fun doing all of it. This is going to be our
wedding. And I'm so excited to marry you. I thought I didn't want this back
then, but I want it now. I want to see you walk down the aisle toward me. I
want our friends and family to clap when we have our first kiss. And I want to
have a first dance. I want all of it with you."


"I think we should choose this one then," I said
and looked down at the chocolate cake. "I'm still going to try all the
others though. This place is amazing."


James laughed and released me from his embrace. "There
is one last thing to do here."


"What's that?"


He picked up a piece of cake in his hand and lifted it toward
me.


"Don't you dare, James."


Before I had even completed the sentence, he smashed the cake
against my face. He laughed as I wiped it off my nose.


"Oh, I'm going to get you." I picked up a piece of
cake and chased after him.


***


James opened the door for me. As soon as we were both inside,
he put his arm across my shoulders.


"They're over there," I said, nodding toward where
Sierra was waving her hand in the air. They were sitting at a table and there
were two empty seats. "I'll sit next to her."


James laughed. "You're so cute."


We walked together toward my fellow interns.


"Hey, guys," I said. I was about to sit down next to
Sierra, but she tapped on the chair. "You can sit here, Mr. Hunter. It's
so great that you could join us."


James squeezed my shoulder. "Thanks." He smiled at
me and sat down next to her. "But please, you can all call me James."


Sierra beamed.


I internally rolled my eyes and sat down between James and
Zach.


"Hi, Penny," Zach said. He was the only one that
seemed to realize I had said anything. "You have some icing in your hair,
I think." He pointed to the left side of his head.


I wiped above my right ear.


Zach laughed. "No, not mirrored. It's on your
left."


I wiped above my left ear.


"You got it." He took a swig of his beer.


James put his arm back around my shoulders. "How are you
guys liking the internship?" he asked.


"It's awesome," Tavon said. "Anderson is
letting us go through your current marketing strategies to see if we have any
ideas."


"And do you have any?" James asked.


Tavon cleared his throat. "Well, we just
started..."


"I'm just kidding," James said. "We don't have
to talk about work. Did any of you grow up in the city?"


"Yeah, I did," Zach said. "I went to NYCU like
Penny, but we didn't have any classes together. You went to Harvard,
right?"


"Yes."


"Did you get a masters there too?" Tavon asked.


"No, I just went to undergrad. I started laying the
groundwork for Blive Tech while I was still in school, so I jumped right into
that instead of going for my masters."


"And you were one of the youngest millionaires ever
right?" Tavon asked.


"Yeah, I guess so."


"That's freaking awesome. What made you sell Blive Tech
when it was going so well?


"A number of different things. Mainly I just wanted a
new challenge."


"And that's why you started teaching?" asked
Sierra.


James smiled down at me. "Yes. I taught in New York for
a little bit and then transferred to the University of New Castle. I really
enjoyed it."


"It's a shame you had to stop."


"Not really. I got everything I wanted from it."


"What, a girlfriend?" Zach asked.


Zach, what the hell?


James laughed. "No. I loved teaching. It was a nice
change of pace. But I missed running a business. Well, yeah, and I guess I got
an amazing girlfriend out of it."


"Weren't you still married when you moved to
Delaware?" Zach asked.


Is he purposely trying to torture me?


James cleared his throat. "I had filed for divorce before
moving."


"I was reading about your first wife too," Sierra
said. "It's so sad what happened. Were you really childhood
sweethearts?"


James looked uncomfortable. "No. It's a long story. Did
you guys want refills?" 


"That would be great," Tavon said.


"I'll be right back." James squeezed my shoulder
and walked toward the bar.


"Oh my God, he's even sexier in normal clothes,"
Sierra said as soon as James had walked away. "I've never seen him in
jeans before."


"What is wrong with you guys?" I said.


Zach laughed. "We're just trying to get to know
him."


"No, I agree with Penny," Tavon said. "You
guys are being embarrassing. Sierra, stop flirting with him."


"I'm not flirting with him," she said and crossed
her arms.


"Penny?" Tavon was looking at me for help.


"You kind of are."


"I'm so sorry. I'll stop." Her face had turned
slightly red.


"It's okay," I said.


"And Zach, why are you attacking him?" Tavon asked.


Zach shrugged. "Just trying to figure him out." He
was looking at me. "Gauging his reactions to different things."


"Zach, I asked you to drop it..." my voice trailed
off when James came back over. He had a beer in his hand and a waiter was
following him with a tray of drinks.


"I opened up a tab for the table," James said as he
sat down. He immediately draped his arm back around my shoulders.


"Thanks, man," Tavon said. "So what made you
get into tech in the first place?"


"Honestly, it was forced on me."


Everyone laughed. I looked up at James. I had never asked him
that question and I was curious about the rest of his answer.


"I liked reading in my free time. And my parents hated
that. They put a computer in my room and kept giving me games to play on it
until I finally got interested."


"You do realize that's the opposite problem all our
parents had with us, right?" Sierra asked.


James laughed. "I think they knew there was an
opportunity for advancement there. Whereas being an author wasn't something
they wanted for me. My older sister was already interested in literature. And
they were right. The opportunities in this field are endless."


"So you originally wanted to be an author?" Sierra
asked.


James shrugged. "No. I don't know. I was young. I didn't
really know what I wanted to be."


I bit my lip. He was never allowed to dream about what he
wanted to be. His parents had decided that for him early on.


"Did you play any sports growing up?" Tavon asked.


"Some. Never for very long. I always went back to
tech."


"So, were you like a nerd in school?" Sierra asked.
"I can't picture that at all."


"I'm still a nerd," James said.


"You are definitely not nerdy looking, " replied
Sierra.


James laughed awkwardly and turned away from her. "What
about you, Tavon? Did you play sports?"


"Soccer. Second team all-conference my last two years in
high school."


"My little brother was good at soccer too. I used to
love going to his games," James said.


I took a sip of the beer that the waiter had handed me. I
knew that Rob had played soccer growing up. He liked to brag about how awesome
he was. 


"You like beer?" Zach asked me. 


I turned toward him. "I'm used to hanging out with the
guys."


He smiled. "I pegged you for only drinking girly
drinks." 


"You pegged me wrong."


"And what about you, Zach?" James asked, cutting
our conversation short. "Any sports growing up?"


"I ran track."


"Do you still run a lot?"


"Almost every day through Central Park before or after
work."


"I like running through Central Park too. I always try
to get Penny to come with me, but I haven't convinced her yet."


Sometimes James ran with Mason. They always made everything a
competition. Whenever James came back completely worn out, I knew he had been
racing Mason through Central Park. Bee and I always joked that they complained
about us on their runs. But I had a feeling that they just talked about real
estate. Or mergers and acquisitions or something super boring. Bee and I went
to yoga classes together at least once a week and we never complained about
James and Mason. We were happy. There wasn't anything to complain about.


"You should try it sometime," Zach said, pulling me
out of my own thoughts.


James pulled me a little closer to him.


I laughed. "Running? Oh, no. I do not like
running." As far as I was concerned, James gave me plenty of cardio
exercise. Although, I'd never pass down a walk through Central Park with James'
hand in mine. "I'll stick to yoga," I said.


"You do yoga?"


"A few times a week, yeah."


James cleared his throat.


"I played volleyball in high school," Sierra said.


"So did I," I said. "What position did you
play?"


"Outside hitter," Sierra said and turned her
attention back to James. "James have you ever played before?"


"Just in gym class," he replied. "And I guess
some beach volleyball, but that's pretty different."


"Beach volleyball is the best. Where have you
played?"


James shrugged. "It's been awhile. The last time I
played was probably spring break my senior year of college."


"That's not that long ago," Sierra said.


"For you guys, maybe." James laughed. "I'm
turning 30 next month."


"Thirty isn't so bad. Isn't that the new 20 or something
like that?" Tavon asked.


"It sure doesn't feel like it."


I smiled up at him. Was he upset about turning 30? He hadn't
mentioned it to me. But it was definitely a milestone. Everything that was
going on was a lot of change for him too. I needed to plan something really
special for his birthday. Meggings weren't going to cut it.


"At least you got the whole hot young wife thing going
on," Zach said.


I laughed awkwardly.


James set his beer down on the table. "Penny, do you
want to dance?" He stood up before I had even answered.


"That sounds great." I grabbed his hand and let him
escort me onto the small dance floor. There were only a few people dancing.


"Zach seems to like you quite a bit," he said and
pulled me in close, despite the fact that it wasn't a slow song.


"He doesn't. He's purposely trying to push your
buttons."


"Why?"


"I think he's trying to see how you'll react."


"He wants me to knock him out?"


I laughed. "No, I don't think either of you want
that."


"He's certainly tempting me."


"I think he's more so trying to see if you'll hit
me."


"What?" James pulled back slightly.


"Remember when I told you that one of the interns
thought you were abusive because of the bruise on my cheek? That was
Zach."


"Oh." James touched the side of my face where my
bruise was still slightly visible. "It kills me that anyone would think I
did that. I would never hurt you."


I grabbed his hand and moved it back to my waist. "I
know, James. Try to ignore him. The last thing you want is to get in a bar
fight with one of your employees. That's a lawsuit waiting to happen."


"Then he should probably stop hitting on you."


"He's not. And what about Sierra hitting on you?" I
gave him a playful smile.


James laughed. "I think she's had too much to
drink." 


"I hope that's the reason. I mean, I'm sitting right
there. What is her problem?"


He grabbed my hand and spun me around before pulling me back
in close.


"I don't think any of them really care to get to know
me, " I said. "They just wanted to meet you."


"I'm sure that isn't true."


"The only one talking to me was Zach and he was doing it
to piss you off."


James laughed.


"The woes of dating a celebrity."


"Baby, I'm not a celebrity."


"You basically are. And everyone that works for you
idolizes you."


"I only care about what you think of me."


I stared into his eyes. "Do you wish you were an
author?"


"I'm happy exactly where I am."


"You know, if you wrote a book it would automatically be
a best seller. You already have name recognition."


"I'm happy exactly where I am," he repeated.
"I wouldn't change a thing."


I stared into his eyes. "What do you and Mason talk
about when you run together?"


James smiled. "Guy stuff."


"What does that mean?"


James spun me around again.


"Does that mean you talk about me and Bee?"


"Sometimes."


"Good or bad things?"


"Let's just say I know who's going to win our bet."


"What?! You know when Mason is going to propose to
Bee?!"


"I can't say anything else."


"James, you have to tell me."


He laughed. "There's no way I'm telling you. I have
inside information. And you're just going to leak it to Bee."


"I won't, I promise."


"Penny, you're a terrible liar. I told Mason I wouldn't
tell anyone."


I pursed my lips. "Husbands and wives don't keep secrets
from each other."


"Some bro code breaks marriage code."


"It does not."


"No, it doesn't. But we're not married yet. Ask me again
next Saturday and I'll tell you."


"Fine." I sighed. "I was thinking about
calling off the wedding, but I guess I can't now."


"Very funny."


I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed him. His hands slid down
to the top of my ass as he kissed me back. He didn't seem to care at all that
his employees could see us. And the way he was kissing me made me not care
either.


"Do you want to get out of here?" he asked. His
voice was low and seductive.


"Are you caving?"


"No, but I think I'll be able to get you to."


I shook my head back and forth. "If you cave we can
leave right now, though. And you can do whatever you want to me."


He lowered his eyebrows.


"If not, your new friends are waiting for you."


James laughed. "You mean your new friends." He leaned
in a little closer to me. "I'm not caving, Penny. But I guarantee that
this game will be over by the end of the week."


"Is that so?"


He winked at me and grabbed my hand. I reluctantly followed
him back to the table.


"We have a game to play," Sierra said.


Hopefully it wasn't who could flirt better with James.
"What's the game?" I asked.


"Two truths, one lie. We'll go around and each say two
truths and one lie about ourselves, and then everyone else will guess which
thing is a lie."


"Okay, let's play." I took a sip of my beer. 


"I'll go first," she said. "I haven't been to
church in years. I flunked chemistry in high school. And I have never had a one
night stand."


"The last one was a lie," Tavon said.


"Nope." Sierra's cheeks blushed.


"What do you mean that's not a lie?" Tavon asked.


Sierra shrugged. "It wasn't my lie."


"We're going to have to fix that."


Sierra laughed.


"Well, you probably didn't flunk chemistry," Zach
said. "So I'm gonna say that's the lie."


Sierra shook her head.


"You really flunked chemistry?" I asked. "I
hated science too."


She laughed. "Yeah, I had to retake it. I just hated
that class so much."


"How on earth did you get this internship?" Tavon
asked and lightly touched her shoulder.


I tried not to laugh. Tavon had clearly found his mission for
the night. Sierra was in trouble.


"Okay," Tavon said and cracked his knuckles.
"I've lost more money in blackjack than I care to admit. I've never broken
a bone. And I have a huge penis."


"The huge penis thing is a little subjective, don't you
think?" Zach asked.


James laughed. This was the most inappropriate game ever to
play with your boss. James smiled at me. But he seemed to be enjoying himself.
Now that the inquisition was over, he probably felt a little more comfortable.


"Oh, no. It's huge." He winked at Sierra. Her
cheeks got even redder.


"The blackjack thing?" I asked. I couldn't picture
Tavon in a casino.


"Yeah. You got me. I don't even know how to play
blackjack."


"Okay, my turn," Zach said. "I've been in
several bar fights. I was in foster care growing up. And I play the
piano."


I pressed my lips together. Was that why he knew what abuse
looked like? Because he was in foster care? Was he abused? I felt bad for
giving him a hard time. He was just trying to help me.


"Well, there's no way you play piano," Tavon said.


"No, I do play."


"Really?" Sierra asked. "Are you really
good?"


Zach shrugged. "I'm okay."


"You're lying about the bar fights," James said.


Zach nodded. "Yeah, when you grow up in foster care, you
don't need to go out seeking fights. Your turn Penny."


I didn't know what to say. I felt like I needed to apologize
to him for being so defensive when he was just trying to help me. But James
wasn't abusive. I'd try to talk to Zach about it again later. Maybe he'd
believe me now that he had hung out with James. "Um. Well, I didn't have a
date to prom. I was seduced by my college professor. And I've...gone skinny
dipping."


"I'm sure you had a date to prom," Zach said.
"That's your lie."


I shook my head. "Nope. I never even had a normal date
until college."


"You're kidding," Tavon said. 


"No.


"What's her lie, James?" Tavon asked.


James smiled at me. "The second one. But that's
subjective too. She thinks she was the one that seduced me, not the other way
around."


"Yeah right," Sierra said. She cleared her throat.
"Sorry."


James laughed. "I disagree too. I definitely seduced
her."


I rolled my eyes. We loved to disagree about this. But
really, we both seduced each other. It had been pretty clear from the start
what we both desired. "We agree to disagree."


"Your turn, James," Zach said.


"Okay, let's see. I've lost more money in blackjack than
I care to admit," he said.


Tavon laughed.


"I used to hate romantic comedies but now I love them.
And teaching was the best decision I ever made."


"Which one is a lie, Penny?" Sierra asked.


James raised his left eyebrow at me.


I had no idea. It was possible that James had been into
gambling at one point. He certainly had a lot of money he could lose. James and
I didn't watch that much T.V. but we had watched a few romcoms together. It was
possible that he liked them now that he was happy. I could imagine that he
hated them when he was married to Isabella. James certainly loved teaching. And
if he hadn't taught at the University of New Castle, we never would have met. I
smiled back at him. "The last one."


James nodded. "It was only the second best decision I
ever made."


"What was the first?" Sierra asked.


"Asking Penny to marry me."


It suddenly felt like we were the only two in the room. Next
Saturday I would be the luckiest girl in the world.


"Aww," Sierra said, interrupting the trance I was
in. "You guys are so cute."


"How much did you lose in blackjack?" Tavon asked.


James laughed. "I don't remember. You'd have to ask my
friend Mason. I'm pretty sure I blacked out the last time I went to a
casino."


I shook my head. I was glad the two of them talked about real
estate now. Blacking out at casinos was probably best to leave in the past.


 


 









Chapter 19 


Friday


James was hanging out with his friends tonight. Normally I'd
be watching T.V. with Tyler, but I hadn't heard from him or Melissa since
Tuesday. I wasn't going to push them. Fridays were the one night a week that
James and I usually didn't spend together. And just because two of my best
friends weren't speaking to me, it didn't mean James had to skip his night out.


So instead of going to Tyler's, I had made plans with Bee.
When James hung out with his friends, it usually meant Mason was also a part of
the shenanigans, which left Bee free to hang out. Most Fridays Bee came over
and hung out at Tyler's with me. They had known each other back at the
University of New Castle too. And apparently Tyler had never liked Bee's ex
fiancé, which made them bond instantly. 


But sometimes Bee would hang out with her other friends. So
tonight I was crashing her girls' night at a bar near her advertising agency. I
had spent time with Marie and Kendra before. And despite the fact that they
were both really nice, I always felt a little out of place. Like Bee, they were
super successful women and I was just a girl who had been given her first
marketing job. Maybe they'd have some advice for me. 


I stepped out of the subway and made my way up the stairs.
James hated that I used the subway. But he also refused to let me drive any of
his cars while we were in the city because he deemed it unsafe. Which didn't
bother me at all. I had no desire to drive through the crazy busy streets of
New York City. The thought scared me too. However, Ian was our only driver,
which usually resulted in me saying James could take the car. I didn't mind the
subway. I had gotten used to the smell of urine and the random homeless people
sleeping in the corners of the subway cars. Besides, it made me feel like a
normal New Yorker.


All week long I had tried to tempt James into seduction.
Apparently I wasn't great at being sexy, because he hadn't caved yet. But he
had said he'd have me begging by the end of the week and I couldn't wait to see
what he had in store. I silently laughed to myself. He had successfully turned
it into a competition despite me sincerely thinking it would be good to wait
till our wedding night. He had already gotten his way. 


Every now and then I found James' behavior frustrating. But
for the most part, I liked that he always knew what he wanted and what was best
for me. I knew that from the outside looking in, it may look like I was a
pushover. That wasn't how it felt though. We both gave and took a lot from our
relationship. Just because I wasn't rich and successful didn't mean I didn't
have anything to offer him. And even though people judging me bothered me
sometimes like James' control issues, for the most part I had learned to ignore
it. I didn't care that people didn't understand why James wanted to be with me.
The important thing was that I knew he wanted to be. 


I opened up the door to the bar and stepped inside. The air
conditioning was on full blast and it made me shiver. James and I had never
gone this long without having sex and strange things were turning me on. I
swallowed hard and reminded myself that the shivers weren't from him but from
cold air. Hopefully James was as amped up as I was and tonight he would confess
that he couldn't go another day without having me. Especially since tonight I
was planning on pulling out all the stops that I was too tired to last night.
The thought made me smile as I made my way over to Bee, who was waving her arm
in the air to call me over.


"Hey!" I said and sat down in the empty stool.


"Girl, I can't wait till your wedding," Kendra said
with a huge smile. "So what's the situation with the single guys that are
going to be there?"


I laughed. "You mean like how many will be there?"


"Mhm."


"There's a bunch of James' friends from college that are
coming that I've never met. I think most of them didn't say they were bringing
a plus one. And a few of his colleagues who I know are single. I can't
remember, have you already met Rob and Matt?"


"What, is that like a gay couple or something? I'm
talking about straight, single guys here, Penny."


Bee laughed. "She's met them. Matt is Mason's younger
brother and Rob is James' younger brother. They were at my birthday
party." She paused for a second. "Now that you mention it though,
they would make kind of a cute gay couple."


"Oh, those two." She rolled her eyes. "You're
right, I have met them. They're too young for me. But the other options sound
promising. I am so getting laid."


Marie laughed. "Okay, now that the important question is
out of the way...are you getting nervous?"


I took a deep breath. "I'm not, actually." I had
thought after Isabella's threat that she would have been horrible all week, but
I hadn't heard from her. And James' parents hadn't contacted us at all. Those
had been the only two things I was stressed about. The wedding itself didn't
make me nervous. It felt like I had been waiting forever to marry James.
"I'm just so excited."


Marie smiled. "That's good. God, I was so nervous the
week before I got married. I just kept thinking about all the things that could
go wrong. Like tripping down the aisle, or..."


Bee lightly pushed Marie's shoulder. "Don't make her
worry. It's good that you're excited, Penny. We're all so excited for
you."


A waiter came by and dropped off four cosmopolitans. Bee and
her friends always ordered them when they went out. It gave the whole night a
Sex in the City vibe, although Kendra was the only one that was single.


"How's the new job going?" Bee asked and took a sip
of her drink.


Luckily my bruise had faded so I wouldn't have to talk about
being called Fight Club. "It was a weird first week. Having to tell the
other interns that I was basically just handed the job was embarrassing. You're
all so successful. And I..."


"Okay, you can stop right there. Marie and Kendra,
absolutely," Bee said. "But you know how I got my job. James only
gave you an internship. You still have to work your way up. You still get to
prove your worth."


I laughed. "I forgot about that, actually."


"And everyone's going to forget that James gave you your
first marketing job. It's not a big deal. Besides, you're marrying him. You're
taking his last name. People are going to automatically respect you."


"Do I sense a hint of jealousy?" Marie asked.


Bee laughed. "Mason and I are enjoying the here and now.
And we're too busy to get married."


That's how I had felt while I was still in school. Bee and
Mason were growing their business together. They worked all the time.


"Mhm," Kendra said. "So when do you think
Mason will pop the question?"


Bee shrugged. "Sometime before we have kids? I don't
know."


"Are you seriously thinking about having kids
soon?" Kendra asked. "Ugh, they're always so sticky."


Marie laughed. "Sticky? Actually, that's a pretty good
way to describe the little monsters."


"Not soon soon," Bee said. "Like I just said,
I'd want to get married first. So it's a few years out. We have talked about it
though."


"I'm thinking pretty soon myself," Marie said with
a smile.


"Nooooo!" Kendra yelled. Some people in the bar
turned to look at us. "You can't have kids yet. None of you can. I'm not
ready."


"You're not ready?" Marie asked. "You're not
the one who's body is going to turn into a watermelon."


Kendra laughed. "True. But I'll be an unofficial aunt.
Which means I have to agree to the when. And I say not yet. I need these girls'
nights. I can't have you guys all fat in here. How will I ever pick up men that
way?"


"But you'll look so good in comparison," Bee said.


"No. Pregnant women have that whole glowing skin thing
going on. You're all trying to ruin my life." Kendra turned to me.
"And you're awfully quiet. Does that mean you're going to start popping
babies out right away too, miss soon to be missus?"


"Oh, I...no, I don't know if that's...well, probably
not." I took a huge sip of my cosmo. God is this strong. I coughed
and looked back up. They were all staring at me.


Kendra's face got a little softer and she glanced at Bee.


Bee gave me an encouraging smile. "What, James doesn't
want a million little kids running around?"


I looked down at my drink. "We just haven't talked about
it much." I knew he was worried about being a bad father. But he was
stronger than he realized. He wasn't going to break again. His life was good
now. We were good.


"Isn't that kind of something you're supposed to talk
about before getting married?" Kendra asked. "Ow!" she yelped. I
looked up to see her giving Marie a death stare.


"You're so young," Marie said. "You two have
plenty of time to figure it out. Besides, you're just starting your career.
You'll probably want to work for several years before starting a family."


"Mhm." I wasn't so sure about that. But I was
young. Being with James always made me try to act older than I was. I had
plenty of time to convince him that it was a good idea, though. Right now I
just wanted to focus on us.


Bee pulled out her phone. "Oh, no." Her face drained
of color.


"Are you okay?" I asked.


Bee looked up at me. "I thought you said you'd tell
James to not let Mason throw his bachelor party? You said you'd talk to
him."


"James said he didn't want one and then he never
mentioned it again. I figured it didn't matter. I meant to ask you about that,
though. What's wrong with Mason throwing it?"


Bee's face went from pale to bright red.
"Ummm...well..."


"I'm really sorry, I kind of thought you were just
joking around about it."


"I wasn't joking, Penny. This is a disaster."


"I mean, I can talk to James tonight if it's that big of
a deal..."


"It's too late. They already left."


"What?"


"They kidnapped him." She tossed me her phone. It
was a text from Mason:


"I hope you had a good day at work, baby. Also...we
kidnapped James for the weekend. We'll all be back late Sunday night. And we
stole James' phone. So tell Penny so she doesn't worry. I love you! P.S. Don't
be mad. I promise to make it up to you Sunday night."


I couldn't help but laugh, but I immediately stopped when I
saw Bee's face. "Bee, they'll have fun. Don't worry about it. Plus it
sounds like you're going to have a fun Sunday night."


She snatched her phone from me and started texting Mason
back. 


"Will you just tell me what's bothering you?"


"Mason used to be a man-whore," Kendra offered.


"Kendra! Penny is marrying his best friend. Don't tell
her that." Bee looked so embarrassed.


I laughed. "Bee, I already knew that. And I don't see
why that matters. He used to be is the key there. He's not now."


"Wait, you knew about his side business when we first
met and you didn't tell me? A little heads up would have been nice." She
laughed and instantly seemed a little more relaxed. But I had no idea what she
was talking about.


"What side business?"


"You didn't know? What is wrong with me?" She put
her face in her hands.


I looked over at Kendra and Marie but neither of them seemed
to want to say anything now. I didn't care what Mason's embarrassing side
business was. "If you're worried about him cheating on you or something,
you have nothing..."


"Oh, God, no. Mason wouldn't do that. At least, I can't
picture him doing that."


"He wouldn't," Marie said. "He's head over
heels for you."


"So, it's fine," I said.


"No, I mean, I'm worried about James. Mason isn't good
at...pacing himself." She drew her eyebrows together. 


I knew Mason knew about James' problems. But I hadn't
realized that Bee knew. It made sense though. I knew that Mason was a man-whore
because James had told me. And she knew about James because Mason had told her.


"James knows how to pace himself." I didn't want to
be having this conversation in front of Marie and Kendra. "It's going to
be fine. They're just gonna have fun." Now I was trying to convince
myself. I thought about what James had said yesterday when we were playing two
truths, one lie. One time he was with Mason he had gotten so drunk that he
blacked out and lost a ton of money gambling. That was probably a long time
ago, though. James didn't do that kind of stuff now.


Bee nodded. "But I don't know what kind of place Mason's
taking him to. It could be really bad. Mason's really good at doing stuff like
this. I'm worried he's going to take it too far."


I swallowed hard. I still didn't really understand what she
was getting at, but I had an unsettling feeling in my stomach. I hadn't had sex
with James all week. He was just as horny as me. And Mason had just taken him
God knows where. "I'm just going to call him real quick." I pulled
out my phone and pressed on his name, even though I knew Mason had said they
had taken his phone. It went straight to voicemail. "Where do you think
they went?" I tried to make my voice sound normal as I put my phone back
in my purse, but I'm pretty sure I sounded panicky.


"I don't know," Bee said.


"What's Mason's side business?"


"He doesn't do it anymore. He's retired." She gave
me a small smile, but it was far from encouraging.


"Bee, please just tell me."


 









Chapter 20


Friday


So Mason had a shady past. Not a big deal. I pulled out my
phone and tried James' number again. Nothing.


I was glad the walk home from the bar was long. I needed the
time to clear my head. My mind drifted back to the first time I had ever met
Mason. I laughed to myself. He had been asking James if he needed his services,
but I had been too love blind to notice. But James had told him he wasn't
interested. James would never cheat on me. Would he?


I didn't understand his issues and I wasn't sure I ever
would. I took for granted the idea that he was addicted to me. Not because I
wanted him to be sick, but because that was how he acted, like he couldn't get
enough of me. But what if he was just addicted to sex? I had been withholding
sex from him. What if he needed that? That was ridiculous. If he needed it, he
would have caved days ago.


James wasn't an addict. I knew that he thought he was, but he
wasn't. He was depressed in college and he was depressed when he was married to
Isabella. He needed an outlet for his anger. He needed something more from his
life. That didn't mean he was an addict.


"Penny, I couldn't stop."


His words seemed to echo in my head. Maybe he couldn't stop,
but he hadn't had a reason to. Because he was depressed. But now he had me. I
was enough. I had to be enough.


I grabbed the door handle of my apartment building and made
my way over to the elevators.


"Mrs. Hunter?"


I turned my head. Sometimes people called me that by mistake.
The man at the reception desk was smiling at me and held up a manila envelope.


"Miss Taylor. Our wedding isn't until next week," I
said and walked over to him.


"Congratulations." He seemed sincere and gave me
another warm smile. "These came for you today." There was also a
small envelope on top of the large one. "I was just about to run them up
to you, but here you are."


"Thank you so much." I grabbed the papers from him
and looked down at his name tag. "Cliff. And please just call me,
Penny."


He nodded. "Have a good evening, Penny."


"You too." I walked back over to the elevator and
quickly got on. I opened up the top envelope and pulled out a handwritten note:


 


Stop calling him, Penny. He's fine. Don't you trust me?


-Rob


 


I laughed out loud and the other woman in the elevator gave
me a weird look. I looked back down at the note. Despite the fact that he knew
me so well, I didn't trust Rob at all. But I wasn't worried about his influence
this time. I was worried about Mason's. And who knew who else was even with
them?


The other woman got off and I was alone again. Rob knew me so
well. He knew I'd be worried. I'd just have to believe that James' friends had
his best interests in mind. I had spent so much time with Mason. He was a good
guy. All the weird things about him suddenly made sense though. At first his
gaze had always made me feel uncomfortable. He had probably been grading me or
something. I laughed at the thought. Mason was certainly a man-whore before he
met Bee. But he was completely different now. 


Besides, I trusted James. That was what truly mattered.


I got off the elevator and unlocked our door. I kicked the
door closed with my foot as I opened up the other envelope. The apartment was
dark. Ellen would have left hours ago. I pulled out the papers from the
envelope as I switched on the lights. When I looked down, my body froze.


It was a picture of James with his arms wrapped around
another woman. They were standing outside a nice house, probably in some
suburban neighborhood. There were at least a dozen pictures of the two of them.
The first few were of them hugging. The woman looked so surprised to see him.
She had stepped back and looked up at him with a huge smile on her face. And
then it looked like she hugged him again. Her head was pressed against his
chest. James' chin rested on top of her head. His eyes were closed. He looked
content. He looked happy. The last image was of her pulling him inside her
house.


My whole body felt cold. I wouldn't have known who it was if
I hadn't seen a picture of her just the other day. Rachel. She looked
older, but it was definitely her. She was more sophisticated looking. She was
even prettier than she had been in high school.


I felt my chest tighten. I turned over the images. They were
dated from this Tuesday. Rachel had been his errand. That's why he didn't have
any bags or anything when he had come home that night. That's why he wanted to
watch T.V. He didn't want to talk to me about what he had been doing. What had
he been doing exactly? Clearly something that he wanted to hide from me. We had
promised each other no more secrets.


I looked back inside the envelope. There was a post-it note
stuck to the bottom. I quickly pulled it out and looked at the note scrawled
across it:


 


I told you that you didn't know him. He'll never love you the
way he loved her. Can you live with that?


 


Of course Isabella had sent these. She was just messing with
my head. I'm sure James had a reason for visiting Rachel. Maybe they were still
friends. But wouldn't he have told me that? I looked back down at the picture
of James resting his chin on the top of her head. Why did you lie?
Withholding information was the same as lying. James and I knew that better
than anyone. Was there still something going on between them? Was this why he
didn't cave in our game? Because he was sleeping with someone else?


"He'll never love you the way he loved her."


I picked up my phone and called Rob. He had to let me talk to
James. I just needed to hear his voice. I needed to hear him say he loved me.
The phone rang a few times and then Rob picked up.


"We're kind of busy, Penny. Didn't you get my
message?"


"Yes, but I just need to talk to him for a second."


"No can do, babe."


"Rob, seriously, it'll just take a second."


"Geez, Penny, you keep him on a tight leash. You have to
let him live a little. We're just having fun, he's fine."


I pressed my lips together. "I know he's fine. Please,
Rob, it's important."


"Then why don't you tell me about it? I'm a good
listener."


"It's not..." I sighed. There was no way I was
going to talk to James' brother about this. "Can you at least tell me
where you are?" Maybe I could call the hotel they were staying at and get
in contact with James that way.


"I forget what it's called. Mason booked it."


"Are you still in New York?"


Rob laughed. "We're not even in the country."


Fuck. "So what country are you in?"


Rob laughed again. "What is this really about? Are you
trying to get phone sex?"


I wanted to kill him. "Robert Hunter, put your brother
on the phone this instant."


"I like when you act all kinky."


"Rob!"


"Penny!" There were some muffled voices after Rob's
voice.


"Is that him?"


"No!" Rob yelled. "Stop it!" He started
laughing really loudly. "No! Mason, help!" Rob's laughter completely
filled the phone and then the line went dead.


I wanted to laugh at how ridiculous Rob was. Instead, I
started crying. It suddenly felt like everything was slipping away from me. I
had gotten so used to James being there to comfort me that the thought of him
not being there made me cry even harder. I lay down on the couch and covered my
face with my arms.


"He'll never love you the way he loved her."


I needed someone to calm me down and tell me everything was
going to be okay. I needed my best friend back.


 









Chapter 21


Saturday


It was a good thing that Ellen didn't work on the weekends.
It would give me time to clean up the mess I had made. I had somehow ended up
in bed with all the pictures spread out, a bottle of wine, and a pint of Ben
and Jerry's Chunky Monkey ice cream. And lots of tears. I had tried to find out
Rachel's last name, but I didn't have much information to go on. I wanted to
walk up to her house and tell her to stay away from James. But that was ridiculous
anyway. He had gone to see her, not the other way around.


I stepped off the elevator.


"Penny!" The man at the front desk called as soon
as he saw me.


I knew my eyes were still slightly red from crying all night.
I walked over to Cliff, trying to avoid direct eye contact. "Good morning,
Cliff."


"Good morning. You got more mail this morning." He
handed me a few envelopes, which included another manila envelope. This one
didn't have an address. It just said Penny Taylor on the front.


I glanced up at him. "Did someone drop this off?"


"I'm not sure. It was just in your box when I got here
this morning. I can call the guy who was on duty earlier if you'd like?"


"No, that's okay. Thanks," I mumbled. I turned away
from him and walked out of the building and into the bright sunshine. Ian was
already waiting there with the car. I climbed in and stared down at the
envelope. It was a bad idea to open it. Isabella was just trying to mess with
my head. 


I bit my lip and tapped on the glass that separated Ian and
me.


He lowered the partition. "Where to, Penny?"


"Where did you take James on Tuesday after work?" I
asked.


"He had some errands to run."


"I know. But where specifically?"


Ian disconnected our gaze in the rearview mirror and turned
around to look at me. "If you're trying to figure out what James got you
for your wedding present, I have no idea." He gave me a small smile. It
wasn't guilty looking necessarily. But I knew he knew. He wasn't my employee.
There was no reason why he should divulge to me where James was. He had
probably signed some confidentiality agreement.


I laughed. "You got me. Sorry, never mind. Can you just
take me to Kleinfeld's?"


"Of course. Are we picking up anyone on the way?"


"No. My friends are meeting me there." I wasn't
sure why I lied. I didn't want Ian to pity me more than he already seemed to.
No one was coming with me to my dress fitting. I had asked Bee to come last
night, but she already had plans this morning. Jen had gone back to California
after the engagement party. My mom was coming up Thursday for the wedding, and
I didn't want to bother her with a day trip. And Melissa still wasn't talking
to me. I could feel Ian's gaze on me in the rearview mirror. I felt like I was
going to cry again. "I need to make a quick phone call," I said and
closed the partition so he couldn't see me anymore.


Maybe I should try Melissa one more time. I called but it
went straight to voicemail. I hung up without leaving a message. There was
nothing to say. "I'm sorry I slept with your boyfriend two and a half
years ago, but can you please come help me make sure my wedding dress looks
good?" didn't seem quite good enough. She had to get past it in her own
way. 


I looked down at the manila envelope. Isabella had moved on
from James while they were still together. And now they had been separated for
over three years. I had been with him most of that time. Why did she suddenly
care again? She just wanted what she couldn't have. And now she wanted me to
open this envelope. I didn't want to give her what she wanted. But it was like
it was staring at me. I needed to know what was inside.


I unclipped the top before I could change my mind and pulled
out another photo, just one this time. There was a post-it note in the middle
of it:


 


He's been pretty busy this week. He can't control himself,
remember? It's a sickness. I tried to warn you.


 


My heart starting beating really fast. I slowly removed the
post-it note and looked down at the photo. Isabella had James' suit jacket
collar gripped tightly in her hands and she was kissing him. James' hands were
wrapped around her back. Like he wanted it. I shut my eyes tight. No. No.
It was photoshopped. That's what it was. James wouldn't kiss her. He wouldn't
do that to me. He loves me. I opened my eyes and stared down at the picture.
It was in James' office. It must have been taken on Monday when she had shown
up. So James told her he'd get a restraining order against her after making out
with her? This is why he actually stood me up for lunch? So he could shove his
tongue down his ex wife's throat? I felt like I was going to throw up.


"He can't control himself, remember?"


I needed to talk to him. I needed to hear his voice. I put my
face in my hands. I was letting Isabella win. She was successfully manipulating
me. But what else was I supposed to think when I saw that picture? What other
explanation was there?


If I couldn't talk to James, I needed to talk to Melissa. She
was always the best at calming me down from stuff. Maybe Tyler could convince
her to talk to me. I picked my phone back up and called him. He answered right
away. "Hey, Penny. I missed you last night."


I didn't know what I was supposed to say to that. I missed
him too, but I wasn't really allowed to miss him right now. "Yeah, I went
out with Bee and her friends. I hope you had a good night with Melissa.
Actually, that's why I'm calling. Is she there? She hasn't answered any of my
calls, and I..."


"She's been working a lot. She had to go in early this
morning too, so she's not here."


"Oh. Okay." I was having a hard time controlling my
voice.


"Penny, are you okay?"


"I'm fine. But I have to go."


"Penny, where are you?"


I took a deep breath. "I'm on my way to
Kleinfeld's."


"Was Melissa supposed to go with you?"


"Yeah. It's not a big deal though. I've already picked
the dress. It's just a fitting. I can do it myself."


"I can come."


"You don't have to do that."


"I want to."


I bit the inside of my lip. "It'll just make Melissa
mad. Thanks for offering, but I have to go, Tyler."


"Penny..."


"I'm sorry." I hung up the phone. Now I just seemed
to be pushing away the people I was closest to. But if everything was slipping
away, I might as well slide down the slope even faster. I might as well end up
at the bottom alone if I was losing the only person in the world I loved. I ran
my fingers across the picture. I loved him. Why would he do this to me? Was it
something I did?


Of course it was. I had been stressed out for weeks. I hadn't
had sex with him in days. I was a mess. And it was more than that. It was my
biggest fear coming true. I wasn't good enough for him. I had always known
that. Maybe he was finally realizing it too.


The car came to a stop and the partition started to lower. I
quickly wiped away the tears from under my eyes and slipped the picture into my
purse so Ian wouldn't see it.


"We're here...are you okay?"


"I'm fine."


Ian handed me a tissue.


"Thank you." I grabbed it and blotted my eyes.


"Call me when you're done, okay?"


"I'm just going to walk home. Thank you, though."


"James wouldn't want you to do that."


Well James was certainly doing a bunch of stuff earlier
this week that I didn't want him to do. "I'm not sure he really cares
about what I do." I opened up the door and climbed out before Ian could
respond. I walked into the building and gave the receptionist my name. In a
minute I was being escorted to a room in the back of the store.


I wasn't sure why I was here. I wasn't sad now, I was just
angry. Did he even want to marry me? Was he going to sneak around behind my
back all the time?


"Are you waiting for anyone?" The woman said and
gestured for me to sit in a chair.


I put a smile on my face. "Nope, just me." No one
came to dress fittings alone. 


"Okay, dear. Let me go get your dress, I'll be right
back."


I nodded and took a deep breath. James loves me. He
had probably gone to go see Rachel for closure or something. He'd be able to
tell me on Sunday night. And Isabella had probably attacked him with that kiss.
She was a psychopath. He could explain it all tomorrow night. Everything was
fine. I'm fine. I was here trying on a wedding dress because I was going
to marry the man of my dreams in one week. Next Saturday James and I would be
married and it would be the best day of my life. Isabella couldn't sabotage us.
I took another deep breath. 


It felt like my heart was beating in my throat. I trusted
James. Everything was going to be fine. I leaned my head against the wall
behind me. Last night I had been worried about what he might do during his
bachelor party. I had no idea what he had already done. 


"Okay, let's see how it fits."


I shook my thoughts away and stood up. I plastered my fake
smile back on my face. "Okay." I walked into the dressing room with
her, took off my clothes, and stepped into the dress. She pulled it up past my
waist and zipped it in place.


It fit even better than the sample had. It was perfect. James
would love it.


I immediately burst into tears. "I'm sorry." I
tried to clear my throat. "I don't know what's wrong with me."


"Everyone always gets emotional when they try their
dress on." The woman smiled and handed me a tissue box. "You look
absolutely beautiful."


I quickly grabbed a tissue and blew my nose. I wasn't crying
because I was happy and excited. I was crying because I wasn't sure if James
even wanted to see me in this dress anymore. I'm fine. It didn't matter
how many times I had said it, it didn't make it true.


"We'll have to take it in a little under the arms,"
the woman said. "And shorten it another inch. Can you come back in a few
days?"


I wiped my eyes with another tissue. "The wedding is
next Saturday. Will there only be one more fitting?"


"That should do it. How does Thursday sound?"


"That sounds good. Do you have something for that
night?" My mom was coming up Thursday after work. It would be so much
better once she was with me.


"The latest appointment we have is at 4 o'clock. Does
that work?"


James could deal with me skipping out on work a little early.
And my mom had already been toying with the idea of taking a half day on
Thursday. She wouldn't want to miss my final fitting. "Yeah, that
works."


The woman wrote the date and time down on her business card
and handed it to me. "Is there anything you want to change?"


I stared at my reflection in the mirror. "No. It's
perfect."


"Have you already tried on veils?"


"A couple. I think I'll wait till Thursday to choose one
if that's alright."


She nodded. "Okay. Let me help you out of the
dress."


***


I walked out of the store a few minutes later. 


"Penny?"


I turned around to see Tyler leaning against the wall outside
of Kleinfeld's. It was so nice to see a familiar face.


"I would have come in, but it didn't seem like you
wanted me to." He scratched the back of his neck. "But I could tell
you were upset."


My bottom lip started quivering again. I couldn't seem to
control my emotions ever since I had gotten those first pictures from Isabella.
I walked over to Tyler and gave him a big hug. For the first time since James
had left, I felt a little calmer. "I missed you too," I mumbled into
his chest. I was making his shirt wet from my tears, but he didn't move away.


"Do you want to tell me what's going on?"


"No."


He laughed and pulled back. "Well, are you hungry?"


"I'm starving." I had skipped breakfast because I
felt nauseous after eating tons of ice cream and drinking wine last night. But
being paranoid all morning had made my appetite come back.


"Let's get lunch."


I wasn't sure if I should protest. Having lunch with him
might make Melissa take even longer to get over this whole mess. My train of
thought was waylaid when Tyler grabbed my arm.


"Come on. There's a diner down the street from here that
has really good grilled cheese."


I smiled. He knew I couldn't resist a grilled cheese sandwich
and fries. We walked toward the diner in silence. He was probably wondering the
same thing I was about Melissa's reaction to this. I didn't want him to be in
the doghouse because of me.


As if sensing what I was thinking, he opened up the door for
me, and said, "I'm not leaving one of my best friends alone when they just
burst into tears in the middle of the sidewalk. Food. Now."


"When did you get so bossy?"


He shrugged. "I don't know. Apparently girls dig it,
though."


I laughed and walked into the diner. It smelled like hot
grease and all things wonderful in the world. We got seated in one of the
booths by the windows. I slid in across from him and picked up a menu.


"You're really not going to tell me what's wrong?"
Tyler asked.


I bit my lip. "It's just been a really bad week."


"Because of your new job? Or the last minute wedding
stuff?"


I shrugged. "Everything. I've been so stressed out ever
since graduation."


"I remember that feeling. Moving here was probably the
scariest thing I ever did. Sometimes the real world sucks." He looked down
at his menu and then set it aside. 


"Especially when two of your best friends aren't
speaking to you."


"I never agreed to that," said Tyler. "I'm
here, aren't I?"


The waiter came over and Tyler ordered each of us a Cherry
Coke, grilled cheese, and French fries.


"And what is Melissa going to say about that?" I
asked. "She won't even speak to me."


"James came around. She will too." 


I sighed. "Not fast enough. I need her right now."


"I know. I'm sorry about the timing of all this."
He scratched the back of his neck.


"It's not your fault."


"Well, it kind of is. Apparently I talk about you too
much." He smiled at me. "But we always have the best stories.
Remember the fall cricket fiasco? How can I not talk about that?"


I started laughing. "That was the best. I mean,
horrible, but hilarious." His neighbor had kept blasting music at all
hours of the night. So we had gone to the pet store and bought tons of
crickets. For some reason Tyler knew how to pick locks. He said it was a
fraternity thing. The plan was to release them in his neighbor's apartment. But
the bag had a hole in it and the crickets escaped all over Tyler's apartment
instead. It took him weeks to catch them all. And for the longest time
afterwards we'd still hear chirping noises and go on cricket searching missions
on Friday nights.


"It's like my go to party story."


"It's a great story."


He shrugged. "Melissa hates it."


I shifted in my seat. "Do you think you could try to get
her to freak out about this after the wedding?"


"I've tried talking to her. I can't believe she didn't
come with you to this. She's your freaking maid of honor."


At least he understood. 


"Not that I minded stepping up." He gave me a small
smile. "And I think you should tell me what's really bothering you. On top
of your two best friends banging."


I laughed and pulled the picture out of my purse. I needed to
talk this through with someone. Tyler was my friend. If Melissa wasn't around,
I was allowed to go to him for help. "Isabella's been sending me pictures,
trying to freak me out or something."


"She's so insane."


"I know. And I know that's all this is. But I can't help
but think it's something more." I put the picture down on the table. 


"What the fuck?" Tyler picked it up. He looked
really mad.


"She came by the office the other day. He told me she
wanted to be friends or something. But he said he told her to leave us alone.
This has to be from that day. Do you think it looks like she surprised him?
Like, does it look like he's kissing her back?"


Tyler's jaw was clenched. He didn't say anything.


I laughed, but that didn't seem to make Tyler look any less
pissed. "You're supposed to be calming me down, Tyler."


He put the picture back down on the table. 


"I mean, I know his hands are on her back. But maybe
they were hugging goodbye. Isabella loves making scenes. He has to act a
certain way around her so she won't freak out."


"He had to kiss her?" he asked.


"No. But I mean, maybe she just kissed him?"


Tyler lowered his eyebrows. "Yeah, maybe. Have you asked
him about it?"


"He's away for his bachelor party all weekend. And the
guys took his phone." I wasn't going to get into that whole fiasco. Those
were all the details Tyler needed to know about that.


Tyler shook his head. "You said pictures? Are there
more?"


"There were some of him with this girl he dated in high
school. She was hugging him and he was going into her house. But I know it was
kind of a rocky breakup. Maybe he just needed closure, you know? Before we tie
the knot? I mean, that's definitely a thing people do, right?" I sounded
pathetic.


Tyler sighed. "I...I don't know what you want me to
say."


"Tell me it's going to be okay. Tell me Isabella is just
messing with my head. There's an explanation for all of this. He's just not
here to tell me. And I feel like she knows that. She could have sent me this
picture earlier this week. She chose now to do it. She's manipulative and
crazy."


"She's definitely crazy. And it's going to be
okay." He sounded so sincere, but I didn't really believe him. His eyes
gave him away. He looked mad.


"You think he cheated on me, don't you?"


Tyler shook his head and grabbed my hand. "No, he
wouldn't do that. You're getting married in one week. James loves you.
Everything is going to be fine." He squeezed my hand. "It's going to
be okay."


I took a deep breath. His voice was soothing. I wasn't sure
if he believed what he was saying, but it was nice to hear.


Tyler let go of my hand when the waitress came back over with
our food. "Do you know where Isabella lives?" he asked as soon as the
waitress left.


"No. Why, do you want to unleash hundreds of crickets
into her apartment?"


"It's not a terrible idea." He took a bite of his
sandwich. "Do you have her number?"


I shook my head. "This is really good," I said
after I took my first bite.


"Mhm. What's Rachel's last name?"


"I don't know. And Tyler, I don't want you to do
anything about it. I just needed someone to talk to."


"But maybe we should..."


"Nope."


"Or we could..."


"No."


He laughed. "Okay. I guess I'm not a great girlfriend.
I'm used to trying to fix things, not just listen."


"You're such a boy. But don't worry, you're a fantastic
girlfriend too."


He laughed again. "Well, actually, I could use some
advice too. I think I'm going to ask Melissa to be my girlfriend. It could help
smooth things out between you guys too."


"I don't want you to do that just so she's ready to be
my maid of honor again."


"No, that's not it. I really like her. And I think
mainly she's just upset because I won't commit, you know? But I think I'm ready
for that. I'm ready to grow up."


"Ugh, growing up is so overrated."


He smiled. I could see it in his eyes. He did like her. It
was so nice seeing him happy. But I still felt compelled to ask.


"So, you do really like her?"


"Yeah. She's so easy to hang out with. When she's not
mad at me that is. We became really good friends after you moved here. Our
relationship progressed so naturally. And she's beautiful. And so smart. And
she's incredibly passionate." He immediately looked down at his food. His
face looked a little red. "Yeah, it's still weird talking about this with
you."


"A little." I laughed. I wasn't sure I wanted to hear
about my two best friends' passionate lovemaking.


"Okay, let's just agree to be friends that talk about
everything except for our sex lives." He put his hand out for me to shake.


"Deal."


"Um, so, I was thinking I'd surprise her after work.
With some flowers or something. And ask her officially. Hopefully she won't
want to move out either. I've gotten used to waking up next to her." He
looked a little embarrassed again.


"I think she'll love that."


"Yeah?"


I nodded. I knew this would mean my relationship with Tyler
would change. It would be different with Melissa too. But if it meant they were
both happy, then I was happy too. I could adjust. The past few weeks I had
handled so much change. I could handle one more thing.


"Well, she gets off in about half an hour. I should
probably get going. If you're okay?"


"I'm good."


"You sure?"


"Go ask my best friend to be your girlfriend." 


He stood up and pulled out his wallet.


"It's my turn." I shooed him.


He smiled. "See you later, Penny."


"Bye, Tyler." I watched him leave the restaurant.
It was probably the last time I'd hang out with him one on one. He probably
knew it too. 


I sighed and looked down at my half eaten sandwich. Maybe I
should go try to confront Isabella. I didn't want her to think she could
intimidate me. Even if she had. I didn't want to give her the satisfaction. She
was just messing with me.


Ian probably knew where she lived. It was just a question of
whether or not he would take me there. I grabbed my phone and texted Ian to
pick me up at the diner.


In a few minutes I saw the car pull up outside. I quickly
paid the bill and walked out of the restaurant. Ian opened up the car door for
me. Before he could ask me where I wanted to go, I climbed into the car. I
couldn't make eye contact with him when he asked.


When he got into the car, he lowered the partition.
"Where to, Penny?"


I looked out the window. "Can you take me to
Isabella's?" I kept my eyes glued on the window, despite the awkward
silence that greeted my ears.


"Sorry. What's her last name?"


"Hunter." I turned toward the front of the car.
Luckily I only had to look at him through the rearview mirror because I was
starting to feel sweaty. 


"I don't..." He cleared his throat. "I don't
think I'm supposed to take you there."


He wasn't supposed to take me there? God, James. Had
he seriously told Ian where he could and could not take me? I didn't want to
lie to Ian, and I certainly didn't want to get him in trouble. But I needed him
to take me to Isabella's. "I have lunch plans with her. I don't want to be
late."


Ian glanced out the window at the diner that I had just come
out of.


Crap. Why am I such a terrible liar? I was even worse
when I was angry. I tended to speak before I thought it out. 


"Penny, I'm going to take you home."


"Ian, please. I need to talk to her."


"James doesn't want you to be in contact with her."


Why? Because he doesn't want me to catch them making out?
I swallowed hard. That wasn't fair. It was just a picture. There was so much
behind a captured image. I looked down at my hands. "What, did he give you
a list of places where I'm not allowed to go or something?"


"I'm not at liberty to discuss that with you."


I spent a lot of time with Ian. Whenever I was in the car
with him, I usually lowered the partition and chatted with him. I considered
him to be a friend. But he wasn't. He was polite and courteous to me because
James paid him to be. Ian wasn't my friend. He wasn't even my employee, he was
James'. 


"Okay," I said and looked back out the window. I
felt like a petulant child. James had a way of making me feel like that. But he
was right. I shouldn't be going to see Isabella. There would never be a reason
for me to go see her. Ever.


***


I got out of the car without saying anything and walked
toward the front of the apartment building.


"Penny, I'm sorry."


I turned around and looked at Ian.


I shrugged. "If you're not allowed to take me there,
then you're not allowed to take me. It's fine."


"Look, I'll take you if you really want to go. James
doesn't have to know." He stared at me, wanting to know if I'd keep the
secret. He was putting his neck out for me. Maybe he thought of me as more of a
friend than I realized.


"No, that's okay. James knows best, right?" I gave
him a small smile.


"You really don't want to see her anyway. Trust me. She's
not...nice."


He knows her? I hadn't even thought about it before.
"Did you work for James when they were still married?"


Ian nodded. "Yeah, he even kept me on the payroll when
he went to teach at the University of New Castle for a year. So that I wouldn't
have to keep my job with Isabella. We didn't get along very well. He probably
did it because he knew Isabella would fire me." He laughed.


"He knew he was only staying there for a year?" I
asked as nonchalantly as possible.


"Well, I mean, he came back before a year so I had to
start back up again a few months early. With you." He smiled. "But,
yeah, he said he'd be back in a year when he left." 


James had told me he was taking a break by teaching. He had
never put a date on it though. He had never told me that his plan was always to
come back to New York. I thought we had decided to make our fresh start here
together. I had that same eerie feeling that I had when we had just met. That
he was the hunter and I was the prey. I folded my arms across my chest, suddenly
cold. Why did it feel like I still didn't know him?


"Are you okay?" he asked.


I had gotten lost in my thoughts. I nodded my head and
smiled. "Yeah. I'm just feeling a bit tired. I'm going to go take a
nap."


He nodded.


I walked into the building. The wave of air conditioning made
me shiver. It was freezing. It felt like I was in the middle of a New York
winter.


"Penny!" Cliff called as I made me way to the
elevator. "I have a package for you."


Oh God. But when I turned around, it was a box sitting
on the counter, not another manila envelope. I let a sigh escape from my lips
as I walked over to Cliff and lifted up the box. "Thanks, Cliff."


As I stepped onto the elevator, I looked down at the box. My
momentary relief completely evaporated. It was addressed like the last envelope
had been, with just my name and no address. The elevator dinged. I
absentmindedly walked into our apartment. My heart was racing. I set the box
down on the counter. I had this weird, all consuming fear that there was going
to be a bloody limb in the box. Part of me wanted to laugh it off, but the
other half of me was wondering just how crazy Isabella really was. She followed
James to Rachel's. She had gotten someone to take pictures of her in James'
office in order to capture her kissing him. 


I shouldn't look in the box. But it was like I had no
control over my body. I tore off the brown paper and looked down at the
shoebox. There was a post-it note on top of the lid:


 


He's not good at forever. His words are as empty as the
promises he can't possibly keep because his love is as fleeting as his
addictions.


 


James talked about a forever with me before he had even
officially divorced Isabella. He jumped into a life with me head first. But it
was because he had never experienced something so real before. It didn't matter
what Isabella said about Rachel. He loved me more than he ever loved her. And
he definitely loved me more than he loved Isabella. James kept his promises to
me. Always. He was good at forever because he was my forever.


But I still opened the lid of the shoebox. I wasn't scared of
Isabella. Whatever was inside couldn't take away the fact that I knew he was
the love of my life. And that he meant every word he ever said to me.


Inside there were dozens of handwritten letters and short
notes. On top of the jumbled up letters was another post-it note:


 


Love is something to hold onto when your past is dark. When
you need an escape from your reality. When you're an addict.


 


Fuck you, Isabella. She didn't know him. She never
did. James was in control of his own fate. He wasn't addicted to me. And he was
certainly never addicted to her. I picked up the first letter that was
underneath her note:


 


My beautiful Isabella,


Today we start our lives together. There's nothing I want
more than to fall asleep with you in my arms and to wake up to your smile for
the rest of my life. I've been dreaming of this day my whole life, the day
you'll finally be mine, the day we finally become one. Marriage, starting a
family, growing old together, I want everything with you and only you. You are
the love of my life. You are my heart and soul. You are my happily ever after.


I'll love you always and forever,


-James


 


I could picture him writing this to me on our wedding day. He
had even said some of these things to me before. Almost word for word. This was
how he had felt the day they had gotten married. His words were so full of
hope. They were so full of love. I felt a tear fall down my cheek.


He had made it seem like he never loved her. Like he was
forced into it. But he had said he tried to make it work. He had wanted it to
work. That letter didn't make it seem like he was trying to love her. It made
it seem like he did. I sat down on one of the stools at the kitchen counter and
reread the letter.


Maybe I was wrong. His words were so heartfelt. Had he
actually been in love with her when they got married? That wasn't what he told
me, though. I pulled out the picture from my purse and stared at the two of
them kissing. He wasn't pushing her away. Maybe he still loved her. 


I grabbed another note from the box.


 


My love,


You love me despite my flaws. You understand me better than
anyone else ever has or ever could. The best decision I ever made was marrying
you.


Yours,


-James


 


I could feel my heart beating in my throat. I picked up
another note and read one after another.


 


Isabella,


Your eyes sparkle in the sun. I get lost in them every time
we're together.


Love,


-James


 


To the sexiest woman I know,


 When we're not together I dream of you. My lips against your
soft skin. My fingers in your silky hair. The taste of you drives me crazy,
baby. I'll never get enough of you. I can't wait for this business trip to be
over. Not having you every night is torture. I feel like a teenager again.


Thinking of you,


-James


 


My beautiful wife,


I can't wait to have children with you. I can't wait to start
our family. You're going to be a wonderful mother. You're so loving and caring.
I'm ready to try. A bunch of little yous running around would make me the
happiest man in the world.


Love always,


-James


 


I couldn't read anymore. All the words were blurry because of
my tears. He loved her. He loved her so much. These were sweet notes written to
a woman he was head over heels for. He wanted to start a family with her. 


And he didn't want one with me. I put the notes back in the
box and closed the lid. He was ready to have children four years ago, but he
wasn't ready now. It didn't seem like he ever wanted kids with me.


James meant everything to me. He was my whole world. And now
it felt like my whole world was crumbling in front of me.


The pictures could be explained. He went for closure with
Rachel. Isabella kissed him, not the other way around. Those could all be
logically excused. But these notes? He lied to me. James had loved Isabella. He
didn't have to lie to me about that. He could have said he loved her. And that
she cheated on him and it broke his heart. The only reason you lied about a
divorce was for one reason: if you were still in love with the person. And you
wanted to convince yourself you weren't.


I wanted to grab a box of notes James had written for me, get
lost in them, and forget about everything he had ever said to Isabella. But I
didn't have a box of notes from James. I mostly had emails and texts. And the
few handwritten notes I did have weren't anything like this. They were telling
me he had gone for a run. Or to remind me about a dinner we had to go to. 


James was my first love. He was my only love. But I wasn't
his. He had made it seem like I was. At least his first love like this. A great
love. The kind you see in movies and read about in books. But it didn't seem
like I was.


I didn't know him at all. 


 









Chapter 22


Saturday


I wasn't sure how long I stood there, staring out the window.
The sun had set over Central Park and the lights were coming on, lighting up
the walking paths. It was so beautiful that it didn't even seem real. That was
the same conclusion I had come to about my relationship with James too. It was
too good and too perfect to be real. 


I knew he was out of my league. But I thought he loved me. I
knelt down in front of the window and pressed my forehead against the glass. I
closed my eyes and savored the feeling of the cool glass on my forehead. There
weren't any tears left inside of me. I had tried to call James a few times, but
it always went straight to voicemail. It wasn't his fault, but each time he
didn't pick up it just validated all my fears. 


This was how Isabella wanted me to feel. She had won. It
hadn't been a fair fight at all. I touched my cheek where she had slapped me.
She had even warned me. I shook my head. No. Isabella had said she had
two weeks to win James back. If she was sending me this stuff, I didn't even
want to know what she was doing to him. I already knew she had kissed him.
Maybe that wasn't the end of it. 


My phone started buzzing in my pocket. I pulled it out. Mason.
I quickly answered it. "Mason!"


He laughed. "Hey, Penny. Having a good weekend?"


"Can I talk to him?"


Mason laughed again. "Jumping right into things, then? So,
about that...you need to stop calling. You're distracting him from having
fun."


"I'm sure he's having quite enough fun."


My comment was greeted by silence.


"Where are you guys?"


"Costa Rica."


What the hell were they doing in Costa Rica? "What
hotel?"


"Nice try, Penny. I'm not telling you where we are.
You're not allowed to infiltrate his bachelor party."


"Mason, I really, really need to talk to him."


"Umm...I would hand the phone over, but he's currently
indisposed."


"Indisposed? What have you been doing?"


He laughed. "I'm just kidding. He's taking a
shower."


I breathed a sigh of relief. It didn't matter how upset I
was, I would always worry about him. "Has he been getting packages? Or any
mail there?"


"No?"


"Has he been acting weird?"


Mason laughed. "He's not getting cold feet, if that's
what you're worried about."


"Okay." Well, that's good. Isabella probably
didn't know where they were.


"I promise I'm taking good care of you fiancé. You don't
need to worry. I'm not going to let him fuck up the best thing that's ever
happened to him."


That was sweet. It was also apparently untrue. "That's
not what I'm worried about."


"Are you okay, Penny? You can talk to me you know."


Talk to James' best friend about this? No, I can't.
"I need to talk to him, Mason."


"I'll give him a message for you."


"That's okay. I'll just...see him tomorrow night.
Right?"


"I'll have him back before midnight. I promise."


"Okay. Bye, Mason"


"Wait. There was a reason I was calling."


I didn't say anything.


"I think Bee's phone died. I haven't heard from her all
day. Could you go over there and see if she's okay? And tell her to call
me?"


"So you want me to tell Bee to call you, but you won't
let me talk to James?"


"Yeah."


"You're a terrible person." I couldn't help but
laugh at the irony.


"And that's why you love me."


There was some noise in the background.


"Rob's back," Mason said. "I have to go.
Please check on her, Penny." The line went dead.


***


Even though I wasn't allowed to talk to James, at least I
knew he was safe. That was the only reason I had walked over to Trump
International. And because Bee's phone had gone straight to voicemail when I
called her. 


I paused in the lobby, remembering the day that James had
brought me here when he was still my professor. It had been perfect in every
way. I laughed to myself. This was also the first place I had ever met Mason. I
remembered how his stare had made me uncomfortable. It was almost like he could
see me. Really see me. But he was probably just sizing me up for his side
business.


Bee worked hard. She had probably just fallen asleep early in
front of the T.V. or something. I got onto the elevator and listened to the
fancy elevator music playing. It was strange that Bee and Mason lived in a
hotel. But they had made their apartment very homey. I always felt comfortable
there. Besides, living like you were in a hotel was kind of fun. Even though
their apartment was technically classified as a condo in the hotel, they could
still order room service whenever they wanted.


I stepped off the elevator and made my way down the hallway.
The sound of music blaring got louder and louder as I got closer to Bee's
apartment. I stopped outside her door and knocked. The door flew open. 


"Welcome to your bachelorette party!" Bee screamed.
"It's about time you got here." She grabbed my arm and pulled me into
her apartment. "I was starting to think Mason forgot to call you."


Bee, Kendra, Marie, and Melissa were all decked out in
sparkly dresses and looked super excited. And maybe a little intoxicated.
Melissa was even smiling at me, which was a good sign.


"You're two shots behind," Kendra said.


"This is really nice of you guys, but I don't really
want a bachelorette party," I said and stood in the doorway. "Can't
we just stay in and watch a movie or something?"


"Don't be ridiculous," Kendra said and brought two
shot glasses over to me. "Besides, it's too late. We've already planned
the whole thing."


I looked down at the two shot glasses she had shoved into my
hands. 


"Come on," Marie said. "With everything we
have planned, you're going to need that."


Oh God. 


"Don't be such a party pooper," Melissa said and
gave me another smile. She used to say stuff like that to me all the time in
college. It was nice that she was finally talking to me again. I didn't want to
fight with her. All I really wanted was to be curled up in my bed back home,
though. I sighed and downed one shot and then the next. 


"First things first," Bee said. "Put this
on." She grabbed the shot glasses from me and handed me a sparkly dress.


James didn't like when I wore stuff like this. At least, in
public. 


"Melissa picked it out for you. So you know it's going
to fit perfectly. Go change."


"Can't I just wear what I have on?" I was wearing
jean shorts and a baggy t-shirt.


Kendra laughed. "Absolutely not. Get to it. We have a
huge list. It's going to take us all night to get through all this stuff."


Maybe this was exactly what I needed. I wanted to have fun
tonight and forget about everything that had been going on. That probably
wasn't possible though. I walked down the hallway and into the bathroom. The
dress was tight and ended right below my ass. My boobs weren't big, but this
dress made them look huge. I looked like a total slut. Luckily I was wearing
flip flops. Heels would have tipped the scales to making me look more like a
hooker. I didn't dwell on the fact that my eyes were still red from going in
and out of hysterical crying fits all day.


"There's a pair of shoes out here for you to wear
too!" one of the girls yelled from the other room.


Shit. I walked back out into the kitchen and looked
down at the stilettos they wanted me to wear. "What are we doing exactly?
Are we going to be walking a lot? I think I'll just stick with these
shoes."


"You can't wear a dress like that with flip flops,"
Melissa said.


"And everyone's going to be looking at you, because
you're the girl of the hour." Bee pulled a pink sash over me and added a
sparkly tiara to the top of my head.


I looked down at the sash. It had 'bachelorette' written
across it in a fancy font. I could feel my face turning red. 


Marie clapped her hands. "You look perfectly
embarrassed. Penis cookie?"


"What now?"


Marie held a plate of cookies shaped like penises in front of
my face.


I started laughing. "No, I'm good right now. Thanks,
though. They're very anatomically correct, huh?"


"Thanks, I made them myself," Marie said.
"I'll bring a few with us. Let's get going."


"Really, no movie?"


Bee laughed and hooked her arm through mine. "Trust me,
this is going to be so much better. We can watch a movie tomorrow while we're
working through these hangovers."


***


"So, you need to ask a random guy to buy you a
drink," Marie said as she looked down at a list she had.


"Can I see that?" I tried to snatch it from her,
but she moved it away too quickly.


"How about him?" Kendra said and pointed to a guy
at the bar. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. His hair was shaggy. It looked
like he belonged at the beach instead of in a bar in New York. He was probably
a tourist. Which meant he wouldn't want to pay for a drink that was way too
expensive for a girl he didn't know. 


"He looks like a tourist."


Melissa laughed. "So? That means he's here to get laid.
He'll definitely buy you a drink."


"I don't want to lead him on."


"You aren't. You're wearing a freaking sash that says you're
getting married any day. You're fine. Go ask him."


Bee gave my shoulder a little nudge. "You aren't going
home until you do everything on that list. You might as well get it over
with."


This was going to be mortifying. I slid off my bar stool and
walked over to him. I leaned on the counter next to him. "Hey," I
said. My voice sounded nervous and not flirtatious at all.


He turned away from the guy he was talking to.
"Hey." He looked down at my sash and smiled at me. "One more
crazy night, huh?"


"Not exactly. Look, so my friends over there..."


He looked over my shoulder.


"No, don't look." I grabbed his arm.


He laughed. "Okay, not looking."


"Well, they have this list of things I have to do, and
one of them is to ask a stranger to buy my a drink. But I know you don't want
to do that. So, you can tell me when they aren't looking and I'll slip you ten
dollars. And could you just order me a drink with that? Then I can go back
there and pretend you bought me a drink?"


The more I spoke, the bigger his smile got. "I don't
know, their eyes are glued on you. You might not get an opportunity."


"Crap. They're looking right now?"


"Mhm. So maybe it's easier if I just buy you a
drink." He lifted up his arm to call over the bartender.


"You don't have to do that."


"Isn't that why you came over?"


"Kind of. But I was just going to pretend..."


He laughed again, drowning out my words. "You know, you
could have just asked me to buy you a drink. I didn't need the whole story. All
a beautiful woman like you needed to do was say you were thirsty. The whole bar
would be buying you drinks all night long."


"Thanks. I'm sorry. I don't know what I'm doing. I've
never flirted with a guy at a bar before."


"You're flirting with me? I thought you were getting
married?"


"No." I could feel my face turning red. Two shots
was enough for me. I didn't need anything else. "I mean, yes I'm getting
married. And no, I'm not flirting with you. I just meant, I don't usually talk
to strangers in bars."


"You're even sexier when you blush. What's your poison?"


"Something not very strong."


"Whiskey it is then." He ordered before I could
correct him. Whiskey was super strong. Where the hell was he from? He handed
the glass to me.


"Whiskey? Really?"


"I was thinking that if you haven't flirted with a guy
in a bar, then you haven't really lived yet. Maybe a strong drink will help you
decide to change that tonight."


I shook my head. "Let me pay you for this."


"That's okay. You can repay me at the end of the
night." He winked at me. "Let me know if you need to cross off
anything else on that bachelorette party list of yours. I'm happy to
help."


"Okay, thanks." My voice had gotten weirdly high
pitched. I quickly walked away from him. 


"See, that wasn't so bad," Kendra said. "What
did he get you?"


"Whiskey." I slid it toward her.


"Oh, no. Number two is drinking whatever he buys
you." She slid the glass back to me.


I looked to Bee for help.


She shrugged. "I actually came up with that one. So, how
did it go?"


"It was awkward. I'm pretty sure he thinks I'm going to
sleep with him at the end of the night because he bought me this." I drank
a sip of the whiskey. Ew. 


"Yeah, it's a total bucket list thing for guys,"
Marie said. "To have sex with a girl who's destined to be married. It's
the ultimate one night stand."


"The unicorn of one night stands," Kendra
corrected.


"Can I take this sash off now?" I asked.


"Finish your drink."


I drank the whisky as fast as I could. "It's so
gross."


Kendra laughed. "I love whiskey."


"Then why didn't you drink it?"


Kendra grabbed the list and waived it in the air. "Okay,
number three." She smiled. "Ask a guy if you can see his six
pack."


"Nope." I clapped my hands together. "Let's go
to the movies. There's this new one out that I really want to see..."


"There," Melissa said. "He definitely has abs
of steel. Let's see 'em!"


She was pointing to a guy who was wearing a tight t-shirt. He
was clearly ripped. And he liked showing off that fact or else he would have
worn a shirt that was a little looser.


"And don't forget number four," Marie said.
"You have to touch them."


"I'm not going to do that."


"You only get to veto one thing. Do you really want to
waste it already? This list gets raunchier and raunchier."


"I can't get Marie back because she's already married.
But the rest of you? Your bachelorette parties are going to be the absolute
worst."


"Sounds good to me," Kendra said. "The sexier
the better, I always say."


"Ugh." 


"Just think about what James is doing right now."


I did not want to think about what James was doing right now.
At all. Bee gave me a sympathetic smile. I sighed and walked over to the guy
they had pointed to. The whiskey had made me a little more confident. The
compliments from the guy who had bought me a drink didn't hurt either.


"Hey, you."


He smiled at me. "What are you drinking?"


"All sorts of stuff. Whiskey most recently."


"I wouldn't have pegged you as a whiskey kind of girl.
But I like it. Let me get you another."


"Oh, no. I didn't like it. Actually, I came over here
because I'm on a mission."


"Is that so? What's your mission, sugar?"


"Well, it's my bachelorette party."


"I can see that." He nodded toward my friends.


"Mhm. Well, I noticed that you look very strong."


He smiled. "Well, I can certainly pick you up."


That was the worst pick up line ever. I laughed awkwardly.
"I bet. So, I'm supposed to see if you'll let me see your abs."


He raised his eyebrow. "Do you want to see my abs?"


No. I shrugged. "Are they worth seeing?"


"How about you tell me." He lifted up his shirt to
reveal his perfectly sculpted torso. "What's the verdict?"


"I don't know if I can tell without touching them."



He laughed. "I don't bite. Well, sometimes I bite."


I internally rolled my eyes. Before I could chicken out, I
put my hand out and brushed my fingers against his abs. 


He grabbed my hand and pressed my palm firmly against his
torso, moving my hand down to the waistline of his jeans.


I quickly pulled my hand away.


"How about we get out of here? I can make your last
night as a single woman a night to remember."


"Thanks for the offer. But I really just had to touch
your abs." I walked away without saying anything else. This was entirely
inappropriate. I didn't want to be doing this. The thought of James running his
hand along some random girl's stomach made me feel nauseous.


"You got really into that one," Marie said.
"And I don't blame you. God, those abs are amazing."


"They weren't as nice as James'. Can we get going? I'm
not feeling very well."


"That's because you need another drink." Melissa
slid me a shot glass. There were at least a dozen on the table. I had a feeling
they were playing a drinking game at my expense.


"Drink, drink, drink," Kendra said and slammed her
fists on the table.


I quickly downed the shot and tried to ignore the burn down
my throat. I was already tipsy. This was going to probably put me over the
edge. I shook my head back and forth.


"Here," Marie said and slid a napkin with a penis
cookie on it toward me.


I laughed. "I'm really not hungry."


"Okay, then that triggers number five. If Penny passes
on the cookie, she needs to convince a guy at the bar to eat said cookie."


"I'll just eat it." I lifted up the cookie.


"No way, missy," Melissa said and grabbed my hand.
"Number five has already been triggered. Who at the bar looks hungry for a
penis?"


"How about that guy," Bee said. She was pointing to
a guy in the corner with a plaid shirt and hipster glasses.


"Hipsters probably don't think it's cool to eat penis
cookies."


Bee laughed. "I'm giving you an easy one. Hipsters will
do anything to fit in. Just tell him eating normal shaped cookies is so
cliché."


"Fine." I sighed and slid off my stool. God this
was humiliating. I walked over to the hipster and took a seat next to him on
the couch.


"Hey," he said as soon as I sat down. "Having
a fun night?"


"Actually, it's been mortifying."


He laughed.


"Could you eat this cookie?"


He lowered his eyebrows. "Are you trying to drug
me?"


"No, no. It's just a normal cookie shaped like a
penis."


He laughed again. 


I held it up for him to see.


"Oh, wait. You're serious?"


"My friends have this weird list of stuff I have to do.
One is getting a guy to eat this cookie. I promise there's nothing wrong with
it. Besides, normal shaped cookies are so mainstream, don't you think?"


The hipster stared at me skeptically.


"I'll do it." Someone had flopped down on the couch
on the other side of me. His arm was behind me on the couch, but he wasn't
touching me. He was dressed similarly to the hipster. Maybe they were friends.


"That would be amazing, thanks." 


"Take a bite first so I know it's not poisoned. Anton
made a good point." He nodded toward the hipster.


"Fair enough." I took a bite. "It's actually
really good." I handed him the cookie.


"So can I just eat it, or do I have to suck on it
weirdly or something?"


Anton laughed.


"You can just eat it," I said.


The guy shrugged and bit the balls off.


Anton started laughing again, egging his friend on.


"Mmm mmm good," he said and put the rest of the
penis in his mouth.


I couldn't help but start laughing too. He had just devoured
that penis cookie.


He was having a hard time swallowing while he was laughing.
His arm had fallen off the back of the couch and landed around my shoulders. 


Awkward. I immediately stood up. "Thanks for
that, guys." I quickly walked away before they said anything else to me. I
was a little out of breath when I made it back to the table. I didn't want
random guys putting their hands of me.


"Nicely done," Bee said. "The hipster's friend
seemed to really enjoy that penis. You probably should have asked him if he
liked it."


"I wasn't going to ask him that."


"Well, you need to. Number six is verifying whether or
not he liked that dick," Kendra said.


"What is wrong with you guys?"


Kendra laughed and slid another shot toward me.


"You're really going to make me go back over
there?"


"Do the shot and you'll be fine."


"So I just need to ask if he liked it?"


"You have to ask if he liked that dick."


I shook my head. "Can I pass on that one?"


"Trust me, you need to save your veto," Bee said. 


God. I grabbed the shot and downed it. I took a deep
breath and walked back over to the guys on the couch. "Hey," I said
very unseductively. I was totally channeling the scene from The House Bunny
where the manly girl told a guy she was dropping off some timber.


The guy who had eaten the cookie looked up at me. "You
ran away pretty fast."


"Yeah, sorry about that." I sat down on the arm of
the couch. "I came back over to see if you liked that cookie."


"I liked making you laugh." He gave me a charming
smile.


I laughed awkwardly. "But did you like...that
dick?" Geez.


He laughed. "I'm not gay if that's what you're asking.
Trust me." His eyes had landed on my legs.


"Oh, no, I didn't think you were." I quickly stood
up. "Have a good night, guys." I made my way back to my table despite
him calling after me. My heart was beating fast. "This is so
awkward," I said and sat down in my chair. "Please can we just go
home?"


"We'll give you an easy one next," Marie said.
"Let's skip to number nine. All you have to do is make googly eyes at
someone until they send us a round of drinks."


"You still have a million shots on the table."


Kendra laughed. "Honey child, we're only just getting
started."


I sighed.


"How about him," she said and pointed to a guy at
the bar. "He's been staring at you all night."


I turned to see who she was pointing to, but immediately
looked away when I made eye contact with him. "Some random guy isn't going
to send us all drinks. Don't be ridiculous."


"You have years of being single at a bar to fit into one
night. So put your hand through your hair and casually look back over at
him."


"Ugh." I tucked my bangs behind my ear and looked
back over at him as discreetly as possible.


He smiled at me and I immediately turned away.


"He really can't keep his eyes off you," Kendra
said. "And he's handsome. I bet he's great in the sack."


I laughed. "Is that the thing I have to veto? Done. I'm
not hooking up with a stranger."


"We would never put that on the list," Bee said.
"Well, Kendra wanted to but I told her no."


"Thank you." I shook my head. 


"You know what really make guys possessive?" Kendra
asked. "Seeing a girl they want with another guy. If we really want that
sexy man to buy us drinks, we should make Penny do number ten."


"Perfect," Melissa said. "You have to dance
with that first guy who bought you the drink."


"He already thinks I'm going to sleep with him at the
end of the night. Please don't make me talk to him again."


"You won't be talking. You'll be dancing," Melissa
said. "And make sure you walk by the guy who's going to be buying us
drinks later."


"Should I shove a penis cookie in his mouth while I'm at
it?"


"That's not a terrible idea. I can add that to the
list," Marie said and lifted up her purse. "Just let me find a
pen."


"Don't you dare." I got up before any of them could
add another stupid thing I had to do. 


"A whole song, Penny!" one of them yelled after me.


I walked toward the guy who had bought me a whiskey, making
sure to pass the one they wanted to buy us a round of drinks. I smiled shyly at
the guy. It looked like he thought I was going to stop and talk to him. I noticed
him frown as I leaned against the counter near my future dance partner.


"Back already?" he said with a smile. "How'd
you like the whiskey?"


I laughed. "It was awful."


"I'm sure it wasn't that bad."


"Oh, it was. Thanks for that."


"Anytime." He seemed please with himself.


"You said you'd be willing to help with..."


"Do you have something else fun on your list you want me
to do for you?" he said, cutting me off.


"Yes actually. Will you dance with me?"


He smiled. "I'd love to." He downed his drink and
whispered something to his friends before walking with me toward where the DJ
was set up in the back of the bar. 


Unfortunately it was a slow song. He grabbed my hand and
pulled me in close. I could smell the whiskey on his breath and it made me
ridiculously uncomfortable. I tilted my head to the side so I was staring over
his shoulder. Just one song.


"Whoever you're marrying is a very lucky guy," he
whispered in my ear.


"Thanks." Did James think he was lucky? I had
thought so before yesterday. But I wasn't sure anymore. Does he even love
me? The alcohol and my friends' laughter had momentarily distracted me from
the notes he had written to Isabella. He loved her so much. I didn't want to be
here right now. I just wanted to go home.


"You're beautiful, you know."


For some reason his words made me want to cry. I didn't say
anything. I just turned my head away from him even more. The song would be over
any second.


"What are you thinking about?" he asked.


I suddenly felt even more uncomfortable. "I miss
him." All I wanted was to be in James' arms. I needed to hear him say that
everything was okay. And that he loved me.


"You don't have to go home alone tonight." His
hands slid down to my ass.


I pushed on his chest and stepped back. "I'm sorry, I'm
not...I'm not looking to go home with anyone."


"Let me buy you another drink."


"No, I've already had too much to drink. I'm
sorry." I quickly walked away from him and ran directly into the guy I was
supposed to be making googly eyes with.


"You okay?" he asked.


I looked over my shoulder. "Yeah, I'm fine. I
just..." I shook my head. 


"Bad night?"


"Honestly, I miss my fiancé. His friends kidnapped him
for his bachelor party this weekend. So my friends decided to throw me a
bachelorette party. All I really wanted to do tonight was watch a movie."


"Honestly, I'd rather be watching a movie too."


I smiled. "I'm not interested in going home with anyone
tonight. I'm just going to go back over to my table." 


"I'm not trying to sleep with you. I mean, you're
gorgeous. But I'm not an asshole."


I looked up at him. 


"You're engaged."


"I am."


"I was merely going to try to get your number in case
things went south."


"Things aren't going to go south." I wasn't able to
admit that they had already started to. James and I were still fine. We had to be.


He shrugged. "I was engaged once. I didn't think that
would end either."


It was like he knew what I was going through. "What
happened?"


"I don't think commitment really means the same thing
today as it used to."


I thought about the pictures of James with Rachel and
Isabella. I thought about all the love notes. "You're probably right. It
still means something to me, though."


"So how about I just buy you a drink and casually slip
you my number?"


I laughed. "Actually, I could use your help."


"And what do you need help with?"


"My friends have this list of stupid stuff they want me
to do. Including getting someone to buy us a round of drinks."


"Let's go see what they're drinking then." He
touched the small of my back for just a second to direct me back to the table.
When we got there, he put his elbows down on the table and smiled.
"Ladies."


They all giggled.


"Can I offer you some refills?"


"That would be fantastic," Kendra said.


"What were you drinking?" he asked and smiled down
at me.


"If I could just get some water, that would be
great."


He nodded. "Probably a good choice. You seem a little
drunk."


I couldn't even argue with him. My friends had been shoving
drinks in my face since I had arrived at Bee's. "Maybe you should just get
a round of waters for the table."


"Are you sure you don't need more shots?" He smiled
and looked down at the table covered with shot glasses. Half of them hadn't
been touched.


"I think we're good there. Just water."


"If that's what the lady wants." He winked at me
and leaned in close. "Hopefully free drinks count," he whispered into
my ear. "If not, I'll be by the bar. And here's my number just in case
your fiancé takes commitment as loosely as my fiancée did ." He slid his
business card into my hand.


I looked down at the card and then back up at him, knowing
perfectly well that I would never call that number. "Thanks."


"Really, water?" Melissa asked as soon as he walked
away.


I laughed. "He was nice. I didn't want to make him pay
for a whole round of drinks. Plus, you guys are getting me wasted. I can barely
walk in a straight line." At this point, I probably couldn't.


"That's okay, it still counts," Bee said.
"Plus," she grabbed the business card out of my hand. "Penny
just scratched off number seven too."


"You got his number?" Kendra clapped her hands
together. "Oh my God, he's like a walking sex ad.


I laughed. "Did you want it?"


"Yes please." She snatched the business card out of
Bee's hand. "I bet he's amazing in bed."


Marie rolled her eyes.


"Speaking about sex," Kendra said. "On a scale
of one to ten, how good is James in bed?"


"An eleven."


They all laughed.


"I haven't met an eleven in years," Kendra said.
"I think all the elevens are in relationships. And why wouldn't they be?
Their dicks are like fucking Gods."


Marie laughed. "You put too much emphasis on sex. There
is so much more to a relationship than that."


"I thought Carter was good in bed?" Kendra asked.


"He is. I'm just saying..."


"Mhm," Kendra said, cutting her off. "All
about that dick."


Melissa laughed.


"And what about you?" Kendra asked Melissa.


"What about me?"


"Are you seeing anyone right now?"


Melissa glanced at me. "Yeah. Actually, I just started
dating Tyler."


Kendra squealed. "The cute one that Bee and Penny always
hang out with?"


Melissa took another shot from the table. "Yup, that's
the one."


"And how is he in bed?"


"Well...I personally think he's an eleven."


This is so awkward.


Kendra smiled. "Usually younger guys have no idea what
they're doing. But every now and then you find one that's super eager to
please. I think I might just be in the mood for a younger guy tonight."
She looked around the bar.


Melissa grabbed the paper from Kendra. "Okay, what's
next?" She looked down at the paper and then handed it back to Kendra.
"Do you want to skip around again? How about we do number 12?"


"No, let's just do what's next. Oh, perfect. List
everyone you had sex with in order from best to worst, Penny."


"I'm going to veto that one," I said.


"Seriously? We have you making out with a stranger near
the bottom of the list."


"What? I'm not doing that."


"I know. That's why you have to do this one. We all knew
you'd veto that one."


"I..."


"Just tell us. Or is the list too long?"


I laughed nervously. "Um, no. Just, James at the top
obviously. And then Austin. That's it."


"You've only slept with two guys? What is wrong with
you?!"


"I've only slept with two guys," Bee said.


"Yeah, but I already knew you were lame," Kendra
said. "Penny, you're getting married. And you're telling me you only slept
with two guys?!"


"Well, that's not true," Melissa said. "She's
slept with three guys." Melissa was staring at me. She looked like she was
about to cry. "Right?"


Fuck. "Oh, I mean, yeah, I guess. It's three. I
don't know what I was thinking." I was thinking I didn't want to talk
about this. Shit.


The tray of waters had just arrived at our table. I grabbed
one and took a huge sip. My head was too fuzzy to think straight.


"How mysterious," Bee said. "It must be
someone she wishes she hadn't slept with. Who was it, Penny? You have to tell
us now. I'm sure Melissa will if you don't."


I kept my mouth shut.


"She slept with Tyler during one of the many times she
broke it off with James," Melissa said. "Or he broke it off with her.
I don't remember which. They were so toxic at first. All they did was fight.
Isn't that right, Penny?"


I fidgeted with the bachelorette sash.


Bee's eyes had gotten a little bigger. Kendra and Marie were
looking back and forth between Melissa and I.


"So, you really thought Tyler was that bad in bed?"
Melissa asked. "You didn't even remember you slept with him? I certainly
remember."


"No, it wasn't that. I just thought..."


"That talking about it is awkward?" Melissa took
another shot of vodka. "The fact that you slept with my boyfriend isn't
awkward at all. The fact that the two of you hang out all the time is super
normal. Right?" she said and looked at everyone else at the table.


Kendra cleared her throat. "Next up on the list..."


"Where is Tyler on your scale, Penny? Now I'm just super
curious." Melissa's face was bright red. I had been trying to avoid this.
I didn't want to fight with her again. Tonight had been going so well.


"I don't know. It was so long ago..."


"God, just tell me."


"Below James." What was she expecting me to say?


"So, he's not as good as James? You're such a bitch."


"No, Tyler's really good in bed. I just...I'm in love
with James."


"So, you think Tyler's great in bed? What, do you still
fantasize about him or something? You're the worst friend ever."


"Melissa." An exasperated laugh escaped my lips.
"What do you want me to say? I had sex with Tyler once almost three years
ago. He wasn't your boyfriend then. You didn't even like him. You were dating
Josh. And I can't take it back. There isn't anything I can do about it."


"You can stop hanging out with him."


"Fine. Okay. I won't hang out with him anymore. Tyler
and I are officially no longer friends. Happy? Is that really what you want me
to say?"


"Yeah, that would make me happy."


"Melissa! He's one of my best friends. Why can't you
just get over this? It shouldn't be that big of a deal. Tyler and I are past
it. Come on."


"Yes, he's one of your friends. But I'm your best
friend. Your friendship with me should matter more than it does with him. Why
are you holding on to him? Girls and boys can't just be friends."


"Yes they can. I'm friends with Rob and Matt. And I'm
friends with Mason." I pointed to Bee. "I was friends with him before
he even met Bee, and she doesn't hate that I hang out with him."


"That's because you didn't sleep with him. You can't be
friends with Tyler if you want to remain friends with me. You can't. I can't
handle it."


Everyone at the table was silent for a minute. I was blinking
fast, trying to hold back the tears.


Marie cleared her throat. 


"I need to use the restroom," I said quietly.
"I'll be right back." I stumbled out of the bar stool and made my way
to the bathroom. 


"Hey, Penny," said a familiar voice behind me.


The little hairs on the back of my neck seemed to rise. I
turned around and looked up at Austin. I hadn't seen him since I moved to New
York. He looked the same as he had in college. Except his hair was shorter and
he had a five o'clock shadow. I hated that the sight of him made my blood boil.
The only person I hated more than him was Isabella. And maybe James' parents. I
took a deep breath. "I'm sorry, do I know you?"


He laughed. "I know you haven't forgotten me, baby. You
look upset. Are you okay?"


I just stared at him.


"So, you're getting married? James is an unlucky
guy."


"Go to hell, Austin."


"That's not very nice to say to the first love of your
life. I'm sure you dreamed of marrying me once."


"I never loved you."


He shrugged. "I guess we remember that
differently."


"Great. Let's agree to disagree. Have a good night,
Austin." I turned around but he grabbed my wrist. 


"You know, you're the only girl that ever dumped
me."


I pulled my arm away from him. "I didn't dump you. We
never even dated."


"Well, you were a constant booty call then. You were so
easy. Always ready to please me. Fuck, college was fun, huh?"


I shook my head. What a dick. 


"Aren't you curious about why I know that you're
marrying your professor?"


"You can read tabloids? Congratulations. I didn't know
you were literate."


"You're feistier than I remember. I like it. But no, I
didn't read about it. Isabella told me."


Despite the alcohol and the anger I felt toward him, my body
suddenly felt cold. "What?"


"I ran into her the other day. She's smokin' hot by the
way. James made a mistake letting her go."


I noticed the manila envelope in his hand for the first time.
Oh God. Isabella really was a lunatic. She must have known about my
history with Austin. And now she had him wrapped around her finger. How the
hell did she even know I was here? I looked back up at Austin's face. He
was wearing a smug smile. Like the thought of him sleeping with her would upset
me. It didn't. They belonged together.


"And she's amazing in bed. Fucking fantastic actually.
So much better than you. She's very talented with..."


"Stop. Please stop talking." I didn't care if
Austin was fucking Isabella. But I didn't want to hear about how great she was.
I didn't want to have to think about James and her together. About how much
James had loved her. Or how he might still love her.


Austin smiled. "Touchy subject? Does James compare you
to her often? It's really not much of a comparison." He looked so happy
with himself.


"James loves me." My words didn't even convince
myself.


"Really?" Austin tossed the envelope at me.
"I'm not so sure about that."


"You know nothing about him. And you know nothing about
me."


"Baby, I know you."


"You don't, Austin. You never did."


"Well, I know you're going to be upset about what's in
that envelope."


I looked down at the envelope in my hands.


"I guess I'll read about you calling off the wedding in
the tabloids." I felt his hand slap my ass.


I shoved his chest hard, but he didn't even take a step back.
Instead, he grabbed the back of my head hard and pressed his lips against mine.


I hit his chest with my fist, but his hand just gripped my
hair tighter. His tongue slid against my closed lips. I hit his chest with my
fist again and then shoved him as hard as I could. "Get the fuck off
me!" I wiped my lips with the back of my hand. "What is wrong with
you?"


He smiled. "Call me, Penny. I think your self confidence
is just about where I need it to be to pick up right where we left off in
college. You know, with you wishing I loved you, and me banging every girl I
meet. It'll be like old times. Enjoy the pictures." He winked at me and
walked away.


As soon as he disappeared, I let my tears start to fall. I
ran to the bathroom and into a stall, locking the door behind me. My heart was
beating fast as I opened up the envelope. I pulled out a small stack of photos.
There was a post-it note covering the first photo:


 


A picture speaks a thousand words isn't exactly true for
this. All of these pictures really only mean one thing.


 


I lifted off the note and stared down at an image of James
kissing another woman. This time, it was one I didn't recognize. He was wearing
a baseball cap and it looked like he hadn't shaved since he left New York, but
it was definitely him. I felt even colder than I had when I was talking to
Austin. This isn't real. This can't be real.


In the next photo, her legs were wrapped around his waist and
her back was pressed against a wall. My chest hurt as I stared at the image.
There was no explanation for this. It wasn't Isabella attacking him, or him
getting closure from his ex. This was passion. This was real. It wasn't
photoshopped or fake. James was at his bachelor party hooking up with another
woman. But that's what guys did during their bachelor parties. Wasn't it?


In the next photo, his hand was up her shirt. He was clearly
grabbing her breasts.


My back slid down the bathroom stall door.


In the next photo, his hand had moved. It was lost under her
skirt. Her face had tilted away from his. Pure bliss was written all over it. I
knew that feeling. I knew exactly the way he could make me feel. How he could
make anyone feel apparently.


I put my face on my knees and let myself cry even harder. 


"Penny?"


I tried to stop crying when I heard Melissa's voice.


"Penny? I'm so sorry. I'm sorry about everything. I
don't want you to not be friends with Tyler. And I definitely don't want you to
not be friends with me over this whole stupid thing. I'll get over it. I will.
I'm so sorry. I don't want to fight about this anymore."


Her words just made me cry even more.


"Penny?"


I sniffed from inside the stall.


"Are you okay?"


"No." I knew how my voice sounded. It was
desperate. I felt so lost. "I'm sorry too. I'm so sorry." My voice
cracked.


"Penny." Melissa knocked on the door. "Penny,
let me in." Her voice was a little more demanding the second time.


I reached up and unlocked the stall door.


When she looked down at me, the only thing on her face was
concern. She knelt down on the gross bathroom floor and threw her arms around
me. "What's wrong?"


Instead of saying anything, I sobbed into her shoulder. 


She rubbed my back and kept her arms around me. "It's
okay," she said in a soothing voice. "Everything's going to be
okay."


I had my best friend back. But I had lost the love of my
life. Nothing was ever going to be okay again. 









Part 3 









Chapter 23


Sunday


"God I miss you," James said and then there was
long sigh. "I'm calling you from the hotel lobby because Rob won't let me
have my phone. We're staying at some place called the Blue Parrot Resort. You
can call me back at this number, but I'll be back tonight. I can't wait to see
you. Oh, and you'll need the pa...hey, Rob! No, I wasn't calling Penny. Fuck,
get off of me!" The recording beeped, signaling the end of the message.


I played the message for the hundredth time. My intense
hangover had made me sleep till well past two o'clock. And I had woken up to
this message. James' voice was soothing even though his words weren't. He
missed me? He didn't fucking miss me. It seemed like he was plenty entertained.


I had called the number back, but I couldn't get through to
James. The person on the other end asked for a password. When I didn't know
what to say, they immediately hung up on me. I had tried to call back a few
more times, but no one had even answered my call. They must have blacklisted my
number or something. 


There wasn't much information about the Blue Parrot Resort on
Google. It was clearly some super private hotel if they required a password to
even talk to the concierge. And it was probably as sleazy as it was secretive.
I sighed and pressed the replay button. It was so good to hear his voice. The
recording beeped, signaling the end of the message.


I knew Isabella was just trying to get in my head. Guys did
crazy stuff during their bachelor parties. That was just a fact. And I had
touched some random man's six pack last night. If there was a picture of me
doing that, it would look bad. The pictures that Isabella had sent me were
probably out of context. 


I shook my head. What horrible context would have made James
hook up with some random whore? The only thing that made sense was that he was
being threatened at gun point. The Blue Parrot Resort seemed secretive, but it
didn't seem mobstery. 


This wasn't what was supposed to be happening before our
wedding. We weren't in the movie The Hangover. This kind of stuff didn't happen
in real life. I leaned back and folded my arms across my face. I wasn't sure I
could go through with the wedding in just a few days, but I still wanted to. I
really, really wanted to. If I closed my eyes and pictured him smiling at me, I
felt like I could forgive anything. But I couldn't live with him sneaking
around. Maybe at first I could, but it would eat away at me. It would slowly
kill me. If the man I loved didn't love me back, the best thing I could do was
let him go. I wanted him to be happy. I cared about him so much. 


But it didn't matter how rational it was. I'd never be able
to let him go. I needed him. Even if he cheated on me? Even if he'd do it
again? God. I sat up and rubbed the tears away before they could start
to fall again. James was my rock. He was always there for me. I had let him
become my whole world. I needed to let this go. It was just a bachelor party.
He had one last hookup as a single man. That was it. The thought of him hanging
out with Rachel and kissing Isabella popped back up in my head. I pinched the
skin above my nose. Stop. None of this was helping. 


I put the rest of the pictures into the shoebox full of love
notes to Isabella and slid it under the bed. James would be back soon. I didn't
want to fight with him. And I certainly didn't want to confront him about
cheating on me. I couldn't have that conversation. He had to bring it up. He
had to confess what he had done to me. I didn't have the strength to do it.
Maybe he was going to come home and break up with me immediately. If that's
really what he wanted, would I be able to let him go? Would I even have a
choice?


The past few weeks I had been so stressed out. I had lost my
perspective. There wasn't anything to be upset about, though. I was lucky. I
was madly in love, I had been given a great job, a beautiful new home, and I
was getting married. Those were great things. And I was too blind to realize
it. Now that I wasn't going to have those things, I realized what they truly
meant. But I didn't care about the job or the house or the money. All I cared
about was losing him. I felt empty just thinking about it.


I wanted to delay our conversation. I couldn't do it tonight.
I laid down in the bed and pulled the covers up to my chin. There was never
going to be a good time, but it had to be before the wedding. I couldn't walk
down the aisle if I didn't know if I could trust him. I needed one more night,
though. One more night of his arms around me. I shut my eyes as tight as
possible, as if it would make my wish for more time a reality.


***


My eyes opened when I heard the front door close. I must have
drifted to sleep waiting for James to come home. I glanced at the alarm clock.
It was right before midnight. Mason had kept his word.


I closed my eyes again. One more night. Please let me have
one more night with him.


His footsteps echoed across the marble in the foyer and
treaded lightly on the stairs. But they paused when they reached the bedroom
door. He let out a deep sigh.


I closed my eyes even tighter. I could picture him leaning
against the door jam. He was probably running his hand through his hair in that
sexy way he always did. I took a deep breath. There was a mixture of scotch and
his amazing cologne in the air.


He entered the room and I could hear him getting undressed.
Then it was silent again. He didn't get into the bed. I could feel his eyes on
me. He must have just been standing there, staring at me.


I wasn't sure what I had been thinking earlier. There was no
way I could ever let him go. If he was cheating on me, we could work through
it. We had to. I couldn't live without him. And I couldn't let him end it with
me. We were getting married on Saturday. It was too late for him to change his
mind. You had to call off a wedding at least a month in advance unless you were
a horrible human being. That was just a rule. And James wasn't horrible. If
he cheated on you he is. I felt like I was going crazy. One day alone and I
had completely lost my mind.


"Are you awake?" he asked softly.


I bit my lip. My tears had started dampening my pillow. If he
thought I was asleep, we couldn't have whatever conversation we needed to have.


The bed squeaked as he slid in beside me. "I missed you,
baby," he whispered as he wrapped his arms around me. 


Was that his excuse for cheating on me? I didn't have sex
with him for a few days so he slept with someone else? I thought we were
stronger than that. I thought he loved me. It took every ounce of control in my
body to stay completely still when it felt like my whole world was collapsing.
I wanted to cry loud, ugly tears, but I didn't want him to know I was awake. If
this was the last chance I'd have for him to hold me, I wasn't going to ruin
it. I wanted to go to sleep and wake up and forget about this weekend. 


I took another deep breath, trying to calm myself down. His
arms wrapped tighter around me. It seemed like he knew I was awake. I closed my
eyes even tighter. I could forgive him. I could forget about all of this. For
some reason a memory popped into my head of me telling my mom that I was in
love with James. Her response to me had been that maybe it would be love one
day. 


"I cave," James whispered so quietly that if I had
been sleeping, I definitely wouldn't have heard him.


I pressed my lips together and tried to breathe slowly so
that he couldn't hear me crying.


"You win," he said and placed a soft kiss against the
back of my neck.


Now that he was back he suddenly wanted me again? I felt
cheap. Maybe my mom was right. Even though she had said it over two years ago,
maybe what we had wasn't love. Because a key part of love in my eyes was being
enough for one another. It was about being faithful. I wasn't enough for James.
I wasn't sure why I ever thought I could be.  









Chapter 24


Monday


When I woke up, James' arms were wrapped tightly around me. I
tried to take a deep breath, but it felt like I was suffocating. I slowly
unwound myself from his arms and slid off the bed. He sighed in his sleep, but
didn't wake up.


I pulled on my robe and stared down at him. He was so
handsome. I had never taken that for granted. Whenever I woke up before he did,
I'd stare at his beautiful face. Someone else had woken up to that face this
weekend. Was that why he had finally called me back Sunday morning? Did he feel
guilty for what he had done?


I went into the closet and quickly got dressed. We needed to
talk, but I couldn't do it right now. I needed to calm down. Because right now,
I hated him. I hated how content he looked sleeping. Was he thinking of that
slut from this weekend? Or Rachel or Isabella?


The lump in my throat wouldn't seem to go away. My heartbeat
wouldn't seem to slow down. And I hated that the only place I could escape to
was work. He had imprinted himself on every part of my life. I couldn't get
away from him, and I felt pathetic for not even really wanting to escape. He
wasn't the addict, I was. And I couldn't breathe without him.


***


It was easier to believe that I could forgive him when I
wasn't looking directly at him. The idea of moving past it together and making
us a stronger couple seemed logical when I was sitting at my desk.


"I'm usually the first one to get here," Zach said
and sat down at his desk.


I jumped when I heard his voice. The office had been
completely empty when I had come in an hour ago. "Oh, hey, Zach. Did you
have a good weekend?"


"Better than yours, I'm assuming."


"Why would you say that?"


"Your eyes are so red that it looks like you've been
here crying all morning. And ice cream for breakfast is usually a sign of
depression."


I laughed awkwardly. "This was almost empty." I
picked up the pint of Ben and Jerry's that had been completely full earlier and
tossed it in the trash. "And I have seasonal allergies."


"Right." He opened up a drawer in his desk and
tossed me a small bottle of eye drops.


"Thanks." I tilted my head back and put in the eye
drops. My eyes strung for a second, but I assumed they'd be less red in a few
minutes. "So, why do you have these?"


"I'd make up a lame excuse about how my eyes get dry
because of my contacts. But, honesty is a better policy right?"


"I guess so?"


"I smoke weed in the bathroom with the tech guys
sometimes."


I laughed. "Seriously?"


He shrugged. "Yeah, I'm pretty sure those guys are
always high. Don't tell Hunter that, though."


Telling James that his tech department was a bunch of
druggies wasn't on the top of my list of conversational topics at the moment.
"It's a stressful job. They probably need a release." I turned my
attention back to my computer screen.


"Is that your reasoning with Hunter too?"


"What?"


"The way he treats you. You excuse him because it's a
release?"


"You don't know what you're talking about."


"If he's..."


"Zach, I can't have this conversation with you right
now. James isn't abusive. He's a good guy. He'd never hurt me." I seemed
to choke on my own words.


"Emotional abuse is just as bad as physical..."


"He's not. It's not like that, Zach." Other people
were starting to come into the office. I needed to get my shit together and not
wear my emotions on my sleeve. 


"He was really possessive with you when we got drinks
the other night."


"That's because you were pretending to flirt with
me."


"Does he always act like that? If you talk to other
guys?"


"If you don't drop this, I'm going to tell James you
smoke weed in the bathroom every day."


He frowned. "I said sometimes. It's not every day."


"Sometimes is still bad."


"You're such a tattletale." He gave me a small
smile.


"Does that mean you'll drop it?"


"Whatever you want, Fight Club. I'm just trying to
help."


My phone started vibrating. I pulled it out of my purse to
see that James was calling. I was about to put it back in my purse, but I
noticed Zach shaking his head. It was pretty clear that he didn't believe me.
James may have made a mistake this weekend, but he was a good guy. I didn't
want his employees to think he wasn't.


"Hey, James," I said and turned slightly away from
Zach.


"Where are you?" He sounded concerned. "I woke
up and..."


"I'm at work. I'm being a super great employee."
Not really. I was never even sure what I was supposed to be doing. And I had
only come here early so I'd have a place to cry alone.


He laughed. "I'd rather you be a bad employee and come
home."


"We're only working four days this week. I don't think
you can afford to take today off too." I could feel Zach staring at me.


"Fair enough, boss. Did you eat breakfast?" He
sounded so cheery. It was disconcerting.


I looked down at the pint of Ben and Jerry's in the trashcan.
"Yup."


"Okay. Well, you can hang out with me while I eat mine.
I'll be there in a few minutes. See you soon, baby."


The line went dead before I could make up something about
having too much work to do. I sighed and looked at my computer screen. I can
forgive him.


"You good?" Zach asked.


"Mhm. Everything's great."


"You're an awful liar. Just so you know."


"Hey, man," Tavon said and did some weird handshake
with Zach. "What were you guys talking about?" He flopped down in his
desk chair and put his feet up on the desk.


"Nothing," Zach said. "How was your
weekend?"


"Awesome. I freaking love New York. It's basically like
still being in college."


I laughed.


"You don't think so, Fight Club?" 


"No, not really. College was a lot simpler." At
least it had been at NYCU. The University of New Castle had kind of ended in
disaster. But now that I had graduated from NYCU, things seemed complicated and
shitty. I'd do anything to go back in time. Back before this weekend.


"Well, yeah, but I mean the vibe, you know? It's like a
huge college town. There's always something to do."


"There certainly is." At least, always someone to
do, if you were James and you were an asshole. Damn it.


"You okay?" Tavon asked.


"I'm great. I just don't think New York is all that
great. And you know what? Costa Rica is a crappy place too. It's the freaking
worst."


"Okay?" Tavon looked at Zach and raised both his
eyebrows.


"I'm not crazy."


Tavon laughed. "I didn't say you were. Are you sure
you're okay? You're kind of hostile this morning. I mean, I hate Monday's just
as much as the next guy. But you're like on a whole other level." 


"Yeah, I'm just...PMSing." God, why did I just
say that?! It wasn't even true.


"Gross. Too much information, Fight Club."


"You asked."


"I did not ask that."


I shrugged my shoulders.


"Anyway, I needed to ask you. What's Sierra's
deal?" Tavon asked


"What do you mean?" I asked.


"You know...like is she single? Is she looking for
something casual? Or is she a commitment type of girl?"


"Tavon, you've spent more time with her than I
have."


"But what have you found out?" he asked.


"Nothing. Although, I'm going to take a guess and say
she's not interested in you."


"Harsh. I guess you are PMSing."


"Sorry, I didn't mean that. But even if she was
interested, and I have no idea if she is, you shouldn't get involved. Because
dating is complicated. It's exhausting. And terrifying. Just...don't do it.
It's not worth this feeling." I was about to burst into tears again.


Zach was staring at me with the most sympathetic expression
on his face, which just made me feel even worse.


"Yeah...I was thinking more about a one night stand kind
of situation anyway," Tavon said. "To break that streak she has going
on."


"All men are disgusting." I stood up and walked
toward the break room. It felt like I couldn't breathe. I was glad when Zach
didn't follow me to try to squeeze out information from me. I leaned against
the counter and poured myself a cup of coffee. 


"Hey, Penny," Nita said as she walked into the break
room. "I was just getting James his coffee. He's looking for you."
She filled up a mug. "Do you want to just give it to him? I need to use
the restroom real quick."


Would it be rude of me to say no? Probably. "Yeah,
sure."


"Thanks, Penny." She handed me the cup and quickly
walked out of the room.


I looked down at the two cups of coffee in my hands. Maybe it
was better to get it out of the way sooner than later. I needed to just
confront him. And then he'd apologize. Then we'd be good. Simple. 


I felt like I wanted to throw up. I tried to tell myself it
was from eating a pint of ice cream instead of how worried I was about losing
him. Before I could think anymore, I walked out of the break room and toward
James' office.


The blinds were open and he saw me before I even attempted to
knock. Which was good because my hands were full. He opened up the door,
grabbed both cups from me, and placed a swift kiss on my cheek. "Good
morning, beautiful." He had a huge smile on his face. His hair was still
wet from his shower and it was starting to curl in that way I loved so much.
And he was wearing his glasses, which had always been a weakness for me. I
hadn't noticed how tan he had gotten earlier when I had stared at him sleeping.
It just made him look even sexier, which for some reason made me angrier. 


Why does he look so happy? The guilt should be eating away at
him. I closed the door behind me and followed him toward his desk.


He placed the mugs down on his desk and then grabbed my arm,
pulling me against his chest. "God, I missed you." He pressed his
lips against mine before I could protest. I could have easily gotten lost in
that kiss. But I couldn't stop picturing him kissing Isabella. I pulled away
from him.


"James, the blinds are open."


He winked. "Gotcha. I was thinking the same thing."
He let go of me, walked over to the windows, and began to close the blinds.
"It's about time we bent those rules. All I've been thinking about since
you started working here is having you on this desk."


I swallowed hard. "No, that's not...I don't think we
should bend the rules." I sat down in one of the chairs and grabbed my cup
of coffee, using it as almost a shield.


He walked up behind me and ran his hand down the side of my
neck. 


I still got chills whenever he touched me. Even though I was
mad at him, that feeling hadn't just disappeared overnight. I still wanted him
just as much as I always did. Probably even more since I hadn't been able to
have him in so long.


"Rules are meant to be broken." His breath was hot
against my neck as he began to massage my shoulders.


Fuck that feels good. 


"And I know breaking rules turns you on. You're probably
dripping wet right now, just thinking about it aren't you?"


"Stop." I shifted forward on the chair, letting his
hands fall from my shoulders. "You're going to make me spill my
coffee." 


"Penny, I'm caving." He walked around me and leaned
against the front of his desk. "I need you. I can't even function anymore.
I'm horny as hell."


"Sure you are." He had sex this weekend with some
hooker. And he had probably screwed Isabella and Rachel too. Asshole.


He lowered his eyebrows. "What, do you want me to beg
you? I'll beg if you want, baby." He kneeled in front of me and ran his
hands up my thighs. "I need you. Now."


I took a huge sip of coffee instead of answering him. Why was
he trying to have sex with me right now? He should have been apologizing. And
groveling. He was acting like nothing had happened.


"How was your weekend, James?"


"I missed you."


I pressed my thighs together to stop his hands from traveling
any farther. "Tell me about your bachelor party."


He sighed and sat down in the chair beside mine. "It was
okay."


"Just okay?"


He ran his hand through his hair. "I think Rob and Matt
probably enjoyed it the most. I really just hung out with Mason by the
pool."


"Nothing super eventful that you want to tell me
about?"


"No, it was just relaxing."


Fuck you. "Nothing you want to talk to me
about?"


"Um...no? How was your weekend? Did you have fun without
me?"


"Not really, no."


He lowered his eyebrows. "Is everything okay,
baby?"


I was getting exasperated. I didn't want to run around in
circles. "No, it's not. I had a really shitty weekend actually. I tried to
call you a million times, James."


"I didn't have my phone. What did you expect me to
do?" He gave me a playful smile.


"To figure out a way to call me back."


"I did. And you didn't pick up."


"Yeah, because I was sleeping. I tried to call you back
and they asked for a password. When I didn't know it, they hung up and then
none of my other calls went through. Where the hell were you?"


"I told you. It was called the Blue Parrot Resort. It's
in Costa Rica. I heard you had a bachelorette party. How'd that go?"


I tried to swallow down the lump in my throat. Is that why he
did what he did? Because he thought I was doing the same? I didn't fuck a
random stranger. What the hell was wrong with him? Before I could answer him,
his phone started ringing.


"Sorry, I need to take this. I missed all my calls this
weekend and I don't want to get any further behind. Hold on a sec." He put
his hand on my knee, leaned over his desk, and grabbed his work phone.
"Hunter." 


He kept his hand on my knee as if he was worried I would
flee. He was probably right. I didn't think this was how our conversation would
go. I thought he'd tell me what happened right away and say how sorry he was.
Instead, he was acting like nothing had happened.


"I asked you not to..." his voice trailed off and
he shoved his free hand into his pocket. "Really?" He looked down at
me. "I mean...I doubt it will change their minds, but it would be great if
you tried." A smile had spread across his face. "Thanks a lot,
Isabella. Let me know how it goes. Bye."


Isabella? My stomach seemed to churn. "I thought
you asked her not to contact us?" I already knew she wasn't listening to
his request because she had been contacting me via terrible pictures. But I
didn't know she had been contacting him too. I set my coffee down. My hands had
started shaking and I didn't want to spill the coffee all over myself.


James hung up the phone. "Actually, she called me Friday
night before I was kidnapped." He laughed. "And she apologized
again...about how the engagement party went. She said that my parents had
invited her and that it wasn't her idea to ambush me. She really seemed sorry.
She wants me to be happy."


Bullshit. I had noticed his pause after claiming she
had apologized. Was she apologizing for the kiss they shared last week instead?
I took a deep breath. "Okay, but why are you talking to her now?"


"She just told me that she's going to try to talk to my
parents. She wants them to come around."


"And you believe her?"


He shrugged. "I don't know. I want to. My mom loves her.
If anyone can convince my parents to come to the wedding, it's Isabella."


"Is that it?"


"What do you mean?"


"Is that the only reason you're talking to her? Because
she's claiming she's going to help you?"


"Of course."


"Do you still have feelings for her?"


He laughed. "No. Penny," he grabbed my hand and sat
down next to me again. "If you're worried about me getting cold
feet...it's not going to happen. I love you and only you. You have nothing to
worry about."


Stop lying. "I don't want you to talk to her
anymore."


"Isabella?"


"Yes, your ex wife. She's...toxic."


"She's actually been really nice recently."


To you maybe. Was that her plan? To torture me and
weasel her way back into James' heart? She was an evil genius, because I was
falling apart and he was calling her nice. "Did you always plan on moving
back here?"


"What?"


"Ian said that you paid him a year's salary so he
wouldn't have to work for Isabella when you moved to Delaware. He said you were
coming back in a year. You never told me that."


"I thought I'd come back, yeah. I just needed a break
from this lifestyle. When I left New York, I never imagined I'd meet someone
like you."


"But you did meet me. And you never told me about your
master plan."


"It wasn't a master plan. The date wasn't set in stone.
It was tentative. My life was a mess. I couldn't plan that far ahead. I was
still figuring out what I wanted."


"Because of Isabella. And now what? You want to be
friends with her?"


"It wasn't because of Isabella. Our marriage had never
been good. I knew she had been cheating on me for months before I caught her in
the act. I was a mess because I had my own issues to work out. I needed to find
a purpose, something to live for."


"But you loved her. It must have torn you apart when you
found out she was cheating. Right? Because it hurts to find out that someone
you trust is fooling around behind your back? Especially when you have to find
out instead of them telling you."


"I never trusted her. And our relationship wasn't built
on love. You know that."


Liar. All those notes he had written to her flashed
through my mind. Just thinking about them made my chest hurt. Can't you see
that you're killing me?


His eyes softened slightly as he watched me slowly fall apart
in front of him. "Penny, what's going on? Are you having second
thoughts?"


"I don't know." I immediately saw the flash of
doubt on his face. It was the same way he had looked at me back when he was a
professor. Like he didn't believe I could possibly love him. He wasn't supposed
to be the one feeling hurt right now. He was the one that cheated on me. If he
was scared of losing me, all he needed to do was apologize.


"Hey." He put his hands on either side of my face.
"Whatever doubts you're having, please just tell me. Whatever you're
worried about, I know we can work it out. I love you with everything that I
am."


He still wanted to be with me? Maybe I was blowing everything
out of proportion. Men did stupid stuff during their bachelor parties all the
time. I had seen movies where guys did way worse than bang a random girl before
committing to someone for the rest of their lives. James wouldn't fool around on
me behind my back when we were married. It was just because it was his last
night as a single man. And he had Rob and Mason egging him on, and who knows
who else. James had told me he never cheated on Isabella. He wouldn't cheat on
me either. He loved me. The way he was looking at me couldn't be faked. I had
to trust him. "You promise?"


"I promise. What's bothering you?"


"I...it's nothing. If you still love me..."


"Penny." He leaned forward and placed a soft kiss
against my lips. "I'll never stop loving you. You are the only thing I'm
ever sure about. It's you and me. It'll always be you and me."


I put my arms around his neck and breathed in his familiar
scent. You and me. I needed to let this go. If he wasn't talking about
it, it was a mistake. It was a one time thing. I bit my lip. That's what he had
said to me when we had crossed the line of being a student and her professor.
It was never a one time thing and it was never going to be. Don't cry, don't
cry.


"So, about me caving..."


"I should probably get back to work." I pulled away
from him and stood up, grabbing my cup of coffee. I wanted to forgive him, but
I needed more time. Right now the coffee in my hands was the only thing keeping
me from being bent over his desk. I gripped the cup even tighter.


"Are we okay?" He look dejected.


"I don't want the other interns to think I don't do any
work."


He nodded, but he still looked upset. "Let's go to
Totonno's Pizzeria for lunch."


"Not today. I wanna bond more with Sierra. She just
moved to New York and I wanted to see how she's adjusting. I was in her place
not too long ago."


It looked like he wanted to say something, but instead he
pressed his lips together. Just say it, James. Tell me what you did. Tell me
that you're sorry. It would be so much easier for me to move past this if
he owned up to his mistakes.


I turned away from him. "I'll see you after work."
He still didn't say anything. I quickly walked out of his office and closed the
door behind me.  









Chapter 25


Monday


"Hey, Rob," I said as soon as he picked up the
phone. I had eaten lunch as quickly as possible with the other marketing
interns. Now I was standing outside the office, hoping I could get some
answers. 


"Hey, sexy, what's up?"


I rolled my eyes, even though he couldn't see me through the
phone. "I was just calling to see if you had fun during James' bachelor
party."


Rob laughed. "That's a ridiculous question. It was
fucking awesome."


"So, what did you guys do?"


"Well, I won over the hottest girl there and Matt acted
like a bitch about it."


I laughed. "Congrats on your conquest. What about James
and Mason?"


"They were super lame. They sat by the pool all
day."


"And what about at night?" 


"Are you trying to find out if we hired strippers, got
him wasted, and then he engaged in tons of unprotected sex with strangers and
now has a baby momma?"


Jesus. "Did you? Did he?"


Rob laughed. "You'll never know. But you know how he
gets when he's off the rocker..."


"Rob." My voice sounded strangled. "Seriously,
did James cheat on me?"


"If he did, it was with Mason."


I sighed. 


Rob laughed. "No, he didn't cheat on you, Penny."


"You're sure?"


"I mean, I didn't watch him every second. But he barely
participated in everything we had planned. The only sex he had was probably
with his hand while he stared at a picture of your beautiful face."


I shook my head. This conversation hadn't made me feel any
better. "Okay, thanks, Rob. I'll see you on Friday."


"Wait. Penny, are you really worried about this?"


"Yes. And I'm pretty sure you wouldn't tell me even if
you did know. So I'm sorry that I called. Please don't tell James. I'm just
freaking out over nothing."


"That's not true. I like you way more than I like James.
I'd tell you anything. I really don't think he did anything stupid this
weekend. Despite all of our best attempts."


I laughed and looked across the street at Central Park. There
was more bothering me than just what did or didn't happen this weekend.
"Do you know if he still has feelings for Rachel?"


"Rachel?"


"The girl he dated in high school?"


"Oh. That Rachel."


How many Rachel's has he dated?


"No, I don't think so. He was pretty torn up when they
called it off, but he was just a kid. Everyone romanticizes their first love.
No one holds onto it, though."


James was my first love. I was holding onto that. This conversation
wasn't calming me down.


"Are you getting cold feet or something?"


I looked down at my feet. "No. I'm worried that he
is."


"He's not. If there's one thing I'm sure about, it's
James' addiction to you. I mean, like, obsession." Rob cleared his throat.
"Sorry, those weren't the best words. What I mean is that he loves
you."


"So, you think that's true too?" Isabella had said
that to me. It was different hearing it from Rob. I believed Rob.


"That he loves you? Yes, he's crazy about you."


"No, that he's addicted to me." 


Rob paused. "You know it's different. You're actually
good for him. Perfect, really. The two of you together just makes sense. He's
good now. He's happy. You did that."


For some reason, hearing that made me feel like I could
breathe again. 


"Trust me, James isn't having cold feet. All he did all
weekend was try to get his phone back so he could call you. By the way, were
you okay? You called him like a million times. You're awful at being
alone."


I am awful at being alone. "Yeah...I just...it
doesn't matter. I really have nothing to worry about?"


"Nothing. Except for me trying to be your last hurrah
before you get married on Saturday. But really you should just be looking
forward to that."


"Rob, I'm not sleeping with you."


"Can't blame a guy for trying."


I laughed. "Thanks for calming me down."


"You know what else is good for calming nerves..."


"I have to get back to work. Thanks, Rob." I hung
up before he could tease me anymore. I felt a million times better after
talking to him than I did after talking to James. But maybe it was because
James really hadn't done anything. Isabella was just fucking with me. 


 


 









Chapter 26


Monday


I walked past Nita's desk and straight toward James' office.
The blinds were still closed from earlier, which usually signified he was in
some kind of meeting, but I didn't care. I knocked on the door and opened it
before James had time to respond. He looked up from his desk. He still looked
as upset as he had when I had left him this morning.


I quickly closed the door and went straight toward him.
"I cave too." I sat down on the edge of his desk. 


"Penny, if there's something bothering you, I think we
should talk about it. Please just talk to me. Tell me what's wrong." He
put his hand on my knee.


"The only thing bothering me right now is that you're
not fucking me." I pulled off my blouse and tossed it at him.


"If you would just tell me what it is..." His words
stopped when I unhooked my bra. I let it slowly slide down my shoulders.


"Is this what you want, Mr. Hunter? To fuck your new
intern?"


His Adam's apple rose and fell.


"Because that's what I want. I have a huge crush on my
boss." I put my high heel on the edge of his chair, right between his
thighs. "I know it's wrong, but I can't stop thinking about you." I
knew he was horny. And I knew he'd love this scenario. Him sitting at his desk
with his glasses on reminded me of being in his class. He had stared at me like
this during his lectures. That thrilling, terrifying feeling that someone might
catch us made me feel alive. This put us right back where we had been at the
University of New Castle. It felt so right.


He stood up and put his hands on either side of me on the
desk. "Everyone's going to know that you're fucking your boss. Everyone's
going to know that you're mine."


"If that's what you want, you better make me
scream." I grabbed his tie and pulled his face to mine.


His tongue invaded my mouth, claiming what was already his. I
began unbuttoning his shirt, trailing my fingers down his pecks and six pack.
God I missed him. And I missed bending the rules, or breaking them completely.
It made me want him even more. This dynamic never felt wrong. I was never not
enough for him like this. I was his escape and he was mine.


I pulled back. "Just this once, Mr. Hunter." I was
panting. I couldn't even remember the last time I had been this turned on. It
was the same reaction that I had when he said it was going to be a one time
thing when he was my professor. It just made me want him even more.


"Just this once?" He raised his left eyebrow.
"I better make it memorable, Miss Taylor." He pulled my ass to the
edge of his desk and ran his fingers up the insides of my thighs. "You'll
never be able to forget me. You'll never be able to scream another man's name."


I whimpered at his words. My whimpers quickly turned into
moans as he pushed my thong to the side and slid a finger inside of me. 


"Fuck you're so wet." His voice was deep and
alluring. I could hear how much he missed me in his words. I was the one he
needed. Not Isabella or Rachel or some random girl. He wanted me.


I bit his lower lip and grabbed his belt. "We can skip
the foreplay." I unhinged his belt and undid his pants. "I need you.
Now. Before we get caught."


He bunched my skirt up around my waist and quickly pulled my thong
down my legs. His hands moved back to my ass and he thrust himself deep inside
of me.


Oh God.


The groan that escaped his throat sounded more like a growl
than anything.


I grabbed his tie again so that his mouth would be back on
mine. His fingers dug into my skin as his length moved in and out of me. 


It felt like forever since I had felt like this. I had missed
this feeling, being so full and so loved at the same time. And all I needed was
more. "Harder, James." 


"Baby, you have no idea how much I missed you." He
thrust forwards, and pushed my back flat against his desk. I heard something
crash to the floor and the sound of glass shattering. 


"What was... "


He put his lips around one of my nipples and sucked hard.


"Oh God, James."


He sucked on my nipple even harder and hooked his arm under
one of my thighs. The position allowed him to thrust even deeper inside of me. 


Yes!


He moved his hips faster and faster, building that warm
feeling deep in my stomach. Making love to James was sometimes all I wanted.
But this raw intensity was what I really needed. I craved this more than
anything else. I loved how rough he was. And how he knew how to manipulate my
body into putty in his hands. I was always at his mercy. He tilted his hips,
hitting the spot that always pushed me over the edge.


My fingers dug into his shoulders. 


Him groaning against my nipple sent shivers through my whole
body. I couldn't hold on much longer. The reminder of how I could make him feel
was almost even better than the friction of him inside of me.


"Come for me, Penny."


"Not yet." I clenched my teeth together. I didn't
want this to end yet. "Don't stop. Please, not yet."


"Don't worry, we're only just getting started. Come,
baby." He lightly bit down on my nipple and tugged.


The sensation seemed to have a direct line to my groin. I
felt myself starting to clench around him.


His grip on my thigh tightened as he continued to move his
length in and out of me, faster and faster. "Now, Penny." 


My back arched and all my worries began to float away,
replaced by pure bliss. "James!" Yes! I reached out for him.
He grabbed my arm and pulled me back to a seated position as his lips smashed
against mine. There was an urgency to the way he kissed me, a hunger. And I
wanted to satiate that need. He continued to thrust in and out of me, riding
out my orgasm.


I fisted my fingers in his hair to pull his lips away from
mine. "Do whatever you want to me."


His dick swelled inside of me.


"Whatever you were dreaming about when we were a part. I
want it too."


His desk phone started ringing. James pulled out of me,
picked up the phone and yanked hard, ripping the cord out along with the phone.
It immediately stopped ringing. "Give me your hands."


I put my hands out in front of me and watch him wrap the
phone cord around my wrists, tightening it so that it only just dug into my
skin. I looked up at him. "You dreamed of tying me up?"


"I dreamed of having you in every way possible." He
grabbed my ass and lifted my legs around his waist. "But my fiancée is
incredibly horny. And I know you. You're in the mood for more than just making
love." He walked us around to the other side of the desk, set me down on
the edge, and put his lips to my ear. His warm breath made my skin tingle.
"You want it rough and dirty, and I'm going to give you exactly what you
want. Close your eyes, baby."


His words immediately heated me up again. I closed my eyes
and felt something silky drape across my eyes. It must have been his tie, even
though I hadn't seen him take it off. He tied it behind my head and he cupped
my chin in his hand. His thumb ran across my bottom lip. "Do you want to
play a game?"


I felt empty without him inside of me and vulnerable without
my sight. My thighs instinctively moved together, but he was standing between
them. I felt his warm skin against mine, which sent goose bumps down my legs. I
had said whatever he wanted, and now my heart was beating out of my chest. But
it was more from anticipation than fear. "Anything you want." 


He placed a soft kiss against my lips and put his hand
between my breasts. "Lay down," he said and lightly pushed between my
breasts until my back was pressed against his desk again. I felt his hands on
my hips, slowly removing my skirt, leaving me completely naked. I heard him
walk around to the other side of his desk. He grabbed my hands and pulled them
above my head. When he released me a moment later, I couldn't move my arms.


He leaned down and kissed the crook of my neck. "Stay
there." I heard his footsteps leave the desk.


"Where are you going?"


"I'll be right back. Stay still."


I tried to move my arms again, but couldn't. "Don't you
dare leave me like this, James." But the door had already closed.


Shit. This was why people didn't have office sex. I
still couldn't move my arms. What was I attached to? I put my heels on the edge
of the desk and pushed back until I could move my arms slightly. I ran my
fingers along the phone cord until I felt the knob to his desk drawer. The knot
was insanely tight. My fingers fumbled as I tried to untie it.


A knock on the door made me jump. Fuck!


"Now that's a sight to see," James said.


"James, what the hell?" I pulled on the phone cord
and made the drawer open and slam shut. "Anyone could have walked
in."


"The door is locked. I never even left." His voice
was getting closer. "I just wanted to see what you did when you thought I
wasn't watching." I felt the tip of his cock press against my lips.
"And you're terrible at following directions." He put his erect cock
into my mouth. "I asked you to stay still."


I couldn't say anything with his dick pressed to the back of
my throat.


"Here's how this is going to work." He slowly moved
his length in and out of my mouth. He tasted like sex and that unique taste
that was all his own. 


I tightened my lips around him.


"Fuck." He pulled out of me. "Now, you're
going to stay still." He ran his finger down the center of my stomach.
"This sexy line right here that runs right into your belly button is one
of my favorite parts about you." 


I felt something hot spread onto my stomach. I immediately
tried to sit up.


"Stop." He grabbed my thighs to prevent me from
moving. His warm tongue danced along my stomach and down, stopping right above
my clit. "The thing is, I love foreplay. I love seeing you squirm. I love
when you beg me."


He poured more of the hot liquid onto my stomach. This time,
I stayed still. It wasn't burning me; it was warm, almost pleasant.


"Each time you move, I'm going to have to stop whatever
I'm doing to lap up the coffee before it spills on my desk."


Coffee? This was going to make such a mess. I didn't want to
picture Nita's face when James asked her to clean this up. "What are you
going to be doing to me?"


"Teasing you until you follow the rules."


"James, don't you have a lot of work to catch up on? And
someone might stop by to talk to..."


He pressed a finger down hard on my clit.


God. My back immediately arched.


His finger moved away as quickly as it had come and I felt
his tongue slide down my stomach. "You're so bad at this."


"James."


"Penny." He poured more coffee on my stomach. I
felt it flow downward and pool in my belly button. "How about you tell me
why you were upset earlier." He kissed the side of my neck.


I kept my mouth shut.


He ran his fingers up the insides of my thighs and lightly
nipped the top of my thigh, right beneath where I wanted him most.


I moaned softly.


"Tell me." He kissed the same spot and his hot
breath lingered between my thighs.


I needed him. "You kissed Isabella."


His hands fell from my thighs. "What?" The
seduction from his voice was gone. 


I didn't want to tell him about how Isabella had tricked me.
Not when I couldn't see his reaction. Not when I was tied to his desk with no
clothes on. "I saw you," I lied. "Last week when she came here
to talk to you and you ditched me for lunch." I pulled on the phone cord
and made the drawer slam shut again. "I saw you kiss her."


"Jesus, Penny, why didn't you say something sooner? I
didn't fucking kiss Isabella."


He was awfully defensive. The anger in his voice was
palpable. "I saw you." I bit my lip. It wasn't really a lie. I had a
photograph proving it. I tried to move again, but the phone cord dug into my
wrists.


"Stop." He grabbed my arms to make me stop moving.
With his other hand, he ran his thumb along my bottom lip again to keep me from
biting it. "Then you only saw it for less than a second. Because she tried
to kiss me, but I shoved her off immediately. I thought she was hugging me
goodbye."


"Why didn't you tell me?"


"Because there was nothing to tell. Isabella means
nothing to me. I wasn't going to upset you for no reason."


"For no reason? Your ex wife kissed you and now you've
been exchanging phone calls. You said she was being nice. What was I supposed
to think?" And she's been harassing me.


"That I would never cheat on you."


I pressed my lips together. I immediately felt more liquid
being poured onto my stomach. "James, I don't want to play this game
anymore. Untie me."


"You don't trust me." He didn't ask it, he said it
as a statement.


I wasn't sure if I did or didn't. I wanted to. Rob had made it
seem like he hadn't cheated on me during his bachelor party. And James had just
proved my suspicion that the kiss with Isabella wasn't what it seemed.
Everything that Isabella had sent me was complete bullshit. "I do trust
you."


"You don't. How do you not know how I feel about you
after all this time? After everything we've been through?"


"I'm sorry. I do trust you."


"You trust me with your body." He ran his hand down
the side of my waist and over my hip. "You're so beautiful." His
voice sounded sad.


"James, I trust you."


"Not entirely."


"I do."


"Then prove it."


"What?"


He sunk his finger deep inside of me.


Fuck. I was just about to arch my back, but he grabbed
my breast hard and held me down against the desk.


"Stop moving." His voice was forceful. He slid
another finger inside of me, stretching me wide, and squeezing my breast even
harder.


My body squirmed and his fingers immediately slid out of me.
His tongue lapped up the coffee. He left a trail of kisses down my stomach and
poured more coffee.


I felt his breath between my thighs again. 


"If I wanted to be with someone else, I wouldn't have
proposed to you." He thrust his tongue deep inside of me.


Oh my God. I could feel his anger with each ferocious
stroke. He was devouring me. I knew he was punishing me, but it felt so
amazing. His tongue was even warmer than usual because of the hot coffee. It
felt unbelievable. I moved my heels to the edge of the desk so that I could get
some leverage to match his strokes, but his tongue stopped and the warmth was gone.
"James." I wanted to grab the back of his head and hold him in place.
I pulled against my restraints again.


"Stop moving." He lapped up the coffee, his tongue
somehow even arousing me when it wasn't deep inside my pussy.


"James, this isn't proving..."


He grabbed my hips and flipped my body so that my stomach was
pressed against his desk. My feet barely touched the ground. I could feel
papers sticking to my stomach. He slapped my ass hard. "Why aren't you
listening to me?"


I liked the sting of his palm. And he knew it.


He slapped me again. "Why don't you trust me?"


"You proposed when we were still in Delaware. You could
have changed your mind. It's been two and a half years."


He slapped my ass again.


Fuck. 


He slapped me again in the same spot and then gently massaged
my ass cheek. "And all I've done is love you."


He was right. Each and every day, he always told me and
showed me just how much he cared. I didn't doubt his love. I was an idiot for
thinking those pictures were real. "James..."


He slapped my ass again and slid his fingers back inside of
my wetness. Not slow and loving, but fast and rough. He was fucking me hard
with his fingers and I couldn't focus on what he just said like this. I gripped
the edge of the desk with my hands as he picked up his rhythm. I needed more.
As if answering my unspoken thoughts, he ran his thumb against my clit. I moved
my hips back into him.


His response was a hard slap against my ass. "You're
getting cold feet."


I clenched around his fingers, feeling them even more intensely.
"I'm not."


His fingers moved even faster. "Don't you dare
come."


"James..."


He slapped me again. "Not until I tell you to." His
thumb began to massage my clit in rhythm with his fingers fucking me
relentlessly. 


"I can't." I gripped his desk even tighter.


He slapped my ass again. "Why don't you trust me?!"


"Because you're too good for me!" I was surprised
by my own honesty. But that was it. All of it stemmed from my own insecurities.
Why on earth was he marrying me? 


"You have no idea how you make me feel." He removed
his fingers and slammed his cock deep inside of me.


I moaned way louder than I meant to. He felt so good inside
of me.


"You have no idea how much I need you." He thrust
faster, pressing my hips against the edge of his desk. "How much I crave
you when we aren't together." He pulled my hair so that I was arching my
back.


The phone cord dug into my wrists, but I barely noticed. It
was like he was fucking me back in his office at the University of New Castle,
savoring how he felt inside of me, enjoying it more than he knew he would. Each
thrust made me climb higher and higher as his hips slammed into my sore ass
cheeks.


"How much I love you." His pace was relentless. 


"I love you too." Tears starting biting at my eyes.
It was too intense.


He tilted his hips ever so slightly, hitting that spot of my
anatomy that made me lose control. "Then come for me."


As soon as I clenched around him, he exploded inside of me.
The familiar warmth spread up into my stomach, more forcefully than it ever
had. I came hard as he continued to thrust in and out of me. 


His groan of satisfaction made me feel more secure than I had
in days. And he was suddenly being slow and gentle with his strokes. As if he
needed me to know that it was more than just fucking to him. But I knew that. I
had just gotten in my own head. He loved me just as much as I loved him.


He groaned again before pulling out of me. 


I sighed and let my body relax against his desk. I had missed
this feeling.


His fingertips trailed up over my ass, back, and neck until
they slowly began to untie the silky tie from around my eyes.


"You're the one that's too good for me. I know you don't
believe me, because you're too stubborn to listen to my reasons."


I couldn't help the smile that spread over my face. This
wasn't the first time I had told him he was out of my league. No matter what he
said, I didn't understand. Because he was James Hunter. It would never make
sense to me. He had chosen me for some reason. I was the luckiest girl in the
world. I was always just worried the luck would eventually wear off.


"We were never going to be just a one time thing,
baby." He kissed the side of my jaw. "We never could be. I can't even
role-play that scenario anymore...Miss Taylor." 


The tie fell from my face and I opened my eyes. James was
kneeling in front of me smiling. He was staring at me intently.


"Soon to be Mrs. Hunter, I hope?"


"Yes. I'm sorry. I just missed you and..."


He silenced me with a gentle kiss. "It's okay. But don't
be afraid to talk to me about how you're feeling. You need to trust me."
He ran the tip of his nose down the length of mine. "I would never cheat
on you. You mean the world to me. All I need is you."


"I do trust you." I felt so foolish. I looked down
at my hands and then back up at him. "Are you going to untie me?"


"I think I'd rather work like this." He sat down in
his chair with a smirk on his face.


I laughed. 


He buttoned up his shirt and put his tie back around his
neck.


"Really, I need to get back to work." I lifted my
wrists as much as I could.


He looked down at his watch. "You probably should get
back. I actually have a lot of work I need to get through." He rolled his
chair forward and slowly untied the phone cord from my wrists. As soon as my
hands were free he kissed the inside of each of my wrists. They were red from
me pulling on the cord so much. He glanced back up at me.


"It's okay. I liked it."


He ran his thumbs along the insides of my wrists.
"You're definitely everything I need."


I pushed myself up and leaned forward to kiss him. He grabbed
my ass and pulled me against him, kissing me hard before setting me back down
on my feet. When he pulled back he had that boyish grin that I loved so much. I
took a deep breath. We were good. 


"Let's find your clothes," he said with a wink. His
hands fell from me as he leaned down to grab my bra.


There was a paper stuck to my sticky stomach. I peeled it
off, but before I could look at it, James grabbed it. He crumpled it up and
threw it in the trash.


"What was that?" I asked as I put my bra back on. 


"I got distracted this morning. I keep rewriting my vows
to you."


My eyes darted back to his face. "James, I thought we
agreed to just repeat the words that the minister says. You know I hate public
speaking."


He smiled and handed me my shirt. "Baby, you're great at
public speaking. You would have gotten an A in my class if you hadn't started
sleeping with me. Or if we hadn't gotten caught."


I laughed and pulled my shirt on over my head. It stuck
awkwardly to my stomach even when I tried to smooth it into place. I needed to
go to the bathroom to wipe some of the stickiness from the coffee off of me.
"We didn't really get caught."


"I know." He grabbed my waist and pulled me back
against his chest. "My horrible ex wife, who I have absolutely no feelings
for whatsoever, who I definitely don't want to kiss, gave us away."


I straightened his tie for him. "Who I want you to stop
talking to."


"Okay. Done."


"Yeah?"


"All my friends say I'm whipped anyway. Might as well
prove them right."


I lightly pushed his shoulder. "I'm not trying to boss
you around."


"I know." He ran his fingers through my hair.
"I just want you to be happy. I think Isabella was serious about getting
my parents to come around or I would have hung up on her. I know you still want
that."


I shook my head back and forth.


"You really don't want them to come?"


"No. I was the one that uninvited them, remember?"


He raised his left eyebrow.


"Fine. I'd still like them to accept me," I said.
"Even though they're horrible. Maybe. But I don't want them to be forced
into it by Isabella. I don't want her help with anything."


"Fair enough. No more Isabella. She is officially out of
our lives."


I breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank you."


"And that's why you talk to me when you're upset. So I
can fix it. Now where did your underwear go?"


I laughed and grabbed my thong off the ground. 


James' eyes wandered up my legs as I pulled my thong and
skirt back on. 


"So much for waiting until our wedding night," I
said. 


"Insatiable as ever."


"You turned it into a game. You know how competitive I
am."


He laughed. "That's not why you caved, though. You caved
because you needed me. Just as much as I always need you. That's why we're
getting married. There was no reason to hold off on having sex until our
wedding night. We already know where we both stand." He tossed the phone
at me. "Tell Nita to get me a new phone."


"No way. I'm not doing that." I threw it back at
him. "I'm not her boss. And I don't want to have to explain what happened
to it."


"So you want me to explain what happened?"


"Don't you dare. Just tell her it fell off your desk.
And please don't make her clean up this mess." I walked to the other side
of the desk and picked up a frame that had fallen. The glass was shattered. It
was a picture of James and I at the beach. He had this habit of staring at me
instead of the camera whenever someone was taking a picture of us. This one
wasn't any different. I was smiling and he was looking at me with the most
loving expression on his face. Like I was the only thing he saw. "I love
this picture."


"We'll have a better one soon." He grabbed the
broken frame from me and pulled out the picture. "Of when we share our
first kiss as husband and wife. That's the one I'll want on my desk." He
handed me the photo and tossed the frame in the trash. "Now that the other
marketing interns know we're together you can have a picture of me. I'll get
you a new frame."


I smiled back up at him. I had no idea why I had ever doubted
him. 


"And don't worry about what Nita thinks. She is very
aware of the fact that your afternoon lunch visits the past few years sometimes
resulted in sex because I always asked her not to disturb us and winked at
her."


"No you didn't..." I stopped when I saw the playful
expression on his face. "James! You didn't really, did you?"


"You'll never know. And besides, everyone who walked by
my office recently knows we just had sex. You were pretty loud."


"I was not."


He shrugged his shoulders. "I guess we'll see."


My face turned red. "I wasn't loud."


"You should probably get back to work, Miss Taylor. I
have a ton of work I need to get done this week so I can marry you." He
sat back down at his desk.


"I love you."


He smiled at me. "I love you so much."


I walked out of his office with a huge smile on my face. It
felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders.


Sierra cleared her throat when I sat down at my desk and
leaned toward me. "Your hair is a little messed up," she whispered
and touched the side of her head.


"Oh, thanks." I ran my fingers through my hair.


"Was it super windy outside or something?" she
asked.


I had told them all that I was going to make a quick phone
call after lunch.


"Yeah, the wind has really picked up." Please
stop talking about this.


"Weird. I always check the weather forecast, and I
didn't think there was a storm coming. I should have worn a jacket."


"Sometimes they just sneak up on you." My eyes were
glued to my computer screen.


"You just had sex, didn't you?" Tavon asked.


"What? Psh. No."


Tavon laughed. "You just fucked James in his
office."


"I did not." I ran my fingers through my hair
again. I could feel Zach staring at me. He was clearly judging my relationship.



"Then why are you blushing?" Tavon said.


"I'm not. It's just hot in here."


"And the sex hair?"


"The wind."


Zach laughed. 


I looked up, surprised that he was laughing.


"Make up sex is always the best," he said.
"Just makes you want to keep coming back for more."


I rolled my eyes.


"Did you really just have sex in his office?"
Sierra asked.


I sighed. They had caught me red handed. "Fine, you caught
me."


"You two don't have much self control," Tavon said.


"It's not like we do it in his office all the time or
anything."


"Office sex seems like so much fun." Sierra
immediately blushed after saying it.


"Maybe I can help you make that fantasy come true?"
Tavon said.


"I don't think so," she said. "I just meant in
theory."


"It's fun in reality too."


Sierra looked back down at her computer screen. "We work
at an open desk pod. We can't have sex here."


"But you want to have sex with me?"


She laughed. "I didn't say that."


"We could do it in the copy room. Or the mail room. The
possibilities are endless really."


Sierra's face turned more and more red each time Tavon spoke.


"So, everything's good in paradise then?" Zach
asked me.


"Really good, yeah."


"Good. You know guys, the bathroom always works
too," he said, joining in Sierra and Tavon's conversation.


I shook my head. I really didn't think there was much of a
chance that Sierra was going to hook up with Tavon.But I never thought that I'd
hook up with my professor. And I never thought Tyler and Melissa would get
together. Sometimes you found love in the most unexpected place.


Tavon stretched. "I could use a bathroom break right
now, actually. If you wait a minute to follow me, no one will suspect
you." He winked at Sierra.


Sierra shook her head back and forth, but I watched her stare
at Tavon as he walked away. I couldn't help but think she was in way over her
head with him.


 


 









Chapter 27


Thursday


I woke up to the sun streaming in through the window. James
was still sleeping peacefully. We had gone to bed after a shared shower, and
his hair was slightly curly in that way I loved. It reminded me of being in the
rain with him.


The past few days had been amazing. I was finally able to
focus on how excited I was about the wedding. I bit my lip. I was incredibly
nervous about the vows. We hadn't talked about it again, but I was pretty sure
he was going to say his own. I needed to come up with something. But no matter
what I wrote down, I felt like it wasn't good enough. Like he was going to be
grading me on my response. I shook the thought away. He wasn't my professor
anymore. 


I wanted to run my fingers down his abs, but I stayed still. I'm
marrying James Hunter. I suddenly felt incredibly giddy. This is really
happening.


My mom was coming tonight for my final fitting. James was
putting my parent's up in a hotel near our new apartment. I wasn't sure why he
always insisted on paying. Probably because I made him feel guilty for not
inviting them to stay with us. I guess it was a little weird that my parents
knew we were sleeping together. James still felt a little uncomfortable with
the dynamic. But now that I was out of school, the age difference mattered even
less. When we became husband and wife everything would be even less awkward.
And my parents both loved James. He just wasn't used to having that in his
life. 


He slowly opened his eyes and smiled. "Were you watching
me sleep again?" He grabbed my waist and pulled me closer to him.


I laughed and rested my head against his chest, breathing in
his heavenly scent. "I can't help it. It's hard not to stare at you."


He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "Two
more days."


Two more days!


*** 


Today was my last day of work before the wedding. And I was
excited to get it over with. I just wanted to be able to focus on the wedding.
Melissa had called me last night and said she'd come to my dress fitting too.
She finally seemed excited about being my maid of honor. Maybe she was just
happy that I was tying the knot so I wouldn't run off with Tyler. I laughed to
myself. I really hoped that Tyler and her made each other happy. I rested my
back against the side of the elevator.


"What are you thinking about?" James asked and
squeezed my hand.


I leaned closer toward him and whispered, "That I'm
excited this is the last time I'll walk into your office as Penny Taylor."


He smiled down at me. "Do you want to go out to dinner
with your parents tonight? I can get us a reservation at that new Thai
restaurant near Kleinfeld's."


"Actually, we're going to be around so many people the
next few days. Could we maybe stay in tonight, just us? Maybe we can rent a
movie or something? I just wanna relax."


He looked even happier than he had a second ago. "That
sounds perfect. I'll let Ellen know we'll be there for dinner."


The elevator doors opened. James kept his fingers intertwined
with mine as we walked off the elevator. He stopped right in front of his
office door. "I have a lunch meeting today that I couldn't get out of. And
I'm slammed with last minute things that need to be finished before I take all
of next week off. But I'll see you back home for dinner." He leaned down
and kissed me.


I didn't care that he was kissing me at work. I was never
going to take another moment with him for granted. When he pulled back, my face
was flushed. 


"Have a good last work day as Miss Taylor." He ran
his thumb over one of my rosy cheeks.


"Have a good last work day as a single man."


He laughed. "Don't worry, my friends aren't going to
kidnap me again. I'll see you tonight, baby." He kissed me once more and
then disappeared into his office.


I felt even giddier than I had back at the apartment. I made
my way through the maze of cubicles toward the marketing interns' desk pod. As
soon as I saw my desk, my smile disappeared. There was a manila envelope
underneath the picture of James and I at the beach. Why couldn't Isabella just
leave us in peace? I lifted up the new frame and grabbed the envelope. 


"Did you see who dropped this off?" I asked Zach.
He was the only one there. I wanted to know who Isabella's minion was. Maybe it
was just Austin. They deserved each other.


"No, no one's been over here. Maybe someone dropped it
off last night?"


"Yeah, maybe." I sat down and looked over my
shoulder to make sure no one was around to see whatever was inside. I pulled
out a new stack of photos. There was a post-it note covering up the first
picture:


 


The truth doesn't seem to bother you. It's your life. I can't
stop you from marrying him. But I can get you to give me what I need.


 


I lifted off the sticky note and swallowed hard. They weren't
pictures of James. This time, they were pictures of me. Fuck. The first
one was of me hugging Tyler outside of Kleinfeld's. Then of him holding my hand
inside that diner. The rest were from my bachelorette party. Me talking to guys
at the bar, touching some random guy's abs, and dancing. There was another
post-it note on top of the last picture:


 


Wire 20 million dollars to my account number below. I'll go
away forever. I'll stop calling James. I'll stop interfering with his parents.
I'll be out of your life forever. And if that isn't enough motivation, I also
won't show the pictures to James. You can finally have the happily ever after
that is your immature vision of reality. You have until the bank closes at 4
o'clock.


 


There were some numbers at the bottom that must have been the
bank account number. I lifted up the last sticky note. The last picture was of
Austin kissing me, right before I shoved him off. I bit my lip. That bitch.
I took a deep breath. All these photos were taken out of context. I could
explain them to James. And it just made me realize even more that the pictures
she had given me of James were only half the truth. 


She was like an evil villain, but she was a bad one. And I
wasn't going to fall for her games anymore. She would never get another dime of
James' money. I pushed the pictures and notes back inside the envelope and
tossed it into the trash. 


I turned around again. It felt like someone was watching me.
I guess someone was. Or else these pictures wouldn't exist. Neither would the
ones of James. I had been so happy a second ago, and now I felt like I was on
edge.


"So, are you going through with it?" Zach asked.


"What?"


"Marrying your abusive boyfriend?"


"He's not. And you're awfully judgmental. You don't know
me or him."


"We're all trying to get to know you."


"Fine. You want to know what I'm going through? His ex
wife hit me. That's why I had a bruise on my face. And she's been harassing me.
And threatening me. She's doing everything she can to make me call off the
wedding. So I don't appreciate you hounding me on this. I don't need anyone
else against me. It's exhausting."


"I just meant like, where did you grow up?"


I laughed. God, I'm such a mess. I took a deep breath
and turned my computer on. "I grew up in Wilmington." 


"Isn't that where Fight Club was filmed? What an
interesting coincidence. So, did you at least hit her back?"


I looked back up at him. "No."


"You should fight back, Fight Club."


"I have no intention of joining the dark side."


"I'm just saying...it's easier to fight fire with
fire."


I shrugged my shoulders. "I just want her to
disappear."


"I never said to kill her."


I laughed again. "That's not what I meant."


"I don't know. Rich people make people disappear all the
time."


"I'm not rich," I said.


"You're about to be."


I shook my head. "You're ridiculous. Don't you need to
go catch up with the tech department in the bathroom?"


"Maybe you should join us. You need to relax. So what if
Hunter has a psycho ex? You won. He's marrying you."


"Thanks. But I'm going to pass on your enticing
offer." 


"I want in on whatever you two are talking about,"
Tavon said and plopped into his seat.


"We were just talking about how Zach gets high in the
bathroom," I said.


"Shit, you told her about that? What the hell is wrong
with you? She's sleeping with the boss, man."


I laughed.


"What, did you already tell him?" Tavon asked.


"I guess you'll never know." I hadn't yet, but I
would eventually. I was pretty sure that James started his first tech company
as a way to distract himself from his drug problem. And he spent most of his
twenties getting over that time in his life. He wouldn't be happy to know that
his employees were lighting up in the bathroom. It wasn't a conversation I
wanted to have with him two days before our wedding.


"You deserve to be fired, Tavon," Sierra said and
sat down at her desk. "I'll tell Mr. Hunter myself."


"Oh, come on," Tavon said. "You knew what
saying yes to a date with me would mean."


Sierra's face turned red. "I did not know. Where I'm
from, people don't sleep with each other on the first date. You're disgusting.
Tell him, Penny."


"I..." my voice trailed off. I had slept with James
before we had even officially had a date. And he was my professor. I wasn't the
one to lecture Tavon for being forward. "I mean, you have to read the
situation."


Zach laughed. 


"Oh my God," Sierra said. "Did you sleep with
James on your first date?"


"Um, kind of?"


"Okay," Tavon said. "Tell us the whole story.


***


The rest of the morning I spent laughing and bonding with the
other marketing interns. They were all really nice. Extremely nosey, but nice.
And I didn't blame them. I kind of did have the inside scoop on their boss. 


Before lunch, Andy stopped by with an ad idea he wanted us to
go over. They were teaming up with Mason and Bee's advertising agency for it,
and it was fun going through the idea knowing that we'd be handing it over to
Bee afterwards. Although, I'd be on my honeymoon when it was passed onto them.
The afternoon flew by as well.


I was just about to shut down my computer so that I'd be in
time for my dress fitting, when I got an email alert. I clicked on the box that
had popped up:


 


You only have half an hour until I give James the pictures.


 


I deleted the email and shut off the computer. My heart was
racing even though I knew the threat was empty. The pictures didn't matter. I
didn't even talk to James about the pictures Isabella had sent me of him, and
we were fine. It was just creepy that she knew my email.


"See you in a few weeks, guys." I stood up and
grabbed my purse.


"I still can't believe you didn't invite us to your
wedding," Tavon said and put his hands behind his head.


"I didn't know you when I sent out the invites. And we
already gave them a headcount. I'm really sorry."


Tavon sighed. "It's fine. Want to go out with me on
Saturday?" he asked Sierra.


"I don't think so." She turned to Zach. "Would
you like to hang out Saturday night?"


Zach smiled. "I'd love to."


"Asshole," Tavon said. "I called dibs."


Zach shrugged. "Our bromance isn't strong enough to
honor your dibs. Besides, Sierra clearly doesn't like you."


"She's just playing hard to get."


Sierra laughed. "No, I'm not. Congrats, Penny. And I
hope your dress fitting goes well."


"Good luck," Zach said with a smile. I was glad
that he had finally let go of his theory that James was abusive.


"Break a leg." Tavon laughed. "Just kidding. I
don't know what to say. You're too young to get married?"


"Thanks for the support, Tavon."


"Don't listen to him. He's just jealous that you found
your person. And he can't even get a date," Sierra said.


"Bye, guys," I said with a laugh. "Take care
of James' company while we're gone." I felt a little guilty walking away
from them. If I hadn't been such a mess when I first started the internship, I
would have bonded with them sooner and could have given our wedding planner an
updated headcount. I tried not to think about it as I made my way toward James'
office. I wanted to say hi before I went to my fitting.


Right before I grabbed the handle my phone buzzed. I pulled
it out of my purse and looked down at the text I had just received:


"If you go to James I'll leak all the photos."


Jesus. How did she have my phone number? This was
crazy. I needed to tell James right now. He'd know how to handle her. I didn't
want to deal with this alone anymore.


I reached for the handle again as another text came through.
This one was a picture. But it wasn't one of the ones she had sent me this
morning. It was of James and I having sex. On his desk in his office. Holy
shit. Another one came through. And then another. And another.


I put my face in my hand. What was wrong with me? Obviously
she had planted a camera in there if she had gotten that picture of her kissing
James last week. I was such an idiot. I didn't think at all. My phone buzzed
again, but this time there was a message:


"You thought I was talking about the other photos from
this morning? Aw, Penny. You underestimate me. These photos will be leaked to
every sleazy tabloid if I don't see the money in my account in 20 minutes. And
don't you dare run to James. If you do, I'll leak the photos. If you call the
cops, I'll leak the photos. We're ending this right here, right now. And
there's more pictures where that came from. You're quite flexible."


You sick fuck. This wasn't just some petty game. She'd
ruin James' reputation. My hands were shaking. James was the C.E.O. of a huge
company, he was well respected, he was a freaking philanthropist. He was a good
person. These pictures would make it seem like he didn't have control. I
stepped away from James' office and looked back toward the cubicles. I had
tossed out the envelope that had Isabella's account information in it, but I
could dig it out of the trash. Would she really leak the photos if I went to
James? I had already tarnished his reputation once. I didn't want that to be on
my hands again.


My phone buzzed again.


"Step away from his office. Here's my account number
again. You're running out of time." The account number was written at the
bottom of the text.


I turned around. How is she watching me? I could feel tears
begin to well in my eyes. I couldn't risk it. James could lose everything. 20
million dollars wasn't that much to him. And maybe we could get it back later.
She didn't say I couldn't tell him afterwards. I didn't have time to think
right now. I was running out of time. 


I ran toward the elevator and called Ian.


He picked up on the second ring. "Hey, Penny. I'm
waiting outside to take you to Kleinfeld's."


I stepped onto the elevator and pressed the button to close
the doors. "No. Ian I need you to drive me to the bank."


"Okay, which bank?"


Shit. I knew James had set me up with my own account
when we moved to New York despite my protests. I had never accessed it before.
Every now and then I used the credit card he gave me to buy expensive dresses
for functions I went to with him. But I had no idea how much was in the
account. Hopefully it would be enough. What bank was it? "Just the
normal one."


"United Bank? The one that James uses?"


"Yes." I tried to hide my sigh of relief.
"Yup, the normal one."


Ian laughed. "You got it."


I hung up the phone when he came into view. He was parked
right outside the office building and the door was already open for me.
"How long will it take to get there?"


"It's just down the street."


"Thank God."


He gave me a funny look, but closed the door. 


As soon as the car was moving, I felt even more nervous. Was
I doing the right thing? James wouldn't want those photos all over the
internet. I didn't have a choice. We pulled up outside of a building that said
United Bank. "Thanks, Ian," I said and got out the second the car
stopped. I ran up the steps and into the bank. It was insanely fancy inside. It
looked more like a hotel than a bank. There was no line, so I walked directly
up to the teller. "Hi, I need to transfer some money."


She stared at me for a second. "Yes, Miss..."


"Taylor. Penny Taylor. I have an account here, but I
don't know the account number off the top of my head." Or at all. I
hope this is the right bank. I had a couple thousand dollars in my own bank
account. That wasn't going to appease Isabella.


"Okay, hold on one second. Penny Taylor..." She
stared at her computer screen as she spoke. "And you're looking to
transfer money?"


"Yes, just to a different account."


"How much are you looking to transfer?"


"20 million." I had lowered my voice slightly. She
was going to think I was crazy.


The woman's fingers stopped and she looked up at me.
"Let me just get a manager for you to sit down with. Excuse me."


"I'm in a bit of a hurry."


"Okay, Miss Taylor. Just let me go get him." She
disappeared through a door.


I pulled out my phone. I only had twelve minutes. It felt
like I was having a heart attack. I put my hand on my chest.


"The manager will be right out," the teller said as
she came back up to the counter. "If you don't mind taking a seat."
She gestured toward a group of plush chairs. This was taking too long. I sat
down and tapped my foot nervously. A few minutes later a man emerged from the back.


"Hello, Miss Taylor. You must be James' fiancée."
He put his hand out toward me. "I'm Ed and I'll be helping you out
today."


I immediately stood up and shook his hand. "Yes, hi,
it's nice to meet you. I'm kind of in a rush. I need to get this done before
the wedding."


"Of course. Right this way." He took me to his
office and sat down behind his desk. "So, James added you to several of
his bank accounts when he updated his will a couple of years ago, in addition
to the one that is just under your name."


"Mhm." I sat down across from him. I had no idea
that James had done that. He trusted me with his money. And I was here giving
it away to Isabella. My stomach seemed to flip over. Was I doing the right
thing?


"And you understand that all of your joint assets are
not liquid. You don't have 20 million dollars sitting in the bank. A lot of
your money is currently tied up in investments. Properties, stocks..."


"Yes, of course." I hadn't even thought about that.
No one had 20 million dollars just sitting in the bank. That wasn't financially
responsible. "Is there any way to liquidate some of those assets?"


Ed scratched the back of his neck. He was starting to look
uncomfortable. "Are you sure you want to do that?"


No. "Yes."


"James' portfolio is very diverse, but if you're looking
for liquid assets immediately, the best way is probably through stocks. I'd
advise you to call James' broker to get his take on what stocks are best to
sell at the moment. How about you come back tomorrow? The stock market closes
in several minutes as well as this bank and..."


"Could you just do it for me? Just take your best guess
on which to sell?"


"Miss Taylor, I'm not a financial advisor. I'm just the
manager of the bank. And I don't have access to your stocks."


My phone buzzed and I looked down at the text that had just
come through:


"James' broker's name is Bill O'Neill. I'm sure you have
been added to that account as well. You have ten minutes, Penny."


My hands started shaking again. I looked over my shoulder.
How did she know everything I was doing?


"Miss Taylor, if you'd like to call James to
discuss..."


"No, that's okay. Do you have Bill O'Neill's phone
number so I can call him real quick?"


"Of course." Ed stared at his computer for a second
and then typed a number into his desk phone and handed it to me.


"Hey, Ed!" Bill O'Neill said when he picked up the
phone. "Did you catch the game..."


"Hi, Bill. This is actually Penny Taylor, James Hunter's
fiancée."


"Oh, hi, Miss Taylor. I've heard so much about you. Did
you catch the Mets game last night?"


"No. Actually, I'm kind of in a rush, Bill. I need to
liquidate some of my stocks."


Bill cleared his throat. "Let me get James on the other
line."


"No! I mean, he wanted me to handle it." I dropped
my voice slightly. "I need to transfer 20 million dollars for an
investment opportunity that he doesn't want to miss out on."


"Great, great. What company is James investing in
now?"


Um... "Uber." It was the first thing that
popped into my head.


"I thought he already invested in that?"


"Well, just, more, you know. When he sees a good
investment he likes to go hard." Go hard? I was so bad at lying. I
could feel Ed staring at me. I had told him I needed to do this before the
wedding. Investing in Uber had nothing to do with that. My stories were already
losing substance. "So, if I sell some stocks, will we be able to get
enough money in my bank account?"


"Sure. But the trading floor closes in just a few
minutes..."


"Then we better hurry this along."


Bill cleared his throat. "What were you interested in
selling?"


"Apple." Again, I just said the first thing that
popped into my head.


"Are you sure? It's on an up and..."


"I'm sure."


"I'd really feel more comfortable if I got James in on
this call. I know that he likes Apple and..."


"I'm marrying him on Saturday. If you don't assist me
with this, the first thing I'll do as his wife is convince him to get a new
stock broker."


"Right. Very well. Sorry, Miss Taylor." There was a
pause on his end. "What else would you like to sell? That was only two
million."


Two million in one stock? "How about GM?" I said. I
didn't know enough about stocks to be having this conversation.


"He doesn't have investments in GM."


Crap. "Right, I forgot. How about Google
then?"


"Okay. That's another 10 million."


"Great. What are some of the highest yielding
stocks?"


"He's made a ton of money in oil."


Oil? James was very environmentally conscious. Why did
he have oil stocks? "Sell all of those." Maybe he'd thank me later
for that one. 


"I only need to sell a few of them to get you the money
you need. Do you have a preference?"


"No, just do it." I looked down at my phone. I only
had 3 minutes left. Ed was already packing up his briefcase for the day. Shit!


"Okay, it'll take a few minutes for the funds to appear
in your account."


I wasn't sure if that would cut it, but there was nothing
else I could do. "Thank you for all your help, Bill. I'll make sure to let
James know how accommodating you were."


"Very well. And congratulation on your upcoming
nuptials."


"Thanks." I hung up the phone before I said
anything else stupid. "Ed, can we set up the transfer now?"


He looked down at his watch. "The bank closes in a few
minutes and it usually takes some time for the funds to appear..."


"Bill said it would just be a few minutes. I have the
account number I need the money in right here." I pulled out my phone.


Ed looked even more uncomfortable than he had a minute ago as
he sat down. "That's not the account number for Uber."


I laughed nervously. "No, it's not. I just needed Bill
to sell the stocks for me. He was more likely to do it if he thought we were
investing in something else profitable."


"I see." Ed tapped a few keys on his computer.
"So, who's account is this?" He wasn't making eye contact with me.


"A last minute wedding venue expense."


"For 20 million dollars?"


"You know James. He's extravagant. Has the money
transferred yet?"


"It'll be another minute. Just let me fill in the
information for the transfer."


I looked down at my phone again. One minute.


"Here we are," Ed said. "Would you like me to
print out a copy of your transaction or send an email copy to you?"


"A print out please." I didn't want him to
accidentally send a copy to James. I needed to tell him about this without him
finding out first. I knew how bad it looked.


A printer hummed to life in the corner. Ed stood up and
grabbed the small slip that had printed out. "20 million to the account
number you had listed." He handed me the slip of paper.


Hopefully we had gotten it done just in time. "Thank you
so much, Ed." I stood up and grabbed the sheet of paper. My mother and
Melissa were probably wondering where I was. But something made me stop before
I walked out of the office. James added me to all his accounts and to his will
a few years ago. But he had never told me. Why hadn't he told me? I turned
around. "Who else is in the will?"


"Excuse me?" Ed had shut off his computer and
snapped his briefcase closed.


"In James' will. Who else is a beneficiary?"


"Just you, Miss Taylor."


Just me? I swallowed hard. He couldn't leave me with
all his money. "But if something happened to both of us..."


"There is a contingency where all the money goes to a
dozen or so charities in case of an untimely death to both parties. And the
businesses would be left to his brother and sister."


I didn't know what to say. James had left all his money to me
even before we got married. He was even leaving me responsible for running his
businesses. He trusted me. More than anyone else in the world. What had I just
done?


 









Chapter 28


Thursday


I stared at my reflection in the mirror as the woman clipped
another veil into my hair. 


"Penny..." my mom said. "Sweetie, you look so
beautiful."


I immediately burst into tears. Oh God. I had made a
mistake. I needed to talk to James. My dress felt tight and uncomfortable. I
didn't want any of this. I never wanted a fancy wedding. James had told me he
didn't either. He said he had already done all that. He wanted to get married
in Vegas. But I had said no. I had told him I wanted my family and friends to
be there. Why were we doing this? Why was I making him do something he didn't
want to do? I didn't need any of this.


Melissa grabbed a tissue and handed it to me. "Penny,
that one's perfect. The diamonds match the straps on the dress. It's absolutely
gorgeous."


I nodded. They thought I was crying because I liked the veil.
I blotted my eyes. "Let's get this one," I said and pulled it out of
my hair. 


My hands wouldn't stop shaking. I pushed the veil into the
sales associates' hands so that no one would notice. Isabella still hadn't
contacted me. I didn't know whether or not she had gotten the money in time.
The pictures could be all over the internet already.


"Can you help me get out of this?" I asked the
woman who was helping me.


She nodded and we went back into the changing room. As soon
as I was back in my normal clothes, I grabbed my cell phone. Still nothing.


"Do you girls want to go get some dinner?" my mom
asked. "My treat."


"I can't, Mom. I told James I'd have dinner with just
him tonight."


"Of course." My mom gave me a smile. "Melissa,
do you and Tyler want to join Peter and me for dinner?"


"We'd love to, Mrs. Taylor."


The sales associate handed me my dress in a bag. "You're
all set."


"Thank you," I said and took the dress from her.


"Penny, your hands are shaking." My mom stood up and
took the dress from me. "Are you feeling okay?"


"I'm just nervous."


"Sweetie." My mom embraced me with a huge hug.
"I was nervous before my wedding too. But you have nothing to worry about.
You and James have such a strong connection. And you've already been through so
much together. The two of you can face anything. Everyone can see the love that
you share. I'm so happy for you." She squeezed me once more and then
released me from her embrace.


"You two were made for each other," Melissa said
with a smile. "There is no other way to describe what you guys have."



"How are you and Tyler doing?"


Melissa's smile got even bigger. "So good. And I think I
owe you a thank you for that. He told me that he talked to you about it."


"I'm so happy that it all worked out."


Melissa threw her arms around me. "I'm so sorry about
everything, Penny. I don't know why..."


"It's okay." She had already apologized a dozen
times. 


"I just...I love you so much and I'm so happy for you.
I'm sorry if my attitude ruined anything leading up to your wedding."


"It didn't." At least, it didn't matter now. I was
just happy that we were friends again. She was back just in time to be my maid
of honor.


She unwrapped her arms from around me and squeezed my
shoulders. "And you're going to be the most beautiful bride. Why are you
crying again?"


"I'm sorry." I laughed and quickly wiped my tears
away before they could stream down my cheeks. "I don't know what's wrong
with me." But I did. I had this awful feeling in my stomach that this
wedding wasn't going to happen. I had just stolen money from James. My
reasoning didn't matter. I had probably just lost his trust. Isabella was a
better villain than I had given her credit for this morning. She had played
this whole thing just right.


"You're just nervous," my mom said. "Try to
get some sleep tonight. You'll just be excited tomorrow when the celebrations
start. And I can't wait to meet James' parents at the rehearsal dinner."


I hadn't told my parents about the disaster at the engagement
party. I wasn't sure why. They would probably never meet James' parents. But I
didn't want them to think that reflected poorly on James. He'd be better at
explaining it to them than I would. I still had so many unanswered questions
about his childhood.


Melissa was staring at me with a funny look on her face.


When my mom turned away to grab her purse, I shook my head at
Melissa.


She just shrugged and pretended to zip her mouth shut.


"Thank you," I mouthed silently.


We all made our way outside. It was still hot out. I gave my
mom and Melissa both a hug goodbye. "Have fun at dinner."


"Thanks again, Penny. I really owe you one,"
Melissa said. "We'll see you tomorrow night."


"Mhm. Bye, Mom."


"Don't be nervous, Penny. James is one of the good
ones."


I tried not to start crying again as I nodded my head. He
was. But I didn't feel like I was. "See you tomorrow!" I turned away
from them and walked toward the car where Ian was waiting.


Ian smiled at me. "Are you excited for the
wedding?" he asked as he took the dress out of my hands.


"Yes." My voice sounded small as I hurried into the
car. I just needed to get home and tell James. Everything would be fine. I'd
tell him about all the pictures Isabella had sent me, and the texts. Maybe he
could figure out how she seemed to know my every move. We could figure this out
together.


"What kind of dress did you get?" Ian asked as he
pulled away from the curb.


I laughed. "I don't really know the style. It's really
pretty though."


I could see Ian's smile in the rearview mirror. "I'm
sure you'll look beautiful."


"Thanks, Ian."


"Do you know when Jen is coming in?"


My phone buzzed and I pulled it out of my purse. There was a
new text:


"Thank you for your assistance, Penny. There is one more
thing, though. You can never tell James that you transferred the money to me.
Or that I was the one that asked you to do it. If I find out that you told him
I was involved in this in any way, the photos will be leaked. So keep my name
out of it. I'm officially out of your life. Good luck getting to know the man you're
marrying. You're going to need it."


I swallowed hard. I wasn't allowed to tell him? My chest
started hurting again. I pressed my hand against it and tried to take a deep
breath. What if James found out on his own? What was I supposed to say? I
couldn't lie to him. He'd be able to tell. Not that Ed and Bill didn't realize
I was lying. But James knew me better than anyone. He always knew if something
was bothering me.


"Penny?" Ian said.


"What?"


"Do you know when Jen is coming in?"


I tried to focus on what he was saying. "Um, she's
coming in tomorrow morning."


"Would you like me to pick her up from the airport and
take her to the hotel?"


"That would be great, Ian. Thanks."


I couldn't even get joy out of how excited he looked. Ian had
a crush on Jen for as long as I knew him. Maybe he'd finally tell her that he
liked her this weekend. Weddings were romantic.


Ian turned into the parking garage beneath our apartment
building. I grabbed my dress off the hook in the back seat.


"Thanks for the ride, Ian."


"Would you like me to carry that up for you?" he
asked.


"No, that's okay. Thanks." I got out of the car and
walked slowly toward the elevator. Please don't know. Please don't know. Please
don't know.


I leaned against the side of the elevator and closed my eyes.
Even if he did know, I could just tell him I couldn't tell him what had really
happened. He had to believe me. He trusted me. 


I unlocked the door and walked into our apartment. James
wasn't in the living room or in the kitchen. "James?" I called as I
walked upstairs and into our bedroom. There was no answer as I hung up the
dress. Maybe he was picking up dinner somewhere. I walked over to our bed and
grabbed the box full of notes and pictures that Isabella had sent me. I didn't
want to talk about any of this. It was time to let all of this go. I walked out
of our bedroom and back down the stairs, with the box under my arm. If I could
believe James hadn't cheated on me after seeing these pictures, then he could
believe me when I told him whatever ended up coming out of my mouth about his
missing 20 million dollars.


God. I was so screwed. Maybe I could tell him I made
an investment. Or that the dress cost a lot of money. Or just tell him the
truth. But I couldn't risk it. Isabella was watching me somehow. She knew
what I was doing. I didn't know how, but she did. She had eyes and ears
everywhere. 


"How did it go?"


I almost jumped when I heard James' voice. I put the box on
the kitchen counter and turned around, shielding it from his view. "Good.
I think you're going to like the dress." 


James had a glass of scotch in his hand. He sat down on the
couch and took a sip. He looked tired. "You look beautiful in everything,
Penny." He said it without looking up at me.


I glanced down at the box and then back at him. I'd throw it
away in a minute. I walked over to the couch and sat down next to James.
"Are you okay?" He must already know. I could tell something was
bothering him. He never drank alone unless he was upset. 


"I got a few interesting phone calls tonight."


"Yeah?"


He took another sip of scotch and set it down on the coffee
table. He wanted me to say something, but when I stayed silent, he said,
"My parents called."


"They did?" I couldn't help the excitement in my
voice. 


"Apparently Isabella actually talked to them. They want
to come to the wedding. They want...well, I don't know what they want. Another
chance, I guess? They said they were sorry."


"James, that's great."


He shrugged. "I guess. Isabella really came
through." He shook his head. "She's changed. She's actually
changed."


No. She hadn't changed at all. I bit my tongue. Maybe
she was being nice to him to his face but she had just stolen his money. I
needed to tell him. Were the photos leaking worse than him thinking I stole
money from him? My hands were shaking so badly that I had to tuck them under my
thighs so he wouldn't notice. "What did you tell your parents?"


"That I needed to talk to you first."


"James, I think they should come."


"I knew you'd say that. That's not what we need to talk
about. What were you doing tonight?"


"Getting my dress." My throat felt dry.


He looked back down at his half empty glass of scotch. It
didn't seem like it was his first glass. He seemed distant and spaced out.
"I got an email from my stock broker, Bill O'Neill, today. A memo for the
stocks I sold after work today. You can jump in any time, Penny."


Shit. I had forgotten to tell Bill to not send any
emails. I bit my lip. I didn't know how much James knew. Offering any
information would just make it worse.


James downed the rest of his scotch. "So, I called him.
Apparently I'm investing in Uber? Again?" The more he talked the angrier
he looked.


I still stayed silent.


"So I called my bank to see what account the money had
been transferred to. But it was gone. Once the money came through, it was
transferred to an account that wasn't mine. Why aren't you saying
anything?" He looked so mad.


"You don't understand."


"I know I don't understand. That's why I'm trying to
talk to you. Why did you liquidate 20 million dollars worth of stocks?"


"I'm sorry. I can't tell you." Please believe me.


He laughed. "Penny." He stood up. "When you
turned my parents down for money, I was so sure. I was so sure that what we had
was real. That you weren't after me for my money."


"I'm not. And the fact that you weren't sure about me
until I turned down your parents' money..." I tried to swallow my tears.
"How could you not be sure? When I gave up everything to be with you? When
I said yes to your proposal? James..."


"Then why the hell did you just steal 20 million dollars
from me?!"


"I didn't steal it. My name was on your accounts."


"Jesus, Penny. And when did you realize I added you to
all my accounts?"


"Today."


"Don't lie to me. You promised you wouldn't lie."


"Today, James. I didn't know until today."


He nodded. He seemed to believe me. Which was good, because
it was the truth. "How long have you been planning this?"


"I haven't been planning anything. James, I had to
transfer the money. I didn't have a choice. I was..."


"Stop lying! You promised you wouldn't lie to me,"
he repeated. He ran his hands through his hair. "Isabella tried to warn
me. She said that you didn't love me. She always said you were after my
money."


"Why would you believe her? Have the past two and a half
years meant nothing to you?"


He shook his head. "Because she was right. You just
wanted me for my money."


"I fell in love with you when you were my professor. You
could have been broke. I still would have loved you, James."


"You don't love me. Stop lying to me. What's the point
now? You got what you wanted. Just go."


"That's not true. I love you. All I want is to marry
you. I'm not going anywhere."


He pulled out something from his pocket and tossed it at me.
"You don't love me."


I unfolded the pictures. They were the ones of Tyler hugging
me and holding my hand in the diner. Isabella was a fucking liar.


"You still love him." He sounded more hurt by this
than the fact that he was missing 20 million dollars.


"I never loved Tyler. James, you know that. I love you.
I've only ever loved you." I stood up, but he took a step back from me.


"Then why did you do it?!"


"I..." I didn't know what to say. I didn't have an
answer. "Those pictures aren't what you think. I was upset when you were
at your bachelor party. Melissa wasn't speaking to me. Tyler was just being a
good friend. He went and asked Melissa to be his girlfriend right after
this," I said and waved the pictures in the air. "Isabella took these
and she's..."


"I know. I know that Isabella took these. She gave them
to me a few days ago. And she told me I couldn't trust you. But I didn't
listen. Because I trusted you. With everything. I was wrong." It looked
like he was about to cry. I had never seen him like this.


I wanted to comfort him. I took another step toward him, but
he took a step back. "You weren't wrong, James. You can trust me. Please
just believe me. We're being blackmailed. I had to transfer the money so there
wouldn't be pictures of us having sex leaked all over the internet."


He laughed and shook his head back and forth. "God, all
you do is lie. You're leaving me, right? That's what this is?"


"No."


"And you needed money before you left me?" he said
like he hadn't even heard what I had just said. "So you could run away
with him?"


"What? No." I wanted to laugh. This whole thing was
ridiculous. "I don't love Tyler. I don't want to be with Tyler. And were
certainly not running away together. James..."


"Then why did you transfer 20 million dollars into
Tyler's bank account?"


"I didn't." I transferred it to Isabella's account.
Fuck. That bitch set me up. "I didn't." My voice sounded so
small. Oh God, no. My whole body felt cold.


"Yes you did. At 4 o'clock you transferred 20 million
dollars of my money to Tyler Steven's bank account."


"No. James." I could hear the desperation in my
voice. "This isn't what you think."


"Stop it." He ran his hands through his hair again.
"Isabella knew. That's why you didn't want me to talk to her. She knew you
didn't love me. She knew you just wanted my money."


"I do love you. I love you so much."


"But not as much as you love him? Penny, I trusted
you."


"Then trust me now. We're being blackmailed."


"Just stop!" His voice was so loud. "Who the
fuck would blackmail you into giving my money to Tyler?"


"I can't tell you."


"Because the answer is no one! Your lie doesn't even
make any sense."


He didn't believe me. "We are being blackmailed. I just
can't tell you by who or they'll leak..."


"Photos of us having sex? Yeah, I heard you the first
time. I need some air." He walked past me. He stumbled slightly and caught
himself on one of the stools in the kitchen.


I had only ever seen him this drunk once before after hanging
out with Rob back in Newark. "You can't leave. You're drunk. Please just
sit down." 


"Like you care."


"I do care."


"What because you love me?" he scoffed. "No
one loves me. Keep the money. Just get the fuck out of my house."


"James." I put my hand on his arm.


He recoiled from me, like my touch caused him pain.
"Leave." His voice was firm.


"I'm not leaving until you listen to me."


"Go be with Tyler. Go be happy. That's all I ever
wanted. For you to be happy."


"You make me happy."


"Please just go." He wiped his hand underneath his
eyes. I had never seen James cry. It killed me. He was crying because he
thought I didn't love him. It felt like my heart was breaking.


"Those pictures aren't what they seem. I don't love
Tyler. I love you. I love everything about you. This whole thing is just a
misunderstanding."


He pulled out a few more pictures from his pocket. "Like
this?" He slammed the picture down on the counter. It was of me touching
that random guy's abs at the bar. "Or this?" He slammed down the
picture of Austin kissing me.


"They're like the ones of Tyler. They were taken out of
context. It was my bachelorette party. There was this list of stupid stuff my
friends made me do. And Austin kissed me. I shoved him off right away. Isabella
made him..."


"Just save it. I don't care, Penny. You're not my
problem anymore."


"Problem? Is that what I've always been? Just something
you had to take care of?"


He shook his head. "You certainly can't take care of
yourself. You're immature. And selfish. And ungrateful."


"Ungrateful for what? This house that I didn't want?
Because I don't like spending your money?"


"I try to give you everything and you always pretended
like you didn't want it. You played me."


"I didn't play you. I don't care about your money. And
this?" I picked up the picture he had of Austin kissing me. "I
trusted you when you kissed Isabella. All I'm asking is for you to do the same.
She orchestrated the pictures. You can't believe anything she says."


"But the money? Explain that to me. Just tell me who's
blackmailing us." He put the word blackmail in air quotes.


My phone buzzed. I pulled it out of my purse and looked down
at the text:


"Don't you dare. All I have to do is press enter."


"What could possibly be more important than this
conversation, Penny? Unless it's him?"


"It's not Tyler." Isabella must have cameras in
here. She's been watching us this whole time. "You know this isn't
about Tyler. You know that. We're just friends."


He shook his head. "You stole from me. For him. And you
don't even have an explanation."


"I didn't steal. You said what's yours is mine."


"Come on, Penny. That's just something people say. And I
don't know what love is. Obviously. We're calling the wedding off just in time.
Because I just liked fucking you. That's all I know. I need another
drink."


"You don't mean that."


"I do. You have a great body. But clearly you're a
shitty person. You're ugly on the inside. I see that now." He grabbed a
glass from the cabinet. "I'll find another ten to keep the bed warm. Don't
you worry about that."


"You're just lashing out. Stop saying things just
because you're upset..."


"I mean every word that I've said. Go to hell,
Penny."


"You're such an asshole." Yes, I couldn't explain
the missing money to him. But there was no reason for him to say that he never
loved me. That I was ugly on the inside.


"Sure." He unscrewed the cap to the scotch and took
a sip straight from the bottle. "I'm the asshole."


"Yeah, you are." I pulled off the lid to the box I
had left on the counter. "Because you still talk to Rachel." I threw
the pictures at him. "And cheated on me during your bachelor party."
I threw the rest of the pictures at him, the ones of him fucking some random
girl and kissing Isabella in his office. "And you loved Isabella. You lied
to me. And maybe you still do love her. You left her millions of notes saying
how much you loved her. You never left me love letters. You told me you were
forced to marry her. That you never loved her. And talking about having
children with her? Jesus, James. You never wanted that life with me. So now I
know why. Because you just liked fucking me. You never loved me. You're a liar
and a cheat."


"Have you been following me?" He held up the
picture of Rachel. "What is wrong with you?"


"That's all you have to say to me? After everything I
just said? God, you did cheat on me."


"I didn't fucking cheat on you! I already told you that
when I got back from my bachelor party. I would never cheat on you. I'm not the
one who fucked this up. You are. This is on you." 


"Fine. Throw the blame on me. I'll take it, if that's
what you need. But, James..."


"What I need is for you to either tell me why you stole
from me or get the hell out of my house."


"I already told you! You won't believe me. Because you
trust your ex wife more than you trust me."


"Because she never needed my money! God, my parents were
right the whole time. You can't trust someone who comes from nothing. All
they'll want is your money."


From nothing? I didn't come from nothing. I had a
family that loved me. That meant more than all the money in the world. And I
thought that's what he wanted from me, to be my family. I was so wrong. 


"You kept telling me not to trust Isabella and that I
shouldn't talk to her. And I was too naive to see that you were the one I
shouldn't trust. So take the money you got your hands on. But you'll never get
another dime from me. I'll blacklist your name so you can never get a marketing
job in this entire city. I'm done giving you my handouts. I'm done with you. I
never want to see your face again."


"Screw you, James." My whole body was trembling.
Every venomous word that came out of his mouth broke me a little more.
"I'm giving you what you want. I'm leaving." I walked away from him
and opened up the front door. "Have fun finding a ten to keep your bed
warm." I slammed the door behind me. Part of me wanted him to come after
me. To tell me he was sorry. But I knew he wouldn't. He thought I was a gold
digger. He thought I was in love with Tyler. And he didn't trust me. I pressed
the button to close the doors of the elevator. Apparently he never had.


Ian was leaning against the car when I stepped off the
elevator.


I looked down at the ground, hoping he wouldn't look up as I
passed him.


"Penny? Do you need a lift?"


"No, I'm good." I kept walked.


"Are you okay?" He put his hand on my shoulder


"I'm fine." I wiped my tears away.


"What happened?"


"Nothing."


"Let me drive you wherever you're going."


I didn't want to go to my parents' hotel room crying. I
didn't want to go to Melissa and Tyler's. Not when James thought I still had
feelings for him. I couldn't go to Bee and Mason's. "You don't work for
me, Ian. You made that clear the other day." I pulled away from him.


"And I said I was sorry. Please, just let me take
you."


"I don't have anywhere to go. And you need to be here in
case James comes down. He's drunk. So, don't let him go anywhere. I don't want
him to hurt himself."


Ian frowned. "Is everything okay between you two?"


I couldn't tell James that Isabella was the one who had given
me Tyler's bank account number. That she had orchestrated this fight between us
perfectly. And even if I did, he wouldn't believe me. He trusted her way more
than he trusted me. She had him wrapped around her finger. And James had said
some awful things to me. He was drunk, but that didn't excuse it. It was like I
was hearing how he really felt about me for the first time. And it wasn't what
I had wanted to hear. James and I certainly weren't going to fix this
overnight. The wedding wasn't going to happen. I grabbed my key out of my purse
and the credit card that James had given me and handed them to Ian. I didn't
need James' money. I never needed it. I only needed him. "Can you give
these to him for me please?"


"Penny, what's going on?"


"We're done." I shook my head. "I'm done. Just
don't let him go anywhere while he's drunk. I don't want anything to happen to
him."


Ian nodded his head. "I'll still take you wherever you
want to go. As a friend."


"It's okay, Ian. I just...I'll walk." Where the
hell was I going to go?


"Where will you stay?"


"I'll figure it out. Just don't let anything happen to
him." I walked away before he could ask me any more questions. 


 









Chapter 29


Thursday


I knew I'd love James until the day I died. That's what hurt
the most. He could say as many horrible things he wanted to me. It didn't
change the way I felt about him. And I still wanted him to be happy. Even if I
wasn't the one that could make him happy. 


Sex. That's what it came back to. That was my biggest
fear. That he was addicted to sex. I was just a good lay. Did he really mean
that? I felt so cheap. James had lashed out at me before. He was good at
pushing people away because he didn't think anyone could love him. So he didn't
want to fall for anyone. 


I hated that I was walking through the city streets of New
York, a city that wasn't my home, feeling bad for the person who had just
dumped me. But I did feel bad for him. He was so broken. I thought I could heal
that wound. I thought I was enough. But I was just a good lay. I was just an
escape from his reality. I was a drug. And he was ready to move onto the next
thing. 


The most ironic part is that Isabella had warned me it would
happen. She had actually been right. Isabella had acted like a good friend to
him the whole time she was torturing me. She won. And I didn't want to spend my
whole life fighting her. I had a sick feeling that James was running to her
right now, falling into her trap. Hopefully Ian would listen to me and not take
him anywhere. If he wasn't going to be with me, he needed to find someone that
actually made him happy. I didn't want him to revert back to her because it's
all he knew.


I pulled out my phone and called Rob who was in town for the
wedding. He could take care of James and make sure he didn't get back with
Isabella. Rob hated her just as much as I did.


"Cashing in on your last lay as a single woman?"
Rob said. "I thought you might call."


"Rob, can you go check on James?" I asked, ignoring
him.


"Absolutely. I was just on my way over to hang out with
you guys. Are you not there?"


"No. I'm...James can explain. Just take care of him
okay? Promise to take care of him for me?" It suddenly hit me hard that I
was losing all of James' family and friends too. Rob really had become one of
my best friends. More like the brother I never had. I wouldn't be able to hang
out with Bee and Mason any more either. I'd never get to see Jen again. I was
losing the love of my life and my new family.


"What's going on?" Rob suddenly seemed to
understand that I was serious.


"I'm...the wedding's off, Rob."


"What?"


"He doesn't love me."


Rob laughed. "Yes he does. You're just getting cold
feet."


"No. We're done." My voice caught. "It's over.
Please just go take care of your brother. He's drunk. And he needs you."


"He doesn't need me. He needs you. Penny..."


I hung up the phone. There was a text message waiting for me
from Isabella: 


"You did the right thing, Penny. You're both better off
this way. You're free to do whatever you want now. Go back to Wilmington. Go
home. Live your life. And don't worry about James. I'll take good care of
him."


 A person passing me on the street gave me a strange look. I
quickly wiped away my tears. I was aware of the fact that I looked like a crazy
person, but I didn't really care. If James didn't want me anymore, it didn't
change my feelings for him. I'd always love him. And I needed to do one last
thing for him before it was too late.


I looked in my purse. I had about thirty dollars in cash.
That could at least get me there. I'd figure out what to do next later. It was
time to finally take Zach's advice. I needed to fight fire with fire. If I
couldn't have James, I had to make sure Isabella didn't end up with him either.
I put my hand out and hailed down a taxi.


***


I looked up at the Hunter's huge mansion. It seemed strange
that this is what James thought I was after. I never cared about his money. I
didn't know he still had doubts about that. But his parents had ingrained that thought
into his head. If he had just trusted me, the wedding would still be on. I had
trusted him. I was going to marry him despite the pictures Isabella sent. But
James hadn't given me the same courtesy. What happened between us was just as
much his stubbornness as it was Isabella's fault. And she knew him. She knew
that he was sensitive about someone being with him for his money. She won.


What life did I have to live without James? I didn't have a
home to go back to. New York was my home. Wherever James was, that was my home.
He was home to me. I quickly wiped away the tears that had started to roll down
my cheeks. I just wanted him to be happy.


I walked up the steps to James' parents' house and pressed
the doorbell. A moment later, Eric opened up the door. He was the person that
had been nicest to me at the engagement party. I fit in better with their help
than with any of them. Because I came from nothing.


"Hi, Penny."


"Hi, Eric. I need to talk to James' parents."


"Are they expecting you?"


"No. But it's urgent. Can you please tell them that? I
wouldn't be here if it wasn't."


"Of course." He stepped aside and I walked into
their huge foyer. "The sitting room is to your left. Please take a seat
while I go tell them."


"Thank you." I walked into the room he had pointed
to as he disappeared down a hallway. The room was like every other room I had
seen in here. It was way too ornate for my taste. Simple people liked simple
things. This wasn't a life I wanted. I'd be okay.


No. I sat down and put my face in my hands. It didn't
matter what I told myself. I'd never be okay. I bit the inside of my cheek. I
wasn't going to cry in front of James' parents. As far as I knew, they were
part of Isabella's scheming. If that was the case, I wasn't going to give them
the satisfaction of seeing me cry. But I really hoped they weren't. They had
said that they'd do anything to protect their son. I just needed to make them
see that I wasn't the one that they should be worried about. 


Isabella had taken everything from me. And all I could do was
make sure she didn't get to take my place in James' life. He needed someone
good and kind. Maybe that wasn't me. Good, kind people didn't have sex in their
fiancé's office. That's what got us in this mess in the first place. Good, kind
people also didn't touch strangers abs during their bachelorette parties. But I
didn't want to. I had wanted to stay in and watch a movie. I thought I was a
good person. And it hurt that James didn't think so. It felt like no one had
ever truly seen me before I met him. But he thought I was ugly on the inside.
My chest hadn't stopped hurting since I had left our apartment. His
apartment. He had made that very clear. He never loved me.


James' father cleared his throat. I immediately stood up.
"Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, I'm sorry to just stop by."


"A little notice would have been nice," James'
mother said.


"It's okay," Mr. Hunter said and walked into the
room. "Eric said you had something urgent to discuss?"


James' mother sighed and walked into the room.


"Yes, it's about Isabella..."


"Isabella is a dear friend of the family. She'll always
be our daughter in law. If you're here to complain about her, you've come to
the wrong place. You'll never replace her."


"Enough." James' father's voice made me jump. He
sounded like James when he was upset. "Let the girl speak."


I swallowed hard. "I'm not trying to replace her. And
I'm not going to be marrying your son."


"Thank heavens." His mother sighed and sat down in
one of the chairs.


James' father lowered his eyebrows. Again, it reminded me of
James. "What happened? Where is he?"


"He's fine. He's with Rob." It was the first time
that it actually seemed like one of James' parents cared about his well being.


"Okay, well, Eric will see you out," James' mother
said. She snapped her fingers and Eric appeared at the door.


"No. I'm not here to tell you about that. I got an email
from Isabella this morning, blackmailing me and James. She had pictures
of..." right now wasn't the time to be discreet. And I didn't care if
Isabella was listening. She had never said I couldn't tell his parents.
"Of James and I having sex in his office. She planted a camera in his
office or something. And she said she'd leak the photos to some tabloids if I
didn't agree to transfer 20 million dollars into her bank account. I didn't
want the pictures to be leaked. I was trying to protect your son. I love him so
much, I..." I was getting off topic. I blinked away the tears that were
starting to well in my eyes. "I did what she asked. And she said I couldn't
tell James that she made me do it. So I didn't. But she actually gave me the
bank account of this guy I used to date. I couldn't tell James that she tricked
me. I couldn't risk it. So he broke up with me. Because he doesn't trust me. I
just thought you'd like to know that your perfect daughter in law just stole 20
million dollars from the son that you claim to care about."


"You're lying," his mother said.


I pulled out the bank slip that I had gotten and handed it to
her.


"This doesn't prove anything. All it proves is that you
transferred money out of James' bank account. That you stole from him.
Which is exactly what we tried to warn him about. No wonder he broke up with
you. Eric, please show Miss Taylor out."


I wasn't sure who I hated more, Isabella or Mrs. Hunter. I
handed her a sheet of paper filled with the texts that Isabella had sent me
throughout the day. I had stopped and had them printed out. "Isabella was
watching me somehow. It was like she could hear everything I was saying and see
what I was doing. I just thought that you'd both like to know. Maybe she's not
the girl you thought she was." I walked past his mother and toward the
door before I could start crying.


"Wait," his dad said.


I stopped and turned around.


"Let me see your cell phone."


"I'm not lying. Those texts are from her. That's all the
proof I have. I know it'll be my word against hers and..."


"I believe you."


That's what I had wanted James to say to me. His dad believed
me? He didn't even know me. Maybe James would believe me if I could have told
him the whole story. I pulled out my phone and handed it to him.


He ran his fingers along the back of it and peeled off what
looked like a clear sticker.


"What is that?"


"The thinnest camera and recording device in the world.
It was the last technology Blive Tech International came out with before James
sold the company. She was watching you. And listening to you." He looked
over at his wife.


She shrugged her shoulders. It looked like she was in shock.


Maybe Austin had slipped it on my phone when he had kissed
me. That was the only thing I could think of. Which meant Isabella had been
watching me all week. I felt a chill run down my spine. My phone was always
near me. She wasn't lying when she said she had more pictures. Oh God.
"Maybe you could get the pictures from her? Ask her not to leak them? I
don't want..."


"We'll take care of it." He handed my phone back to
me. "And we'll talk to James. None of this is your fault."


"No." I shook my head. "It's deeper than that.
We're not...it's over." It pained me to say it. But it was true. I
couldn't marry James. He didn't love me. It didn't matter how much I loved him.
If he didn't trust me after everything we had been through, he never would.


"I'm sorry to hear that," his dad said.


"Your son is wonderful. He's not weak. He just needs you
both in his life. Show him how much you care. Because I can tell that you do.
You should be so proud of him. He's the most amazing person I've ever
met."


"You really love him?" James' mom asked.


"So much that it hurts." My voice caught. "I'm
sorry, I have to go." I turned around and walked as quickly as I could out
of the room. 


***


I didn't care if pictures of me having sex were all over the
internet. Scandals blew over. I knew that better than anyone. I was such an
idiot. I should have just told him. 


A raindrop landed on the top of my head. I looked up as a
light drizzle started. I didn't have a jacket or umbrella. But I didn't care.
The cool rain felt good against my skin. Rain had always been comforting to me
every since I met James. It reminded me of him. Walking under his umbrella back
from the party that I hadn't wanted to go to. I wanted to go back to that
moment. I wanted to do things differently. The rain wasn't comforting tonight.
It just reminded me of what I had lost. 


I took off my high heels and continued walking, letting my
feet splash in the puddles that were forming on the sidewalk. It was only a
matter of minutes until I was completely soaked. My tears had quickly mixed
into the rain.


He shouldn't have given up on me. He shouldn't have said
those things to me. All I had ever done was love him. Unconditionally.
That's what love was. It was unconditional. James didn't love me. He had never
loved me.


I was holding on to something that had never existed. It felt
like I was melting into the rain.


James was wrong. I could take care of myself. I didn't need
his handouts. I had my debit card with a few thousand dollars left in my
account. It was all the money I had saved up working stupid summer jobs in high
school and in college before meeting James. And it was all I needed. It was all
I had ever needed. I'd use it to leave. That's what he wanted. He didn't want
to see me ever again. 


I would have followed James to the ends of the earth. I
pulled my phone out of my purse and looked down at it. There were no missed
calls or messages. He wanted me to leave. So I'd do that for him too. I'd
disappear. It felt like I already had. I wasn't me without him. 


I wasn't sure when my tears stopped. It was hard to tell in
the rain. But eventually I was numb. All James had to do was ask me to stay. If
there was anything I could hold onto I would. But he wanted me to leave. I
wasn't the one that needed saving. He did. He needed someone stronger than me.
Better than me. 


I kept walking, like I knew where I was going. But I was
completely lost. The truth was, I had nowhere to go. I hadn't come from
nothing, but I felt like I was nothing now. Nothing without him. I just needed
to get to the airport. I needed to get as far away from New York as two
thousand dollars would take me.


A car beeping pulled me out of my thoughts. Water splashed
onto my legs as it came to a stop next to me on the road. I didn't recognize
the car. I picked up my pace. A car door slammed.


"Penny!" Rob called after me.


"Rob?" I turned around. "What are you doing
here? I asked you to take care of..."


"Penny, get in the car." 


I had never seen Rob upset before. But he was clearly
distressed. "I don't need your help, Rob. I'm fine."


"You're walking in the middle of a storm without a coat,
or umbrella, or...shoes?" He looked at my high heels in my hand.
"What the hell are you doing?"


"Please, just leave me alone."


"And you're clearly lost. The city is that way," he
said and pointed over his shoulder. "I'm taking you home. So, get in the
car."


"Rob, James broke up with me. I don't have a home to go
to. And I'm not your problem anymore." That's what James had said to me.
That I was no longer his problem. That extended to his family too. 


"Even if you two did break up, that doesn't mean that
we're not still friends. Get in the car, Penny."


"I don't need James' handouts."


"I came after you by myself. Just get in the car.
Please."


"How did you find me?"


"You have a GPS in your phone."


"James tracks me?"


"He worries about you."


"He's not worried about me anymore."


"That's not true. He loves you. You know that."


"Did he say that to you?" I let a small spark of
hope run through me.


Rob slowly shook his head. The spark died before it had even
lit. "Please, Penny. Just let me drive you wherever it is you're going.
He'll want to know that you're safe."


He doesn't care if I'm safe or not. He wants me to
disappear. "Will you take me to the airport?" I pressed my lips
together. This was it. I was really going.


"If that's what you really want, then yes."


I had no idea where I was. I didn't want James' help, but I
needed it. Maybe I was a nuisance. He'd be rid of me soon enough, though.
"Okay." I walked around to the passenger's side of the car and got
in. My wet legs squeaked against the leather seats. I wasn't even sure they'd
let me on a plane like this. "I'm sorry, I feel like..."


"It's fine, Penny. You know, you've been walking in the
opposite direction of the city," Rob said as he started the car. "The
J.F.K. airport is 45 minutes away without traffic. So, it'll be at least an
hour." He gave me a smile as he pulled the car away from the curb. There
was always traffic in New York. But his joke didn't make me laugh. 


It would have taken me forever to walk to the airport.
"Thanks, Rob. For helping me when you didn't have to."


Rob shook his head. "Penny, I care about you. You're
like a little sister to me. An annoying little sister who likes putting herself
in danger. What were you thinking?"


I looked out the window. We really were in the middle of nowhere.
It was strange how once you left the city, you couldn't tell you were close to
it. I didn't want to disappear. I just wanted to see something familiar.
"I wasn't thinking. I just...it's not like I have anything worth mugging
anyway."


Rob didn't laugh.


"Can you take me to Newark instead?"


He looked over at me, but didn't say anything.


"Rob, did you go see him?"


He nodded.


I looked down at my hands. That's why Rob wasn't joking
around with me. He thought I was a horrible person too. "It's not what you
think."


"So you didn't steal 20 million dollars from James and
give it to your ex?"


"I think I actually did do that. But I didn't know
that's what I was doing. And I didn't have a choice."


"And you told James that?"


"I tried to. Rob, I..." I put my face in my hands
and started crying again. "He doesn't believe me. I thought he trusted me.
I thought...I mean, we were going to get married. It was all a lie. He never
loved me."


"I believe you. I know you wouldn't hurt him. But he's
hurting anyway. He's..." his voice trailed off. "You need to go talk
to him..."


"Did you leave him alone?"


"Mason's with him."


I nodded my head. "I can't see him, Rob. He made it very
clear that he doesn't want anything to do with me."


"That's not what it looked like to me. It looked like he
was fucked up and needed you more than ever."


"If you're going to make me feel guilty, you can just
let me off here. James kicked me out. Do you think I don't want to be there for
him? That's not fair, Rob. You don't know the whole story. And he might need
me, but he sure as hell doesn't want me."


"Okay. Newark it is then." He put on his turn
signal and drove toward the highway. He put his hand on my shoulder. "How
about you start from the beginning?"


***


The elevator doors opened into Rob's apartment. He had
changed a lot of things from when it used to be James'. James and I had visited
a lot, but not that recently. I ran my hand along the marble countertop.


Rob seemed to believe everything I had told him. He was
wondering why I hadn't come to him sooner, since Isabella had never mentioned
going to James' friends. And I didn't have an answer. It all happened so fast. 


"If you want to take a shower, just use the master. I
don't have any shampoo or anything in the guest bathroom."


"Actually, a shower sounds great." My clothes were
still a little damp. "Do you have something I could change into after
while my dress dries?"


"Yeah."


I followed him into the master bedroom. The bed was in a
different spot and the sheets were black instead of white. It hadn't felt like
a bachelor pad when James lived here, but it did now. 


"Here," Rob said and tossed me a pair of black yoga
pants and a white tank top. "Those should fit."


I looked up at him. "I don't even want to know why you
have these clothes."


"Women sleep over a lot. I'm a snuggler." He
shrugged. "They leave things."


"I never pictured you as the type of guy that let women
spend the night."


"I'm letting you spend the night."


I laughed. "Fair enough. Thanks for these." I
walked into the master bathroom and closed the door. I tried not to picture
James in here with me as I turned on the water. Or as I lathered up my body
with soap. I tried not to picture him pushing me against the cold tiles. Fuck.
Luckily Rob didn't used the same body wash as James or I probably would have
lost it again. I quickly got out and dried off.


Looking through Rob's drawers for a comb reminded me of doing
the same when it was James' place. When I was a student and he was my
professor. I loved spending the night with him. I loved the way he made me
feel. For the first time in my life, I had felt alive. I looked at my
reflection in the mirror and then quickly looked away. I didn't want to think
about him. Especially if he was back home upset about something I didn't really
do. Or worse, getting over it with Mason's help. Just like Mason had helped him
find a great location for a bachelor party. James cheated on me. 


I found a comb and quickly brushed out my hair before getting
dressed. The outfit fit perfectly. It was good that Rob hooked up with tons of
random women. I hung up my wet clothes and towel to dry and made my way out of
the bathroom. I kept my arms folded in front of my chest. My bra had been too
wet to put back on and I didn't want to have to ask Rob for one. 


He looked up at me as I came out of his bedroom, and then he
immediately looked away. "Do you want something to drink?" He opened
up the fridge. "I think I have a bottle of wine somewhere..."


"A beer is fine." I sat down cross-legged on his
couch.


Rob laughed. "And that's why I love you." He
grabbed two beers from the fridge and popped off the tops. He handed one to me
before sitting down next to me on the couch. "Are you hungry or
anything?"


"No, I'm good." We had gotten some fast food at a
drive through on the way here. I wasn't hungry then either, but I had eaten a
few fries.


"You're seriously turning down Grottos?"


I laughed. "I'm not hungry."


"Geez, you are upset."


I took a sip of my beer. "Yeah. You know, this might be
the last time we ever get to hang out."


"James gets me in the breakup, huh?"


"As his brother, yeah, I think so. And Mason and
therefore Bee. And Matt. And Jen."


"If he lets you go, he's a fucking idiot."


"He already did."


Rob shook his head. "James still wants to marry you. You
have to know that."


"He said he never wanted to see me again."


"Because he was drunk and upset and..."


"He still said it." I took another sip of my beer.
"He said it was only ever about sex."


Rob shook his head again. "He showed me the pictures
that you threw at him. That one of him having sex was from college. He hasn't
had a beard that long since he was strung out on drugs. He was a dumb
kid."


Oh. That made sense. But it didn't change anything.
"He was probably the same age there as I was when I met him."


"But you had your shit together."


"I didn't. I fell in love with my professor."


Rob laughed.


"What about the other pictures? The ones of
Rachel?" 


Rob stared at me for a second before speaking. "My
parents were awful to James growing up. You knew that, right? They ignored me
and Jen. We definitely got the better end of the deal. But James was the
prodigal son. Nothing he did was ever good enough. Living like that...it's a
lot of pressure."


I was an only child. I knew what it felt like to want to
please your parents. I was always worried that I would disappoint them. But
they had never pressured me to do anything in particular. They always seemed
proud of me no matter what I did. "I don't know that much about his
childhood. He doesn't really talk about it."


"He wanted to play football. Did you know that? That was
his dream."


I shook my head. He had never told me that. He loved watching
the Giants games with Rob. That was one of their favorite things to do
together. But I never knew he wanted to be playing. "He never told
me."


"My parents made him quit the team in high school
because they thought it was a waste of time. They had this way of sucking out
all the joy from his life. Like they found pleasure in it. No matter what James
did, he wasn't good enough for them. He was always wrong. They beat him down. I
played baseball in high school and college and Jen was into drama club. And
James had to watch us do whatever we wanted to. I think that hurt him too. It
wasn't just that my parents didn't let him do the stuff he loved, it's that they
always made it seem like they liked him the least, you know? By not letting him
do anything he wanted. But they got what they wanted, I guess. A genius techie
who doesn't speak to them. Their loss right?" Rob set his empty beer down
on the coffee table.


I remembered the first speech that James had given in my Comm
class. He had said he had wished he could be more like his sister...fearless.
"Didn't he ever stand up to them?" I thought about the paper I had
seen in his copy of Harry Potter. He was trying to get emancipated.


"Yeah. With Rachel. I lied to you the other day when you
asked about Rachel. It wasn't just young love. He was obsessed with her. I
think she felt the same about him. They spent every second they could together.
So of course, my parents wanted to ruin that too. Even after they told him he
had to choose between her and them paying for college, he held onto that
relationship. They still talked in private. He promised her that once he got
enough money, they could be together again. But then halfway through college,
she just stopped talking to him. She refused to take his calls. She said it was
over, without any explanation. That's when he really lost it. I think he saw a
way out of his life with her. An escape or something. I don't really know. He
was a mess. He just snapped. He hit rock bottom. He gave up on life."


That wasn't the story James had told me. He said their
relationship had stopped when he had to choose between her and college.
"And when he went to see her last week?"


"Did my parents really try to pay you five million
dollars to walk away from James?"


I was surprised that James had told him that.
"Yeah."


Rob shook his head. "I don't think James realized how
far they'd go to get what they want."


I shrugged. "What does this have to do with him visiting
Rachel?"


"When you told James that they tried to pay you off...he
thought maybe the same thing had happened with her. He thought they had paid
her off too. That's why she suddenly didn't care about him anymore."


I remembered James' reaction when I had told him about his
parents trying to pay me off. It kind of looked like he was realizing something
for the first time. I thought he was just realizing how evil his parents really
were. But he was realizing why Rachel abandoned him. "Why wouldn't he tell
me that?"


"I don't know. He only went to go see her to confirm his
suspicion. That was it. It wasn't because he still has feelings for her. He
would never cheat on you, Penny."


"And? Was he right?"


Rob nodded. "They only offered her one million to walk
away. She took the money without a second thought."


"That's awful."


"It's certainly fucked up."


I took another sip of my beer. No wonder James felt like no
one ever loved him. The love of his life chose money over him. Maybe she had
only ever been with him for his money. The love of his life. Was she?
Was Isabella? It didn't feel like I was anymore. "He looked so happy to
see her."


"He just needed closure."


"Maybe."


"Penny, he loved her once, but not as much as he loves
you now. Tonight was the only time I've ever seen him more upset than the day
Rachel called things off. I know he probably said some stuff he didn't mean,
but he needs you, Penny. I don't want to see him hit rock bottom again. You
fixed him."


"I didn't. This place did. Teaching. He should be a
professor again. He loved teaching."


"If you think that's what saved him, you're lying to
yourself. I've never seen him happier than when he's with you. He was even
agitated during his bachelor party because you two weren't together. He needs you
and only you."


"So, he's addicted to me. I can't..."


"No. Penny, he's devoted to you. There is a huge
difference."


I bit my lip. I wanted James to be here telling me these
things. But Rob was right, there was a huge difference. If it was true though,
James wouldn't have said those things to me. He wouldn't have told me to leave.
"I'm not sure he is anymore."


 "Look, if I didn't think what you had was real, you'd
already be naked in my bed."


I laughed.


"Seriously. I know it's because you're cold, but your
nipples are so hard right now and I'm having trouble not staring."


"Shit." I put my beer down and crossed my arms in
front of my chest again.


Rob laughed. "And if James wasn't a fucking mess
tonight, I also wouldn't have..." Rob picked up his phone "...17
missed calls from him."


"Does he know you're with me?"


"I haven't told him. Do you want me to?"


I swallowed hard. "No. Not yet. I just need some
time."


Rob slid his phone back into his pocket. "Then I won't.
But time is one thing you don't have much of. I already rented my tux for the
wedding and I hate wasting money."


"I thought James paid for the tux rentals?"


"That's beside the point. Now, how about that pizza? And
I'm sure I have a bra that's your size. 32 B, right?" 


"Why do you know that?"


"I know things." He got up off the couch. "By
the way, I saw you staring at the kitchen counter like you were remembering
being fucked against it. I've always wondered...exactly how many places in this
apartment did you bang my brother?"


I looked around the apartment. "None of the guest
bedrooms."


"You're both disgusting." He laughed and
disappeared into his room.


I pulled out my phone. James hadn't called me at all. I
wasn't mad at him anymore. I was just sad. If he called, I'd answer it in a
heartbeat. Call me. Say something. Anything. Give me something to hold onto.


 









Chapter 30


Friday


When I woke up, I had almost forgotten where I was. I
expected to open my eyes and be in my apartment with James. Instead, my head
was resting on Rob's shoulder on the couch. We were both sitting up and his arm
was wrapped around my shoulders. He always joked around about sexual stuff, but
Rob really was like a brother to me. And he had been there for me when I needed
him. I quietly ducked out from under his arm.


He groaned in his sleep. His ankles were crossed and his feet
were on the coffee table. He must have been uncomfortable but he had stayed
with me instead of going to his bed. I really hoped this wasn't the last time
I'd get to see him.


I grabbed my phone. There were still no calls from James. If
he hadn't meant what he said, wouldn't he have contacted me by now? The reality
seemed even more alarming than it had last night. Rain was pounding against the
windows, somehow reminding me of what I had just lost. I wanted to see James,
but I knew I couldn't. He had to be the one to reach out to me. He was the one
that had told me to disappear. So instead of going to him, I'd go to a place
where it would feel like I was close to him.


I walked into Rob's closet. I had been wearing high heels
last night and I didn't want to change back into my dress. There were a pair of
girly flip flops in Rob's closet. Those would do. I slid them on even though
they were a little too big. Taking something from Rob's closet reminded me of
when I had run back to my dorm in just one of James' t-shirts. I would never
forget those memories. Even the bad ones just seemed good now. Because they
were with him.


Rob groaned in his sleep again. I didn't want to be here when
he woke up. He needed to go back to New York. James was the one that needed him
right now. Not me. I was stronger than James seemed to realize. 


I glanced at the clock on the oven as I walked toward the
elevator doors. It was only 6 a.m. The coffee shop wouldn't be open for another
hour. But I didn't care. I'd just stand outside. I just needed to be there. It
felt like I was being drawn to it. I needed to remember the best day of my
life.


Before I pressed the elevator button, I froze. I'd do
anything for James. If he asked me to jump, I'd jump. He knew that. He knew how
much I cared. And he had asked me to disappear. He knew I'd do it for him. I
looked down at the ring on my finger. He hadn't called. He hadn't reached out
to me at all. This was what he wanted. I loved him. I loved him so much. And if
this was what he wanted, I'd give it to him. I pulled the ring off my finger
and set it down on the kitchen counter. If James needed me to disappear, I'd
disappear.


 


TO BE CONTINUED...


 


What happens next?  Penny and Professor Hunter's sexy story
continues in DEVOTION.  Available this fall.  Join
Ivy Smoak's newsletter to be the first to know when the next part is
available!


 


While you're waiting, read this sexy book by Ivy Smoak:


 


City of Sin





Discover Bee and Mason's story in CITY OF SIN by Ivy
Smoak.



Nothing seems to be going Bee's way. She's been knocked down by her ex, her
job, and the city in general. Could a blind date really be the start to the
much needed change she's been hoping for?



When Bee is already running late, a sexy stranger steals her cab. And once she
finally arrives at the restaurant and finds out that he's her date, the night
takes an unexpected turn. Maybe this sexy stranger is exactly what she's needed
this whole time...



Except Mason Caldwell is not a good man. A renowned playboy, heir to his
family's fortune, and willing to do whatever it takes to make his dreams come
true, he's not looking for a change. He's looking for vengeance. And a woman he
barely knows is definitely not going to get in his way. But he can't stop
thinking about her.



Sometimes you don't know what you really want until it's right in front of you.


 


Get it now for
FREE on Kindle Unlimited!


 


And don't forget to leave a review here! 
It's anonymous and helps Ivy sell more books, which is important because if she
doesn't, she'll end up homeless and won't be able to write any more steamy
books for you.









Read More


Don't want the sexiness to end?  It doesn't have to!  Join Ivy Smoak's newsletter to get a FREE
copy of her sexy short story, The Tutor.


The Tutor





Let your imagination run wild...in the new sexy short
story THE TUTOR by Ivy Smoak.


 


Sophia has had a crush on Wyatt every since they've met. 
Tutoring him at the library once a week has been the highlight of her
semester.  But their sexual tension has been slowly torturing her.  Wyatt is
sexy, funny, flirtatious, and as far as she can tell - completely unattainable.


 


When it is time for their last tutoring session, she worries
it will be the last time she will ever get to see him.  She's determined to not
let that happen.  Dreaming about him and watching him from a distance at his
baseball games isn't going to cut it.


 


But will she have the confidence to confess her true
feelings?


 


Join here to get your
FREE copy!









ARC Team


Want to be the first to read new books by Ivy Smoak?  Then
joining her ARC Team is for you!


You'll receive free advance copies of all her books in
exchange for posting honest reviews on Amazon on the launch dates.  For more
information about the ARC Team and to join, click HERE.









Also by Ivy Smoak


Like this book?  Want more?  Check out these other books by
Ivy Smoak!


Novels


Temptation
(The Hunted Series Book 1)


Addiction (The
Hunted Series Book 2)


Eruption (The
Hunted Series Book 3)


Playing a Player


City of Sin


 


Novellas


Emergency Plan
F


Layla's
Forecast


Blue Parrot
Resort


A Christmas
Wish


 


To connect with Ivy, check out her Facebook and Twitter.









Copyright


This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places,
and incidents are fictitious.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.


 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  No
part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled,
reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and
retrieval system without the express written permission of Ivy Smoak.


 


ASIN: B01D917CL6


 


Cover art copyright © 2016 by Ivy Smoak


 


Cover photos:


Man photo by anetta/Shutterstock.com


Background photo by Manamana/Shutterstock.com


 


2016 ebook Edition


 


Copyright © 2016 by Ivy Smoak


All rights reserved






        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Devotion

 The Hunted Series
Book 4

[image: ]

By Ivy Smoak

 


Copyright 2016 Ivy Smoak

All Rights Reserved




Join Ivy Smoak's newsletter
to receive a FREE short story and be the first to know about her
new releases!


CONTENTS

 Title

PART 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

PART 2

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

PART 3

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Read More

ARC Team

Also by Ivy Smoak

Copyright


PART 1


Chapter 1

 Friday

It almost felt like I was dreaming as I walked out
into the pouring rain. Steam rising off the hot pavement gave Main
Street an eerie look. Everything looked dull and lifeless. Or maybe
it was just me. Without James, I felt dull and lifeless. I
willingly lost myself in him. And what was left of me now? An empty
shell? I wiped under my eyes. I wasn't sure if it was rain or tears
on my cheeks.

This wasn't real. This couldn't be real. I
ran my thumb across the spot where my engagement ring once sat.
How is this happening? I tried to feel the rain on my
shoulders. I tried to focus on anything but the ache in my chest.
This definitely wasn't a dream. If anything, my reality was a
nightmare.

I knew better than to put my self-worth into
someone else's hands. Hadn't I learned anything from my
relationship with Austin? I was so naive back then. I stopped
outside the restaurant of our last date. That awful double date
that Melissa had forced me to go on. It was the same night that
James and I had shared our first kiss. I had called James, wanting
to tempt him, knowing he'd come to make sure I was okay. He was
trying to stay away from me, but I wouldn't let him. I wasn't just
naive, I was immature and awful. He could still be here teaching if
not for me. He could be happy.

Maybe James was right when he called me
greedy. I wasn't in the sense of financial gain. I didn't care
about his money. But I was greedy when it came to him. I liked
monopolizing his time. I liked when his eyes were on me and me
alone. Maybe he had me pegged exactly right. I was greedy. Had that
bothered him? Me wanting him and needing him? I thought we were
happy. But maybe I had been suffocating him the whole time.

I looked down the street at the coffee shop.
I thought seeing it would be comforting, but it had the opposite
effect. It made me think of how our whole relationship had started
on lies. Lies about my age and lies about his past. He didn't trust
me then, and he didn't trust me now. His words cut through my
thoughts like a knife. You're not my problem anymore. That's
what I was, a problem. Something to take care of. An annoyance.

His words made it seem like he put up with me
for the benefit of getting my body in return. To do whatever he
wanted with. That's all it ever had been. There was no other reason
why he pursued in me in school. I wasn't a good speaker. He
couldn't have been attracted to me because of what I said in class.
So was that it? Just physical attraction? I touched the center of
my chest. It was more than that to me. How could I have been so
blind? I pressed harder on the center of my chest. There was an
ache there that didn't seem to want to fade.

I sat down on the curb outside of the
restaurant. There was a huge puddle, but it didn't matter, I was
already soaked. This really was just like that night we had shared
our first kiss. I was depressed and it was pouring. But there was
one main difference. That night, James was there when I needed him.
Why wasn't he here now? I still needed him.

Stop torturing yourself. I pulled out
my phone. There were still no calls or texts from him. He wanted me
to leave. He told me he never wanted to see me again. But all I
wanted to do was run back to him. I wanted to stay and fight for
him. I couldn't go back to New York if he didn't want to be with
me, though. I couldn't bear to run into him if he was going to look
at me with hate instead of love. So why did I come here? To walk
around feeling his presence? His ghosts were everywhere. Being here
was like torturing myself. I knew the answer, and it was a pathetic
one. Because I knew my life was nothing without him. I needed
something to hold onto. A little piece of him. This was the best I
could do.

This time I knew that I was wiping away
tears. I thought I had grown. I thought the two of us had grown
together. But I was so wrong. I was still naive. I was still
pathetic. I was still immature. I so badly tried to act like I had
my shit together. I wanted James to take me seriously. But the
truth was, he never had. He never cared enough to. He never really
saw me. I was an object. And now he had cast me aside. It felt like
the past few years had meant nothing to him and everything to
me.

Fuck this. I searched my phone for
flights that were leaving soon. I didn't have my passport. And I
barely had any money. I couldn't afford to blow it all on a flight.
But I needed to get out of here. I needed to leave before I lost
myself to grief. I was stronger than this. Wandering around chasing
memories wasn't going to help me. And the only person that could
help me was myself.

I clicked on the cheapest flight that was
leaving this afternoon. A one way ticket to Chicago cost
$103. I didn't know a thing about Chicago and I didn't know
anyone who lived there. It made me think about our decision to
leave Newark. Would things have been different if we had moved to a
place that we were both unfamiliar with? Away from Isabella and
Rachel and every toxic thing in the city? I thought agreeing to go
New York would make him happy.

I looked down the street at the coffee shop.
There was no choice here. If I stayed, I'd drown. I clicked on the
flight and pulled my debit card out of my purse. Before I could
change my mind, I typed in all the necessary info and purchased the
ticket. I had a couple thousand dollars in my account. That was
enough. I had a good GPA from a great school. My stomach twisted in
knots. Possible employers would ask why I transferred schools.
They'd ask why I didn't finish my internship at Hunter Tech. I
didn't have a single letter of recommendation.

I abruptly stood up. I'd figure it out.
Despite what James had said, I was a competent adult. I took a deep
breath. In my heart I knew I had grown. I had come a long way since
I used to live here. Just because I had thought what I wanted was
James, it didn't mean my life was over. I'd find new goals and new
dreams in Chicago.

James had been my other half. He was gone,
but that didn't mean I was half a person. I was more than that
relationship. Before I could stop myself, I clicked on his name in
my phone. I waited for the voicemail to click on. Hearing his voice
brought tears to my eyes. Stop it.

"Hi, James, it's me." I tried to say it
sternly, but my voice cracked, giving me away. I took a deep
breath. I can do this. "I just wanted to let you know that I
gave Ian my keys and credit card. And I'm out of New York, like you
wanted. Could you maybe mail some of my things to my parents'
house? I'll have them send them to me when I settle down." What
things were even mine, really? I bit my lip. Nothing. My
clothes, my computer, my phone, he had bought all of it. "Actually,
never mind. You can just donate all that stuff or whatever you want
to do. I don't want it. And you can cancel my cell phone too. I'll
have that figured out before you get your next bill, I promise."
Why was I promising him things when all his promises meant nothing?
I thought about my wedding dress hanging in my closet. His
closet. I wiped the tears off my cheeks. I wished I had called
the apartment line. Then maybe he'd hear me and pick up. Instead,
he'd probably delete this message before he even listened to it. So
it didn't even matter what I said. I wrapped my free arm tightly
around myself to help make the feeling of loneliness fade. It
didn't work. "You promised you wouldn't push me away again, James.
You promised."

I moved the phone away from my mouth as I
tried to hold back a sob. I quickly ended the call and sunk back
down onto the ground. I wanted to scream and throw my phone.
Instead I put my face in my hands and started to cry
uncontrollably. I wasn't sure how long I sat there crying. My phone
buzzing finally made me lift my head.

My heart let me hope for one second that it
was James. I quickly grabbed my phone. Please be James.
Tyler's name flashed across my screen. Of course it was Tyler. He'd
want to know if I needed help decorating for the rehearsal dinner.
Or writing my vows. Or something else sweet because that's the kind
of guy he was. I laughed. It sounded strange in my throat. No, he
wasn't calling to be sweet. He probably wanted to know why he
suddenly had 20 million dollars in his bank account. No one else I
knew had reached out to me because no one else knew what had
happened. My parents were sitting in some hotel in New York, still
thinking I was getting married tomorrow. I wanted to ignore Tyler's
call. I wanted to be alone to wallow. But I owed him an
explanation.

I slid my finger across the screen. "Hey,
Tyler."

"Hey, Penny."

The awkward silence made my chest hurt even
more. He knew. God, he knows. I pulled my knees to my
chest.

Tyler cleared his throat. "I think we need to
talk. Can you come over?"

"I'm not in New York."

"Where are you?"

"Sitting in the rain on Main Street."

"Main Street? Are you in Newark?"

"Yeah."

"Okay, well first of all, get out of the
rain, weirdo."

I laughed. This time it didn't sound as
strange. "I like the rain." It reminds me of him.

"You don't want to be sick for your
wedding."

I closed my eyes. It was so obvious that
Tyler knew. Why was he torturing me like this? "I'm not getting
married." My words were greeted by silence. I stood up and stepped
under the overhang of the roof to block some of the rain. I didn't
care about being sick, but if my phone broke I'd be even worse off.
I wiped off some of the rain and put it back to my ear. "Tyler, are
you still there?"

"I need to see you."

"I'm not going to be here by the time you get
here."

"Penny, please."

"I already booked a flight. "

"Where?"

"Chicago. Could you maybe not tell anyone? I
just...I need to do this on my own."

"You don't need to do it on your own. Let me
come with you."

"What?"

"I want to come with you. I fucking hate New
York."

"You don't hate New York. You love it there.
You have an amazing job and a great apartment. Melissa just moved
in. You're happy."

"Happy?" He sighed. "Penny, I don't want to
be here if you're not here with me."

"Tyler, stop."

"You know how I feel about you, you know that
I'd..."

"You're dating my best friend!"

"I love you, Penny. I've never stopped loving
you."

"What are you talking about? That's all in
the past. We're friends. We've been friends for years."

"Because you put me there. I still want you.
And James is a fucking asshole for hurting you. I don't want to be
having this conversation on the phone. Please, let me meet you in
Chicago. We need to talk about this in person. Please, Penny."

I sighed and leaned against the brick wall.
No wonder James had jumped to the conclusion that he had. He knew.
How did I not know? I thought Tyler and I were good. I thought we
were on the same page. "Okay. Yeah, we need to talk about
this."

"Yeah? What airport are you flying into? I'll
book the flight right now."

"Just come here."

"You'll wait for me?" His words made the ache
in my chest even worse. He had been waiting for me this whole
time.

"I'll get a later flight."

"Get out of the rain, but don't leave Newark.
I'll be there by...9 o'clock, okay?"

"Okay."

"See you soon, Penny." The line went
dead.

I stuffed my phone back into my purse and
walked back into the rain. I just wanted to be alone.


Chapter 2

 Friday

It was weird being back here. I looked down at the
worn steps of Tyler's frat house. It was also hard to think about
how different my life would be if I had never slept with my
professor. Maybe I'd be with Tyler. Maybe I'd be happy. But I
couldn't go back in time. I couldn't change what had happened, and
honestly, I wouldn't want to. I meant nothing to James, but he
meant something to me. Hell, he meant everything to me. I had a
sickening feeling that the past few years would be the best years
of my life. Anything going forward would be tainted by that. It
wasn't all a lie to me, it was real. I loved him. And this hurt so
much because I still loved him.

I looked down at the text I had gotten from
Rob an hour ago. "You forgot your ring."

I had written back telling him to give it
back to James. It wasn't really mine. If I kept it, it would just
remind me of everything I had lost. I didn't need that reminder. My
solitude would be reminder enough. The ache in my chest would be
reminder enough. Falling asleep and waking up alone...it was all
enough.

I stared at the text from Rob that I hadn't
responded to yet. "Don't leave like this. It'll kill him. You know
it'll kill him. I'm begging you, Penny. Please come back. I'll
drive you back home. You two will work it out, I know you will. He
needs you."

There wasn't anything to say back. Rob was
wrong. This was James' decision. I was just doing what he wanted.
If James reached out to me, I'd talk to him. But that wasn't the
case. I hadn't heard from him since he kicked me out. He was done
with me and there wasn't anything I could do about it. James would
be fine. His friends and family would support him. He had a strong
foundation. He was going to be okay. James had never really needed
me. I was the one that needed him.

The word "home" made me feel even worse. My
parents' house was no longer my home. Newark was no longer my home.
And now New York was no longer my home. Home to me was wherever
James was. It had been ever since we met. Now I had nowhere to go.
I had to start over. Sure, I could go to my parents' house and find
the key under the potted plant and let myself in. I could wallow
away in my childhood bedroom, remembering. But I refused to hurt my
parents. I refused to hurt my friends, what I had left of them. And
I refused to just give up on life just because one person told me I
was worthless. I wasn't worthless. I just lost myself. Which meant
I could find myself again.

I wiped away my tears with the back of my
hand. The problem was that I didn't want to find myself. Not
without him. I wanted to believe in what we had, even if it was all
a charade to him. Because it wasn't to me. It was real. All of it.
I grabbed my purse, pulled out the notebook that I had been
carrying around for weeks, and stared at the vows I had been
working on. The words blurred in front of me as I started to cry
harder. I didn't ever want to forget him. I wanted to remember
every little thing. The way my skin tingled when he brushed his
fingertips against me. The way I immediately smiled when his eyes
met mine across a room. If I could somehow put those feelings into
words, maybe I'd have something to hold on to. Something that would
make it feel like I wasn't drowning.

I shoved the notebook back into my purse. I
couldn't capture him on paper. I couldn't verbalize the way he made
me feel. I put my hand on the center of my chest. No one had ever
told me that when your heart breaks it actually hurts. It felt like
my chest was caving in. I took a deep, shaky breath.

"God, Penny, I'm so sorry."

I looked up at Tyler rushing toward me. My
eyes immediately landed on the bruise along the left side of his
jawbone. The scruff on his chin didn't hide it nearly as well as he
probably hoped. I quickly wiped away the rest of my tears. "What
the hell happened to your face?"

"It's nothing." He immediately put his arms
around me. "Are you okay?"

"No, I'm not okay. Let me see your face."

But he kept his arms wrapped firmly around
me. He ran his hand up and down my back. "I'm fine. God, you're
soaked. Let me..."

"You're not fine." I pushed on the middle of
his chest until he let me back up a fraction of an inch. He didn't
need to say anything. I knew. It was written all over his face. I
lightly touched the side of his jaw with my fingertips. "James did
that, didn't he?"

"There may have been an altercation late last
night."

I closed my eyes. "Tyler, I'm so, so sorry."
Mason was with James. Apparently none of his friends were good at
keeping him out of trouble. It also meant Ian had probably driven
him there when I specifically told him not to take James anywhere.
But Ian didn't have to listen to me. I was never his boss.

"There's nothing to apologize about." Tyler
put his hand on the back of my head and pressed my face to his
chest.

There was something so comforting about being
in Tyler's arms. Despite his move to New York and all his success,
he still smelled the same. Like freshly cut grass and mint. I
wasn't even sure how that was possible. There was barely any grass
in New York and he wasn't a landscaper. I wrapped my arms around
his back. It was selfish, but I needed this right now. I needed my
friend. I could tell Tyler wanted to talk, but I wrapped my arms
tighter around him. I just needed a few more seconds.

Tyler kissed the top of my head and ran his
fingers through my hair. "It's going to be okay, Penny."

No. It's not. I shook my head against
his chest and let my arms drop from his back.

He grabbed my shoulders and pushed me back so
he could look at my face. There was so much hope in his blue eyes.
And it killed me.

"How much do you know about what happened?" I
asked.

"Everything I need to know."

"Which is?"

"That you and James broke up. And that he
thinks I convinced you to run away with me." He searched my
face.

So Rob really hadn't talked to James. Neither
had his parents. He didn't know. Or maybe he didn't believe them
either.

"So now I'm here to actually convince you to
run away with me." He lightly touched the bottom of my chin so that
I'd look into his eyes.

A part of me wanted to say yes. I wanted to
feel the comfort of his arms around me. And see that smile that
always made me smile too. The only problem was that I didn't love
Tyler. It wouldn't be fair to him or...fuck, Melissa.

"I'm still in love with him," I said.

Tyler shook his head. "You broke up. You left
him and New York. You're standing in the rain crying because of
him. And I'm here for you. We can go wherever you want. We can
start a new life together."

"I'm still in love with him," I said again, a
little quieter.

He let go of my shoulders. "Okay, but that
feeling will fade. You have to move forward."

I shook my head.

"What, so you're going to go through your
whole life missing him?"

"What else am I supposed to do, Tyler? He was
it for me. There is nothing after him. I was ready to give my whole
life to him. That feeling doesn't just disappear after a
fight."

"Be with me. I'm right here. I've always been
here for you. I'd never do anything to hurt you. Let me fill that
void."

"I can't."

"Why? I know you love me. We're great
together. I know you felt it back in school. I know you can feel it
again."

"I could never hurt Melissa like that."

"We already broke up."

"What?"

"I broke up with her before I came here."

"Why did you do that? You only just started
dating." God, she's going to hate me.

"I thought you were getting married. I was at
peace with that. Or in denial or something. These past few years
haven't been a lie, I was your friend. I enjoyed being your
friend." He scratched the back of his neck with his hand. "But when
I found out you two broke up, all I wanted to do was see you. I
think I had buried my feelings. I don't know. But I just knew I
needed to see you. I never stopped loving you, Penny. And I'll
never stop loving you."

I shook my head back and forth.

"I didn't want this to happen. All I've ever
wanted was for you to be happy. I thought that James was that for
you, so I just accepted where I was. But when I found out it was
over...it feels like my second chance. Our second chance."

"I'm sorry. But it's like you just said.
Except, I never stopped loving him. And I'll never stop
loving him."

"I can wait. I'm used to waiting. I'll wait
my whole life for you, Penny. Don't you see that?" He put his hand
on the side of my face.

"Tyler, I don't want you to wait."

"Don't say that. I know you need time to heal
from this. I'll wait until you're ready."

"I'll never be ready."

He shook his head. "I love you. Tell me to
stay. Choose me. Penny, please give us a chance. I need you. Meet
me halfway here."

"You don't need me. You need some sweet girl
who will put you first. Who thinks the sun rises and sets with you.
You deserve that. I can't give you that."

"I'll take whatever you can give me."

"All I can offer you is friendship. Honestly,
Tyler, you're my best friend. You've always been there for
me..."

"I can't be your friend anymore." He let his
hand fall from my cheek. "I thought I could be. But now? No. I need
more than that. I can't live my whole life in denial."

"I'm sorry."

He shoved his hands into his pockets.
"So...Chicago?"

I nodded. "My new flight leaves tonight. I
think maybe I need to do a little soul searching."

"And you know for sure that what you're
looking for isn't me?" He gave me a sheepish smile that ripped my
heart in half. "How are you so sure?"

I pressed my lips together. There was
something else that I hadn't told him. But I didn't want to. It
wasn't fair. It was just in my head.

"Tell me."

I shook my head.

He grabbed my hand. "Tell me. If it's
something I can fix..."

"No." I swallowed hard. "Seeing you reminds
me that it's my fault that James broke up with me. Because I
insisted on being your friend. I made this happen."

"It hurts you to see me?"

I closed my eyes and nodded.

He dropped my hand. "I'd do anything for you.
You know that right?"

I wiped away the tears that had started to
fall down my cheeks again.

"Penny, look at me."

I slowly opened my eyes. The hurt on his face
was palpable.

"Everything in my gut is telling me to stay
and fight for you. But if you want me to leave, I'll leave. Is that
what you want?"

"I'm sorry."

His Adam's apple rose and fell. "I can't be
your friend anymore."

"I know."

He nodded his head. "I guess this is goodbye
then?"

"Where are you going to go?" I thought about
his apartment in New York. Melissa was probably waiting there,
seething. Hating both of us.

"I think maybe I need a fresh start too," he
said. "Somewhere...sunnier."

I nodded. "I hope you find what you're
looking for."

"I already found what I was looking for,"
Tyler said with sigh. "Now...now I'm running away because it hurts
too fucking much."

"Tyler..."

"Go back to New York, Penny. Don't spend your
whole life missing him. It's exhausting to deny yourself what you
want, to spend your whole life dreaming about what you're
missing."

The fact that he was talking about me made my
chest hurt even more.

"I really hope that you two work it out," he
said.

"Thanks, Tyler." I took a step toward him to
hug him goodbye, but he immediately took a step back.

"Bye, Penny." He turned around and walked
away from me. I watched him climb back into his car. I lifted my
hand to wave goodbye, but he didn't look back as he pulled away
from the curb and out of my life.


Chapter 3

 Friday

My Uber was going to arrive any minute to take me to
the airport. The car was going to come to the coffee shop. Up until
this point I had avoided it. I had walked all around campus,
remembering, savoring the happy and sad memories, the joy and the
pain. I was filled up with fleeting images of James. It was time to
go. I couldn't stay here living like this.

It felt like déjà vu walking toward the
coffee shop. I had walked this path so many times. Good and bad
memories flooded back to me in a rush. I wanted to focus on the
good, but my mind wouldn't let me. It was like I was transported
back in time to when James had broken up with me back at school.
Only this was worse. He didn't need time now. What he did need was
someone that wasn't me. Someone better.

I was numb before, walking through the rain
and mist, but now the ache in my chest was all I could feel. I
wanted to think about meeting him for the first time. I stopped
outside the coffee shop. It was open now and locals were inside,
enjoying their Friday mornings. But all I could see was James
bursting through the door on that day that changed my life. His
hands had steadied me. He had always grounded me. He was always
there to catch me when it felt like I was falling. I was falling
now. Where was he?

I closed my eyes and I pictured the rose
petals on the floor. I could imagine the candles on the tables
perfectly. I could see James down on one knee. His words were all
around me. Promises of a future. Confessions of his feelings. He
talked about how hard he had fallen for me. Had he lied? I turned
around and looked out at the falling rain. I didn't feel defeated
anymore. I was angry. How could he throw away what we had? How
could he do this to me? I had given him everything I could. I had
given him every single piece of me.

I pulled my phone out of my purse. He said he
didn't want to see me, but I'd make him hear my voice. Didn't we
owe it to ourselves to talk this out? I dialed the number for our
apartment. His apartment. This time, he'd listen to me. I'd
make him listen to me. After several rings, the voicemail came on.
It was a cheery message with both of us talking. It ended with me
saying, "and the future Mrs. Hunter." Stupid, naive, pathetic girl.
The voicemail beeped, signaling that it was time to leave a
message.

"Answer the phone, James. Talk to me! Don't
cut me out like I meant nothing. Please!" My voice cracked. "James,
please. You're supposed to believe me. You're supposed to trust me!
Answer the fucking phone! Listen to what I have to say. Stop
pretending like I mean nothing to you. Stop pushing me away! Pick
up!" I was choking on my words. "Damn it, James, pick up the phone.
Please."

"He's not here, Penny."

My heart starting beating fast. I hadn't
realized that someone had answered the phone. "Mason? Is that
you?"

"Hey." He sounded pissed. "You can stop
yelling now."

"Put him on, Mason. Please, I have to talk to
him."

"No, I mean, he's seriously not here. I'd
force him to talk to you if he was."

"Where is he?"

"I don't know. I woke up this morning and he
was gone."

Shit. "Have you looked for him?"

"What the fuck do you think I've been doing?"
He sounded on edge.

"I'm sorry, I..."

"You shouldn't have walked out on him, Penny.
He's a fucking mess because of you. Why would you leave him like
that?"

"I didn't leave him. He kicked me out."

Mason sighed. "God, where the hell did he go?
Where would he have gone?"

"I don't know." I looked behind me at the
coffee shop. "Maybe somewhere that we used to go together? Maybe
the Tavern on the Green? Or our old apartment? He didn't sell it
yet. He could have gone there." But those were all suggestions if
he was missing me. I wasn't sure if that was the case. The thought
was chilling. I wrapped my free arm around myself.

"I already looked in both those places.
Think, Penny."

My heart sunk. Then he definitely wasn't
going somewhere to think about me. "Have you tried to call
Isabella?" It pained me to say the words, but it was a possibility.
A terrible, awful possibility.

"He wouldn't go there."

"How do you know?"

"Because he loves you."

"I'd try Isabella," I said. I thought back to
our fight here on campus. He had broken up with me and he ran right
back to her. It was always her. It had never been me. He had loved
her and he had lied to me about it. Maybe he still did love
her.

"Can you just come help me look?" Mason
asked.

"I have a flight to catch."

"Where the hell are you going? Aren't you
going to try to fix this? I spent all night trying to defend you,
and now you're fucking leaving? What the hell is wrong with
you?"

"Mason, I..."

"He's missing, Penny. I woke up at 6 a.m. and
he was gone. He's not answering my calls. I can't find him
anywhere. Something's wrong. I don't know what else to do here.
Don't you care at all?"

"Of course I care."

"Then what the hell are you waiting for? Get
your ass back here and help me find him, he needs you."

I swallowed hard. "He doesn't need me, Mason.
He needs you, his friends, his family. Not me. He made that pretty
clear last night. You weren't there. You didn't hear what he said.
He never needed me. He just needed to realize what he already had.
You and Matt, Rob and Jen, his parents if he'd give them another
chance. He doesn't even love himself, I don't know why I ever
thought he was capable of loving me." My Uber car pulled up in
front of me.

"Just because someone doesn't think they're
capable of love, it doesn't mean they haven't loved. He's
just...broken."

"And I can't fix him."

"That's bullshit and you know it."

"I have to go."

"Penny, don't give up on him. And what about
me? And Bee? Rob and Jen and Matt? Do we mean nothing to you
either? You said we were your family. You don't just walk out on
family."

That's not fair. "When you find him,
tell him I'll always love him. And that I'm sorry...about
everything."

"Penny, don't..."

I hung up the phone. I had lost James. I had
lost my new family. Tyler was gone. Melissa would probably never
speak to me again. I had no one. Didn't Mason see that? Didn't he
realize how much it killed me to walk away? But that's what James
wanted. He asked me to leave. He never wanted to see me again. I
had to go. I had to disappear. I grabbed the door handle and
climbed into the car.

"Where are you heading?" the driver
asked.

Despite what Mason thought, I did care.
That's why I was leaving. I looked down at the phone in my hand.
What if James was hurt, though? What if something really was wrong?
Mason sounded concerned. I would never forgive myself if something
happened to him because of me. Because of what I had done.

I thought about what Tyler had said about
going through your whole life wanting someone. Why was I running
away? That wasn't what I wanted. I wanted to fight for James. He
didn't know why I had done what I had. He didn't understand that I
was trying to protect him. He didn't understand that I did it out
of love. And he was hurting. He was missing. This was my fault. I
needed to fix it. I needed to make him understand. I needed to find
him before it was too late.

Fuck. "I'm sorry," I said to the
driver. "Just charge me whatever it would have cost."

"That's not how it works..."

But I was already climbing out of the car. I
needed to talk to Rob. He'd know what to do. He'd know where to
find James. He'd help me. He had to help me. I slammed the car door
and turned back toward Rob's apartment.

And I ran straight into someone. No, not
someone. All I could smell was him. All I could feel was his grip
on my arms. James. It didn't feel real. I didn't want to
look up and realize it was just a memory. I'd always be haunted by
him. I'd never stop wanting him.

"You came here too." His voice was gruff,
like he hadn't used it since he had woken up. Or maybe he had never
slept. But it was definitely him. He had come back to me. He had
been drawn to the coffee shop just like I had.

I looked up at his face. He was as soaked as
me. Droplets of water clung to the scruff on his face. His eyes
were red and there were dark circles underneath. But even when he
looked a mess, he was still the most handsome man I had ever
seen.

"James, I thought something had happened to
you." I put my hands on both sides of his face. "Thank God you're
okay."

He wiped his thumb under my eye, where I
wasn't even aware a tear had fallen. "Why did you come here?"

I had the vague sense that maybe he had been
walking around remembering too. Like he thought this was some kind
of dream or nightmare too. "Where else would I have gone,
James?"

"I thought you'd be with Tyler." The pain on
his face made me want to cry. But before I had a chance to say
anything, he said, "Penny, I don't care why you did it. I just need
to know if you want me instead of him. I need to know that you'll
always choose me. Please choose me. Please tell me I'm not too
late."

He really didn't know the truth. No one had
told him. But he was still here. He still wanted me despite what he
thought had happened, and that meant everything. "I'll always
choose you."

His lips crashed against mine before I even
knew what was happening. Part of me wanted to push him off and slap
him. He had hurt me too. He hadn't apologized to me. His hand moved
to my hair and he gripped it hard. But I wanted this too. The kiss
was salty, and I wasn't sure if it was from my tears or his. I had
never meant to hurt him. His fingers slipped underneath the back of
my wet tank top. No, this isn't right. He needed to know
what had really happened. He had diminished our relationship to
nothing. He had hurt me. We needed to talk about everything. I
turned my head away from him and tried to catch my breath.

His fingers intertwined in my hair again and
he pressed his forehead against mine. "I thought I'd never see you
again. I thought I lost you. I thought..." his throat made a
desperate gasp, holding back a sob that made me start to cry
again.

I closed my eyes. "Then why did you push me
away? Why didn't you believe me?"

"Because a part of me has always thought that
you'd be better off with Tyler. That he can make you happier than I
ever could. I feel like I've always just been standing in your way,
holding you back from what you deserve." His forehead was still
pressed against mine. Droplets of water were falling down my face,
a mixture of tears and rain.

"I love you and only you."

He didn't say anything. And I knew it was
because he didn't believe me. He thought I didn't love him. He
thought I didn't care. He thought I stole money from him so that I
could run away with another man.

"James, I've only ever loved you. I only ever
will love you."

He lifted his head away from mine. "But maybe
you're too young to realize what you really want."

I was trying to stay calm for his sake. I was
sad and upset, but I was also angry. I was angry at him for telling
me to leave. I was angry at him for not listening to me, for not
trusting me. I pulled back and pushed his hands off me. "Don't
throw my age in my face. Why do you always do that? Yes, I'm
younger than you. But I'm an adult. I can make my own choices. And
every choice I have ever made since meeting you has revolved around
you. Not because I'm immature, but because you're what I want. You
make me happy. Why can't you see that? I didn't take the money so
that Tyler could have it. Isabella..."

"Stop." His voice was icy. He ran his hand
through his hair. "Jesus, I don't care about what happened. All I
care about is the fact that you're here right now with me and not
with him. I forgive you. I just want to move forward. Please don't
talk about him."

He forgives me? He was here right now,
so why did my chest still hurt? Why did it still feel like I was
drowning? "We need to talk about what happened, James. We can't
move forward unless we talk about it."

"You said we were being blackmailed. I'll
take your word for it. It's over now. We're going to be okay. We
have to be okay."

It wasn't over now. Isabella was still out
there, probably planning her next diabolical move. And despite what
James said, it didn't sound like he believed me at all. "Then why
didn't you call me back? Why did you just disappear?"

"Because I want what's best for you."

Before I even realized what was happening, I
had slapped him hard across the face.

He looked shocked. And pissed. God, he looked
so pissed. But he didn't get to be upset with me. He was the one
that pushed me away. He was the one that wouldn't hear me out.

"What's best for me? How would you know
what's best for me if you don't listen to me, James?" I poked him
hard in the middle of the chest. "When you prefer to listen to your
ex-wife instead?" I poked him again. "What's best for me certainly
isn't hearing that I'm ugly on the inside. That you only ever
wanted me for sex." I poked him again. "That you never loved me!" I
was choking on my words.

"Penny..."

"How could you say that to me? How could you
not listen to what I had to say? You never hear me, James. You
never listen."

"I'm sorry. You know I didn't mean any of
that. I was upset. I thought...I thought you were leaving me."

"That doesn't take it back. That doesn't undo
all the hurtful things you said. All the lies..."

"I never lied to you!"

"You loved Isabella, James! I saw the notes.
Every intimate detail. You talked about how excited you were to
marry her. And how much you wanted children with her."

He ran his hand through his wet hair. "You
don't understand."

"Then help me understand. Talk to me. Stop
cutting me out of your life. Stop hiding from me!"

He lowered both his eyebrows and looked
toward the coffee shop. "You're soaked. We should get out of the
rain."

I wanted to slap him again. "We need to talk,
James. Now. Somewhere more private than that."

He nodded. There was so much pain in his
eyes, and it made me wonder if there was something else he had
hidden from me. "Okay."

We both stood there awkwardly for a moment,
watching each other in the rain. I wanted him to put his arms
around me. I wanted him to kiss me like nothing was wrong. But I
needed to know the truth and so did he. We needed to figure this
out. We had to. I folded my arms across my chest.

"Where's your ring?" His eyes were locked on
my naked hand.

"I left it with Rob."

"Baby..." his voice trailed off. "Please
don't leave me. Please, I can't live without you." This time when
he stepped toward me, I didn't push him away. I'd never leave him.
The only reason I had walked out was to make sure he didn't.
Because he was drunk. I didn't want him to get hurt. He needed to
know that I wasn't going anywhere. So I let him put his hands on
me. I let him kiss me, softly at first and then more savagely. I
let myself get lost in the kiss because I needed it too. I needed
to know that what we had wasn't a lie. And that maybe we could go
back. Maybe we didn't have to be over. This time I didn't push him
away when his palm slipped up the back of my shirt or his fingers
tugged on my hair. He pulled me tightly against him. I knew he was
trying to forget. I wanted to forget too. But we couldn't do that.
We had to talk about what had happened. I lightly touched his
chest.

"Tell me I'm not too late," he sighed. "Tell
me I can fix this." His hand cupped the side of my face.

"We can fix it. But I need you to tell me
everything, James. You have to let me in."


Chapter 4

 Friday

James slid an access card into the scanner outside
the elevator. I didn't ask him why he still had a key to this
apartment. Whether or not he paid for Rob's place wasn't what I
cared about. I kept my arms folded in front of my chest and stepped
onto the elevator as soon as the doors parted. James leaned against
the opposite side of the elevator with that wanting look on his
face. He had given me the same look when I refused to hold his hand
on the way back here. I loved him, but we weren't okay. He needed
to understand that. If I gave into him, we'd never talk. We'd never
get past this. And I needed to get past this.

The elevator stopped and James pressed in the
code. The doors slid open.

Rob came running over to the elevator. He
slid across the marble due to the socks he was wearing and skidded
to a stop. "Hey. I'm glad you guys decided to talk. I may or may
not have been spying on you from the window." He gave me a
wink.

I wanted to laugh. I knew he was trying to
cheer me up, but I didn't feel like laughing. I gave him a weak
smile instead.

"So, are you two okay now?" he asked.

I glanced over at James. He stayed silent and
so did I. He was staring at my hand where my ring had once sat.

"Rob, do you have my ring?"

"Um...yeah." He gave James a weird look and
walked over to the kitchen. My ring was still sitting on the
kitchen counter. "Right here." He picked it up.

I walked over to him and took it from his
hand. James seemed to be focused on this one thing. If he was going
to open up to me, I needed him to be focused on me and not my hand.
I slid the ring back on my finger.

"So, you're good?" Rob asked.

"We have a lot to talk about."

"Okay, well, you guys are soaked. I folded
your dress and put it on the bed in the first guest room. I was
hoping you'd be back." He gave my shoulder a reassuring squeeze.
"James," he said as he stepped away from me, "want to borrow
something?"

"Yeah, that would be great." James didn't
take his eyes off me as he followed Rob to his bedroom. It was as
if he thought I was going to run away again. Did he not remember
last night? I didn't run, he forced me to leave.

I walked through the dining area and living
room and opened the door to the hallway. This part of the apartment
looked the same as when James had lived here. I opened up the door
to the first guest room. My dress was folded neatly on the foot of
the bed. My bra and thong were sitting next to it. I tried not to
think about how awkward that was as I changed back into the clothes
I had come in. My shoes were sitting next to the bed, but I had no
desire to wear high heels right now.

I walked back into the kitchen just as James
and Rob were coming out of the master bedroom. Rob was shorter than
James and apparently wore different sized clothes. The tight
t-shirt clung to every single one of James' muscles. I quickly
moved my eyes back to his face. I wasn't going to be the one that
led us astray during our conversation. James and I had always
seemed to communicate best with our bodies. And it chilled me to
think that that was all he wanted from me. We needed to have a
serious conversation. No touching would be involved in that.

"So..." Rob let his voice fade away. "Is now
a good time to tell you that I slept with Penny last night?"

I knew he was just trying to lighten the
mood, but I seriously wanted to kill him.

James lowered both his eyebrows. "I swear to
God, Rob, if you so much as..."

"I'm just kidding, man." Rob put his hands up
in the air to show his innocence. "We fell asleep together on the
couch. Nothing actually happened except for some light snuggling.
Lighten up." He punched James' shoulder.

James looked down at his shoulder and then
back at Rob. "Can we maybe have some privacy?"

"Um, yeah. I just talked to Mason before you
got here to let him know you were okay. And it sounded like he
needed some help with the decorations for the rehearsal dinner
tonight. He clearly has no idea what he's doing."

James had called off our wedding. That meant
there was no rehearsal or rehearsal dinner tonight. There was
nothing to decorate for. I glanced up at James. Had he not told
Rob?

I turned back to Rob. "Rob, I don't know
if..."

"You'll be back to New York in time?" Rob
said. He glanced at the time on the oven. "The rehearsal doesn't
start until 6. You have plenty of time. Bee's going to come help
too, I'm sure we'll need a woman's touch. But we'll have it all
done in time, I promise."

I pressed my lips together. Why was I being
forced to break the news to Rob? This wasn't what I wanted. But
James wasn't stepping in. "There's no reason to decorate," I
said.

Rob laughed. "Why? You're still getting
married, right?"

"We haven't..."

"Yes," James said, cutting me off.

I let myself glance at him. He was staring at
me so intently. I wanted to marry the man he was before last night.
The man who loved me unconditionally, who trusted me. I wasn't sure
if that man even existed. It felt like I didn't know him at
all.

James turned to his brother. "That would be
great if you helped Mason out. We'll be there before it
starts."

"Okay, well, that's probably my cue. I'll
leave you two alone to talk. And I'll see you both tonight." The
way he said it made it seem like he had no doubt that what he said
was true.

"Thanks," James said.

I kind of wished Rob was staying. It was like
he sucked any last remaining joy out with him as he stepped onto
the elevator. He gave me a small smile and a wave as the doors
closed.

As soon as we were alone, James put his hand
on my shoulder.

"You know that I didn't mean anything I said
last night. Penny, you have to know that."

"Then why did you say it?"

"Because you hurt me. You betrayed my trust.
I thought..."

"I didn't. You just weren't listening."

"You must understand how it looked."

"Of course I do. But I also expect you to
believe me instead of your ex, James. Do you have any idea how that
made me feel?"

"Probably the same way it made me feel when I
thought you were running away with Tyler." He let go of my shoulder
and ran his hand through his hair. "Can we please just move past
this? Let's just forget last night ever happened."

"No, James. I want to talk about this. From
the beginning."

"The beginning? There's nothing to talk
about. We both just jumped to conclusions..."

"My conclusions were very meticulously
planned by your psychopath of an ex-wife."

He sighed. "Psychopath? Penny, that's..."

"Stop, okay? Would you just listen to me for
two seconds? You have no idea what that bitch put me through. Put
us through. Just hear me out, okay?"

He shrugged his shoulders. "Okay. I'm
listening." He sat down at one of the stools at the kitchen counter
and stared up at me.

I finally had his undivided attention. I sat
down too, leaving one stool in between us. He was going to listen
to everything I had to say. He had to. "When you left for your
bachelor party, Isabella started sending me stuff. Envelopes full
of pictures of you and Rachel hugging and of you and Isabella
kissing. There were notes about how you'd never love me as much as
you loved Rachel and how your addiction problem is a sickness and
you can't control yourself. She knew how to get in my head. She
must have known you were away and that I couldn't talk to you. And
I was fighting with Melissa. I just...I'd never felt so alone."

"Why didn't you tell me when I got back?" He
moved to the stool that had separated us before. "Baby, I would
have listened to you."

"Why? Because I could show you the
evidence?"

He frowned. "Penny, I said I was sorry. I
don't know what else you want me to say." He put his hand on my
knee.

"Don't touch me." I knew I was being
dramatic, but I needed us to talk. "Please don't touch me. Let me
just finish what I have to say."

He removed his hand. His silence made it seem
like he wanted me to keep going.

"She sent me a box full of notes that you
wrote her. Love letters. All about how Isabella was the love of
your life. And that you dreamed about marrying her your whole life.
You talked about how no one understood you better than her. How
much you missed her when you were apart, and how beautiful she was.
You talked about being ready to have children with her. And that
you thought she'd be a great mother. I read them all James."

I thought he might jump in here, but he just
looked down at his hands, which were clasped together on his
lap.

"Isabella left a note on the box about how
your love is as fleeting as your addictions. And that you were just
trying to escape your reality by being with me. Because you're
addicted to me."

I waited again, wondering if he'd say
anything about that. He continued to look down at his hands.

"The last envelope I got was pictures of you
fucking some girl. Isabella made it seem like it was from your
bachelor party. I mean, she didn't say it was, but with everything
else she had sent...I was doubting whether you even liked me, let
alone love me. It seemed like you didn't care about me at all. She
was so in my head, I don't even think I was thinking clearly
anymore. I just felt so alone.

"When you came back from your bachelor party,
you didn't seem guilty though. I could tell you genuinely missed
me. And I thought I should let it go. Isabella was clearly just
messing with me. I knew she was trying to get under my skin. I
talked to Rob and he said you were just by the pool all weekend. I
wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe you. And honestly, you
kept talking about how you thought she had changed and how nice she
had been recently. I didn't even think you'd believe me."

He continued to look down at his hands.

"I think she thought that would ruin us. But
it didn't. I thought it was over. I thought we had won. But then
yesterday, she sent me a message about wiring her 20 million
dollars or she'd leak the photos of me and Tyler and me at my
bachelorette party. I ignored it. I was done playing her games. And
those photos didn't mean anything. Tyler was comforting me when I
couldn't get a hold of you. He asked Melissa to be his girlfriend
right after that lunch. And my friends just made me do stupid stuff
at my bachelorette party. For the record, I wanted to stay in and
watch a movie."

He nodded his head, but he still didn't look
up at me.

"When I didn't reply to Isabella, she
forwarded me pictures of you and me having sex in your office. She
must have put a camera in there when she kissed you or something. I
don't know. Either way, she said she'd leak them to tabloids if I
didn't wire her the money. And she gave me her bank account
number.

"I had already ruined your teaching career. I
didn't want to be the reason you were part of a scandal again. My
first thought was to tell you. I went to your office and was about
to open the door when she texted me. She said if I went to you,
she'd leak the photos. She was watching me, listening to me. I
didn't have a choice. I was trying to protect you. So I did what
she said. I had no idea the money was going into Tyler's account.
James, I didn't know.

"And before I went home, she said I couldn't
tell you she was involved or she'd leak the photos. That's why I
just said we were being blackmailed. I couldn't tell you by who. I
see now how stupid I was. That those photos weren't as important as
you. I never meant to hurt you. I was just trying to protect
you."

James didn't say anything. But he slowly
lifted his head. He stared at me like he was seeing me for the
first time.

"When you kicked me out, I didn't have
anywhere to go. All I could think about was how much I loved you. I
couldn't stand the thought of you going back to Isabella, because
she's not good for you. You need someone who supports you and loves
you and sees how great you are, even when you can't see it." Now I
looked away from him. "So I went to your parents' house. Isabella
never said I couldn't tell them. I told them everything. I showed
them the text messages. Your father found this camera sticker thing
on my phone. I think Austin put it there in the bar. Isabella
really had been watching and listening to me. Your parents said
they'd take care of it. I thought they would have called you. But I
guess I did tell them that we had broken up. I think your mom
seemed kind of relieved about that.

"Rob found me after that, walking back to the
city. He agreed to take me back here. You asked me to disappear. I
just...I needed to be near you. This was the best I could do. And I
feel so dumb, because you were right about Tyler. You weren't wrong
to jump to the conclusions you did."

James' back seemed to stiffen.

"Not about me wanting to run away with him. I
don't love him, you have to know that. But he did still like me. We
talked this morning and I told him I'd always love you. Even if you
didn't want to be with me anymore. He's moving out of New York. He
said he couldn't be just my friend anymore. I think that's probably
for the best. You don't have to worry about him stealing me away
now. I officially lost the last friend that was just mine.

"You were wrong about everything else though,
James. And the things you said...they hurt me. Especially how I
came from nothing. I didn't come from nothing. I didn't need
saving. I never asked you to give me anything." I put my hand on
his knee. "But I feel like I'm nothing without you."

He stood up, letting my hand fall from his
knee. "I..." he let his voice trail off as he put his fingers
through his hair. "You're not nothing without me. You're everything
to me. Baby..." his voice trailed off and he took a step toward me.
"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry. I never meant to hurt you. Please let
me touch you. I need to touch you. I need to know we're okay. It's
the only way I know we're okay."

"James, what are you talking about? What
we're doing right now is going to show us that we're okay. We need
to communicate. Having sex isn't going to fix anything. Why can't
we just talk this out?"

"Because I'm addicted to you!" He put the
back of his hand over his mouth and shook his head. "I lied. I
didn't mean to. I thought I was better. But I'm sick. Isabella was
right. I'm sick. Penny...I'll always be sick."

"You're not sick." I thought about what Rob
had said to me last night. "James, you're not addicted to me.
You're devoted to me."

He shook his head. "No. No, I've been lying
to myself. I told myself it was okay because you're good for me.
But I have an addictive personality. I can be addicted to something
even if it's good. And you're so good. Baby, you're the best thing
that has ever happened to me." He took a step back from me. "God,
I'm addicted to you. How did I not realize I was addicted to you?
How did I not see it before?"

I wanted him to calm down. I wanted him to
talk to me. "James, you love me. That's what this is. Just like I
love you." I stood up and put my hands on both sides of his face.
"You're not addicted to me. You're not."

"Yes I am!"

"No, you're not!" I let go of his face. I
wasn't sure if I was screaming because I was upset, or because I
thought it was true.

"You have no idea what runs through my head
when we're apart. When I thought you were leaving me," his voice
cracked. "You have no idea how much I need you."

"Then tell me. James..."

He took a step forward, sandwiching me
between him and the kitchen counter. "I'm addicted to your lips on
mine. I'm addicted to how you taste." He grabbed the back of my
neck and kissed me hard.

I was done fighting him. He had heard what I
needed to say. And now? Now he was hurting. Now I needed to make
him feel better. If he needed this, then I'd give it to him. We
could talk later. I grabbed the front of his t-shirt, pulling him
closer to me. Our kisses weren't usually like this. I was used to
slow, passionate kisses. This was urgent and raw and...emotional.
He was kissing me like he didn't need air. Just me.

He grabbed my thighs and wrapped my legs
around his waist, pushing my back against the counter.

I tilted my head away from his. "That's not
addiction, James. That's love. I feel it too."

"No." His voice sounded pained. "I'm addicted
to the smell of that perfume you put behind your ears." He kissed
the side my neck. "And the smell of your shampoo." He kissed my
neck again. "The softness of your skin." He put his hand on the
side of my neck, rubbing his thumb against my jaw line. "The sight
of your face, your beauty. I'm addicted to the curves of your
body." His hand slid down to my left breast. "I'm addicted to the
goosebumps you get when I turn you on." He tighten his other hand
on my thigh.

A small moan escaped my lips.

"And that. That sexy little noise you make
when you want me inside of you. I'm addicted to that noise. I could
live in moments like this. Where I have you in my arms. I need
this. Whenever I'm not with you, I crave these moments. It's all I
think about. You're all that I think about."

"That's love."

"Not when you're sick. Not for me."

"Don't say that."

"I'm an addict."

"No. You were an addict. You're good.
We're good."

"It doesn't go away. I just found something
healthier. For me. Not for you. You deserve better than this."

"Stop. Nothing is better than this. This is
love. What we have is love." I put my hand on the left side of his
chest. "You're labeling this wrong."

"No I'm not. I'm addicted to the way you make
me feel. I'm addicted to you, Penny." He pushed the hem of my dress
up, trailing his fingers against my skin.

"No, James. That's love. That's just love. I
feel the same as you. I do. James, it's okay. We're okay."

He grabbed my hips and pulled my thong hard,
ripping the lacy fabric in his hands. "I need you all the
time."

Holy shit. I could feel his erection
pressed against me. It was so hard to focus on his words when I was
so incredibly turned on. "I need you the same way you need me.
Don't you see that?"

"But it's just like you said. You didn't need
saving, Penny. I did." He thrust into me hard.

Fuck. My fingertips dug into his back.
"I thought I lost you," I moaned.

"I thought I lost you," he said back as he
thrust even deeper inside of me.

"You'll never lose me." This was love. This
was our love. And to me, it was the best kind of love possible.

He pushed my dress up and I lifted my arms up
so he could pull it the rest of the way off. He made short work of
my bra. As soon as his hands touched my breasts he moaned into my
mouth.

"I'm addicted to every inch of your body,
baby. Every fucking inch." He slammed into me hard. My back was
digging into the edge of the granite counter top.

I knew he was exhausted and upset. But he was
also wrong. He was just plain wrong. This was not unrequited love,
it never had been. He wasn't addicted to me. He was in love with
me.

I grabbed a fistful of his hair to pull his
mouth off mine. "I love your smile. And your laugh. Whenever I
smell your body wash or cologne I get turned on." I felt the same
as him. And it wasn't a sickness. It was love.

"Penny."

"I love having your arms wrapped around me.
And the way you absentmindedly run your fingers through your hair.
I love the color of your eyes and the way that they're always on
me. And I love this," I said as I tightened my legs around him. "I
crave this too. I miss you when we're apart. I love every inch of
you too. Love, James. Not addiction. It's love. I love you."

"Penny."

"So how about you stop fucking me and make
love to me because that's what we have."

"Baby, I'm so sorry." He pulled my face
against his chest. "I'm so sorry." He held me like that for a
moment. My hair was wet, so maybe I imagined it, but it felt like
his tears were falling on the top of my head. I hadn't been wrong.
I hadn't imagined it. We had grown together. What we had was
real.

"Make love to me, James," I whispered against
his chest.

"I always make love to you. Always, Penny."
He grabbed my hips firmly and walked over to the master bedroom. He
kicked the door open with his foot.

"Not here, James. Not in Rob's bed."

"It's our bed. Remember?" He threw me down
onto it.

"Of course I remember." I looked up into his
eyes. There was something there that I had never seen before. They
almost looked stormy. Like something was brewing in his mind and it
couldn't be stopped. I watched him pull off his t-shirt.

"We've always been wrong. You were my student
for Christ's sake. We were never supposed to happen."

"But we did happen. Because despite what you
think, we've always been right."

Something crossed over his face and he
climbed on top of me on the bed. His strong hands pushed my thighs
apart as the tip of his cock pressed against me. "We were always
wrong, Penny. But it's always felt so fucking right." He pressed
into me slowly this time, gently, lovingly. "And that's what's so
terrifying," he whispered.

I barely heard him say it. But I definitely
heard it. He was finally opening up to me. It felt like he was
finally ready to share his heart completely. I let myself get lost
in the moment. I let myself get lost in him.


Chapter 5
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I listened to the sound of his heart beating. It felt
like he wanted to talk. I was just going to wait until he did.

Several minutes later, he kissed the top of
my head. "I think we need to talk."

I ran my index finger through the outlines of
his six pack. "I think maybe I just need to listen."

He interlaced his fingers with mine and
gently kissed my wrist. "Okay." He ran his other hand down my back,
stopping right above my ass. "I don't even know where to
start."

I didn't say anything. I just wanted him to
tell me whatever he needed to tell me.

He sighed. "I'm always happy when we're
together. But sometimes when we're apart I feel...guilty. I don't
know if that's exactly the right word. It just feels like I cheated
fate. I was your professor. There's responsibilities that come with
that. I was supposed to protect you. I was supposed to guide you. I
wasn't supposed to sleep with you. I feel bad about that. I didn't
act like your professor, I was thinking with my heart and my dick
instead of my head. I crossed a line. And it feels like I shouldn't
be allowed to be happy when I broke the rules. That guilt eats at
me. You deserved better than that. I should have never put you in
that position."

I kissed his chest. "I didn't know you still
felt bad about that. James, that was just as much my fault as
yours. I pushed you. I wanted you to..."

"No. I was in the position of authority. That
was on me."

"Still." I splayed my hand against his chest
and lifted my head so I could look at him. "Okay, maybe you didn't
protect me the way you should have as my professor. But you've done
nothing but protect me since then. I think you've more than made up
for it. Maybe you could start to try and let that guilt go?"

"But what if by doing all that, I ruined your
life."

"You didn't."

"What if you were supposed to end up with
Tyler?" The agony in his voice was almost palpable. "I worry that
you'll be taken away from me like every other good thing I've ever
had in my life. I don't deserve you, Penny. What if we were never
supposed to happen?"

"I was never supposed to end up with Tyler.
It's always been you. I wouldn't be happy with anyone else. I
promise."

He grabbed my hand and kissed my wrist again.
"I don't know how to let that go."

"Maybe it'll be easier once we're married.
Once you hear my vows. Maybe then?"

"Are you sure that's what you really want?
Penny, if I'm addicted to you..." he let his voice trail off. "I
don't want to ruin your life. I can't let you."

"The only way you could ruin my life is by
not being a part of it."

He moved his fingers up my back and ran them
through my hair. "It's scary. I know you don't see my being an
addict as a problem because I seem to have it under control. But
that's the thing, it's all about control. It hit a nerve hearing
you talk about the notes Isabella left you. She always made me feel
worthless. She made my problems worse than they were. I learned to
doubt myself. It reminded me about how easily my control can
shatter. But even if I am addicted to you, I still love you. I'm
sorry about what I said. Of course I love you. I'm just worried
that it's more complicated than that."

"I don't believe that you're sick, James. I
think you're perfect. A little self-deprecating, but perfect."

He gave me a small smile.

"And I'm pretty sure we've proved that we're
good at complicated. Our relationship was built on complicated." I
kissed his chest.

"What happens if I lose control again?"

"Then I'll be there to help you get it
back."

"But what kind of life is that?"

"The one that I want," I said.

"You're terrible at making decisions that are
good for you. You realize that, right?"

"Luckily I have someone to take care of
me."

He kissed the top of my head. "I'm sorry
about what I said during our fight. You're not a problem. I know
you could take care of yourself. I was just upset. I didn't mean
anything I said. None of it. I'm so sorry."

"It's okay." I closed my eyes and listened to
his heartbeat. "I forgive you." I waited a second. "Do you forgive
me?"

"There's nothing to forgive. All of it was my
fault."

"It wasn't your fault. You shouldn't put so
much weight on your shoulders. You can't take responsibility for
your ex-wife's decisions."

"I didn't know she was sending you stuff. I
wish you had told me. I don't want you to ever feel like you're
alone. I'm sorry you had to go through all that on your own."

"I'm sorry I didn't tell you. I know I should
have. I think I thought that it would just go away if I ignored
it."

He ran his fingers through my hair.

"Rob told me about what really happened
between you and Rachel. I don't understand why you didn't tell me
the truth about how you two ended."

"I didn't meant to lie, it's just easier for
me if I remember it the way I told you. Her cutting me off...it
nearly killed me. And when I found out it was because my parents
paid her to stop seeing me? It made all those old feelings come up,
which is probably why I jumped to conclusions about what you had
done. It's something I'm sensitive about. I was raised to be
suspicious of people's motivations to be close to me."

"I wish you had talked to me about it."

"I'm sorry. I should have. I just didn't want
you to think that there was anything to worry about. I didn't want
you to be jealous of something that didn't matter."

I looked up at him and pursed my lips.
"Jealous? I'm never jealous."

"Mhm." He raised his left eyebrow.

I laughed. "So...there's nothing to be
jealous of? You don't have feelings for her anymore?"

"No. No, I don't have feelings for Rachel.
That was a long time ago. I think I liked her more for what she
represented than who she really was. I built her up as a symbol for
what my life could be without following my parents' wishes and
dreams. I was young and naive and...stupidly opportunistic."

"But you loved her once."

"Maybe. It wasn't anything like this though."
He kissed the top of my head.

"I'm sorry that your parents did what they
did. I'm sorry that happened to you."

"I'm not." He let go of my hand and touched
the side of my face. "If that didn't happen, I might not be here
with you right now. I wouldn't change a thing."

I turned my head and kissed his palm. "There
is one more thing I want to talk about."

"Isabella?"

I nodded.

"All I want to do right now is kill her," he
said.

"You don't mean that."

"I wouldn't have said it if I didn't mean
it."

"Can we maybe not commit murder the night
before our wedding? I was hoping to just focus on us."

He smiled. "Does that mean you still want to
marry me?"

"James, I never didn't want to marry you. You
kicked me out. Because you believe the word of your ex-wife over
me. I'd like to know why."

"It's not that I believed her over you. My
whole life I grew up hearing my parents say I wasn't good enough. I
married Isabella and heard it even more. It was ingrained in my
head that no one would ever really love me, they'd just love my
money. And combined with the guilt I feel about how our
relationship started...it wore me down. All those nagging thoughts
were swirling around in my head. You couldn't give me a name and it
just seemed..." his voice trailed off. "It seemed like everything I
was ever told was true. And I was drunk. And I was hurting. That's
not an excuse. It's just what happened. I didn't believe her over
you. I just believed what I thought was true, what I've always
thought was true."

I nodded. "Okay."

"I'm sorry."

"I know."

"So...you forgive me?" he asked.

I bit my lip. "There's one more thing. All
those notes you wrote her. James, it really seemed like you were in
love with her. I don't know why you didn't just tell me that.
There's a reason why you wanted to have kids with her and not me.
There's a reason why you trust her more than you trust me. There's
a reason."

"No. Baby."

I looked down at his chest.

"Penny, look at me." He put his fingers under
my chin and tilted my face toward his. "I hated my life. I forced
myself to write those notes, trying to convince myself that I was
happy. But I was drowning. Everything I wrote was a part of the
facade. It's what I thought I was expected to say. I was going
through the motions. And when I didn't feel like I was suffocating,
I was completely numb. My life was meaningless. I was so depressed.
You want to know why I really don't want to have kids? It's not
just because I worry about my own problems. Yes, I worry that I'll
slip and not be there for them. But mainly I just don't want to
fuck them up like my parents did to me. I worry about not being
good enough. The same worries I have about you. But if you want
kids, let's have kids. We can make babies right now. I want to give
you whatever you want."

I smiled up at him as I rested my chin on his
chest. "I do understand. We don't have to have kids, I just want to
be with you. It just hurt so much to see that you wanted children
with her."

"I would have killed myself if I had a bunch
of demon spawn running around."

I think he thought it would be funny, but I
didn't find it humorous at all. There was something in the back of
my head that had worried me for awhile. I had read books and
articles about addiction. It was insinuated that addiction was
linked with mental illness. And he had just said that he had been
depressed. "Have you ever thought about that?" I swallowed hard.
"Killing yourself?"

"Penny, I would never leave you."

"I know. I just mean...before we knew each
other. Did you ever think about it?" I realized I was holding my
breath as I waited for his answer.

"Once, maybe. I remember sitting in my office
at Blive Tech. I had a press conference that I was running late for
and my office phone was ringing and my cell phone was ringing and I
had a million unanswered emails that I was staring at on my
computer. I looked out the window at Central Park and realized that
I wanted to be anywhere in the world but where I was. And maybe for
a second, I thought about just how high up my window was."

I exhaled slowly.

"I had already been thinking about selling
the company. I had been fighting with Isabella about it for months.
And in that moment, I just knew I couldn't keep going the way I was
going. So, I went to the press conference and talked about how I
was stepping down instead of whatever I was supposed to be talking
about. I don't think I ever would have killed myself. I just...I
needed that moment of clarity to push myself into finally making a
decision for myself for once in my life."

"And you decided to be a professor
instead?"

He ran his fingers through my hair.
"Yeah."

"Had you always wanted to teach?"

"I had been thinking about it for awhile. It
felt so much more meaningful than what I was doing."

"And you loved it?"

"Yes. More so here than in New York, though.
Moving to Newark really was my fresh start. Teaching in New York
still felt stifling. Maybe because I was still living with
Isabella. But yes, I loved teaching. It really felt like I was
making a difference."

I smiled. "Do you ever miss it?"

"My first priority is always you."

I knew that he meant what he said. But there
was also another truth in it. He missed teaching. Why had he never
told me he missed being a professor? I let go of his hand and
shifted so that I was straddling him. "Okay, here's the deal,
Professor Hunter."

He smiled at me calling him that.

"I will marry you tomorrow under one
condition. You have to start teaching again."

He put his hands behind his head and smiled
up at me. "That's quite the ultimatum, Miss Taylor."

I shook my head. "Not really, because I'm
pretty sure you want both those things."

"I don't really want to sell Hunter Tech. I
think we're doing a lot of good. We're so close on a breakthrough
for a new energy source."

"Mhm. Yet you had tons of money invested in
oil stocks?"

"It's good to diversify. Wait, did you sell
my oil stocks?"

"Maybe a few."

He laughed.

"You're so environmentally conscious. I think
I did you a favor."

"I guess I owe you a thank you." His hand
moved to my waist.

I laughed. "What about my ultimatum? Don't
you want to teach again? You don't even have to sell your company.
You just need to find someone else to run it. Maybe unload some of
the stress?"

He smiled up at me. "You think I'm stressed
out too? Rob was just telling me that the other day. Maybe I should
just retire and we can move to the country."

"Maybe." Despite what he thought, I didn't
save him. Becoming a professor did. And as his soon-to-be wife, I'd
do anything I could to ensure that he was happy. "You can retire if
you want, but I want you to consider teaching again. Besides, you'd
be bored out of your mind if you didn't do anything at all."

"I didn't say I wouldn't be doing anything."
His hand slid up my thigh.

"James!" I laughed. "I just want you to think
about it."

"Okay. I'll consider teaching again. Will you
accept those conditions?"

"Conditions accepted." I stuck out my hand
for him.

"Oh, I have a better way to acknowledge our
deal." He pulled me against him as he rolled over, pressing my back
against the mattress.

This is so much better.


Chapter 6

 Friday

James drove straight instead of turning right toward
our apartment. The whole drive back to New York had been fun and
relaxing. We had so desperately needed some alone time. And now I
felt closer to him than ever. He had finally opened up to me about
his worries and fears. I was so in love with him. Maybe he didn't
want this car ride to end either. He made another turn, in the
opposite direction of our apartment.

"Where are we going?"

"The police station."

"Why?"

He glanced at me for a second and then back
at the road. "Blackmail is a felony, Penny. I'm not letting this
go."

"You're going to report it to the
police?"

"Of course I am. I'm sick of dealing with her
shit. I told her to leave us alone. I gave her fair warning."

"James, I don't even know if there is any
evidence of her blackmailing us. The money was sent to Tyler, not
her. I feel like she was careful about covering her tracks."

"So they'll call Tyler about it."

"No, I mean, there's no evidence that she was
even the one that sent it there. Yes, I was getting text messages
from her, but it was from a restricted number. They might not be
able to trace it."

"Her handwriting was on the pictures and
notes she sent you too."

"Maybe. Or maybe someone was helping
her."

"Well, that's what the police are supposed to
find out. She should go to prison for this. It's not like 20
million dollars is a petty crime. I don't care about the money, but
I'm not just letting this go. And we can at least file a
restraining order while we're there. I'm not going to risk her
showing up to our wedding. Not after all this."

"You think she'd try to stop it?"

"I think that's all she's been trying to do.
She can't accept that I'm happy with someone that's not her." James
pulled to a stop outside of the precinct. "I think maybe you were
right when you called her a psychopath."

I laughed, but stopped when he didn't even so
much as smile. "I don't think she'd ever try to hurt us or anything
though. Right?"

"Well, I never would have thought she'd
blackmail me either."

"James, technically you blackmailed her in
order to get her to sign the divorce papers. Maybe she was just
returning the favor. What if she gets arrested and brings that
up?"

"A one minute conversation where I never even
exchanged anything with her won't hold up in court. Besides, what
she got from that conversation was half my money. And there isn't a
shred of evidence anyway."

"There were photos..."

"Penny. I took care of that. Let me take care
of this too."

"When I talked to your parents, they said
they'd handle this. Maybe you should check with them first. Maybe
they already filed a complaint."

"A complaint?" He laughed. "They invited her
to our engagement party. As far as I'm concerned they're just as
much to blame." He climbed out of the car and slammed the door.

I quickly climbed out of the passenger's
side. "James, your parents seemed sorry about that. Especially your
father. You should call them."

"Penny, Isabella tortured you for a week. She
tried to break us up. She threatened you. She stole our money.
Those are crimes. She doesn't deserve to be out there walking the
streets. You said yourself that she had a backup plan when her
original pictures and notes didn't work. What if she's planning
something else? I won't have peace of mind until she's behind
bars."

"Okay. If you think we should, then let's do
it."

He grabbed my hand. "You seem like you're
scared to go in there."

"A little nervous, maybe. I've never even
been pulled over before. "I'm awkward around authority
figures."

James laughed. "Oh, is that why we ended up
together? Maybe I shouldn't let you in there then."

"No. That was different." I shoved his arm
playfully. "I mean law enforcement. Those detectives that
questioned us at the University of New Castle really knew how to
crawl under my skin."

"You have nothing to worry about. Like you
said, you've never even been pulled over for speeding. Which is
great, because I have a terrible record. They'll trust your word
more than mine."

"I didn't even think about that."

He pulled me toward the front doors. As soon
as we stepped inside, the air turned stale. It didn't look anything
like it did in shows and movies. No one was jumping up to talk to
us, eager to close a case. There was a large desk where officers
sat behind glass and their eyes were glued to their computer
screens. I couldn't help but think that the glass they were behind
was bullet proof. It made me glance over at the people sitting in
waiting chairs. They looked harmless enough. One of them was
clearly homeless. Well, at least the police officers were nice,
letting him stay here like this. It was so hot in New York in the
summer and it was definitely cooler in here.

I heard a fly and glanced toward my right. I
grabbed James' arm. "Oh my God, there's blood on the floor," I
hissed.

James laughed. "I'm pretty sure that's soda.
Probably. Come on."

My eyes stayed glued on the spot as we
approached the desk.

"Good afternoon officers, we'd like to report
a crime," James said calmly.

The woman on the computer didn't look at us.
"Is anyone dead or in immediate danger?" she asked as she typed
something on her keyboard.

"Not yet," James said.

I elbowed him in the ribs at his joke. "Not
funny," I mouthed silently.

The woman paused and looked up at us. "If you
could please fill out this form," she said and shoved a clipboard
under a small slot in the glass partition. "We'll be with your
shortly."

"Thank you," I said.

James lifted up the pen and quickly filled
out the information as I tried not to stare at the blood stain. He
pushed the clipboard back through the slot and we walked over
toward the seating area. Before we even had a chance to sit down,
we heard a beeping noise. I looked over my shoulder at an officer
who had just opened up a door.

"James Hunter, please come with me," the
officer said.

That was fast. James kept his hand in
mine as we followed the police officer through the door. We walked
down a narrow corridor into a larger room with tons of desks. This
was actually a lot more like T.V. shows and movies. Detective and
police officers were on phones, a few guys were handcuffed to
chairs, and there was a buzz of electricity in the air. There were
even maps on the walls and pictures of wanted subjects. We followed
the officer to a desk and sat down.

"I'm Officer Daugherty and I'll be handling
your case." He glanced at his notepad. "I understand you're filing
a complaint about blackmail against Isabella Hunter. Correct?"

"Yes," James said.

"Wife?" he asked as he jotted something down
in his notebook.

"Ex-wife. I'm getting remarried
tomorrow."

Officer Daugherty looked up and eyed me
coolly. "Name?" he said.

"Penny Taylor."

"Okay." He turned to his computer and typed
something on his keyboard. He scrolled with his mouse and glanced
at me once more. "You have a much better record than your future
husband."

It took every ounce of restraint not to ask
about James' record. That was one thing I still didn't know about.
I knew he had been arrested in the past. I just didn't know all the
details. "Um...thanks," I said instead.

The officer smiled. "I'll need to know the
specifics of the blackmail. What were the demands and what were the
compromising materials that Isabella Hunter had against you?" He
started typing on his computer again.

"Right," James said. "She had photos of us
having sex in my office that she was going to leak to tabloids if
we didn't send her 20 million dollars." He shifted uncomfortably in
his seat.

Officer Daugherty paused in his typing and
looked up at him. "Did you say 20 million dollars?"

"That is correct," James said. "And we gave
it to her."

"Okay, well, that escalates this to a felony.
Do you know if your ex-wife is currently in New York City? We're
going to need to bring her in for questioning."

"I have no idea," James said.

Officer Daugherty typed something into his
computer. "Do you have any documentation of her demands and
threats?"

"She had been sending pictures and notes to
Penny all week trying to get in her head. And then she sent her
some text messages about the money yesterday. Show him, Penny."

I pulled my phone out of my purse, clicked on
the text message thread, and slid it toward Officer Daugherty.

He picked up the phone and thumbed through
the messages. "Okay, give me one second." He lifted up his desk
phone and typed in the number from my cell phone into his phone. He
immediately hung up. "The phone used for these texts has been
disconnected. Are you sure it was her?"

"It was definitely her," I said.

"Were the photos and notes she had sent you
signed?"

"No. But one of the things she sent was notes
that James had written her when they were married."

"Was there anything else?"

I tried to think. "Yes, there were emails too
that she sent me at work. But they were just from a random email
account and she didn't say her name."

"Okay, we're going to need access to those as
well. I can send an officer with you to pick up the pictures and
notes she sent you. We will need access to your work email."

"I can give you temporary access to our
server," James said and gestured for Officer Daugherty to hand him
his pen and notebook. James quickly jotted down something in the
notebook and pushed it back toward Officer Daugherty.

"Alright," he said. "Do you know what bank
this account is in? We'll need to verify the amount you're claiming
as well."

"Actually, she said it was her account as you
can see from the text. But it went to one of my friends," I
said.

"And you assume that this friend wasn't the
one behind the threats?"

"No. Absolutely not," I said.

I could feel James' eyes on me. I knew what
he was thinking. We knew Austin was working with Isabella. So why
not Tyler? But I knew Tyler. He never would have done something
like that. Even if he was still in love with me. Really, the fact
that he loved me made it even less likely.

"Why would your ex-wife send your soon-to-be
new wife's friend 20 million dollars?"

"She was trying to get us to break up," I
said.

Officer Daugherty nodded, but it didn't
really look like he believed me. "Right, right. Do you have this
friend's contact information?"

"Yes. Tyler Stevens. His number is in my
phone."

"Okay, great. I'm going to give your friend a
call real quick."

"I don't really think that's necessary," I
said. I pictured Tyler walking away from me back on campus. He had
been so upset. This wasn't the way to tell him that James and I had
worked things out. This wasn't right.

"It'll just take a second," the officer said
as he lifted up his desk phone again.

"It wasn't him," I said. "He had nothing to
do with this."

"I'm just verifying the bank account
information."

"It did go to him," James said, clearly
understanding my distress. "I talked to my bank and they said the
name belonging to that account was Tyler Stevens. You can just
verify it with my bank."

"Do you know what bank the money went
to?"

"No, he didn't say. But I can find out if you
want."

"That would be great. How about you give your
bank a call while I give Mr. Stevens a call." He lifted up his
phone before I could say anything else to stop him.

"Hello, Tyler Stevens?" He paused. "This is
Officer Daugherty with the NYPD." Pause. "No, everything is fine.
For now." He gave me an accusatory glance.

Why is this happening right now?

"I'm going to call my bank," James said and
squeezed my arm. "Don't worry, we're going to figure this out." He
stood up and walked toward an empty desk to make his call. I
focused back on what Officer Daugherty was saying. He was reading
the account information to Tyler.

"No?" Officer Daugherty said. "Yes, if you
wouldn't mind checking your account." Pause. "Are you sure, Mr.
Stevens?" Pause. "Yes," he said as he glanced up at me. "I'm
sitting with her right now." Pause. "I will let her know. If you'll
please just keep an eye on your account. We may need to contact you
again." Pause. "I'm sure she'll be happy to fill you in. In the
meantime, please don't discuss this incident with any outside
parties." Pause. "You too, Mr. Stevens." Officer Daugherty hung up
the phone and typed something in his computer.

"What did he say?" I asked.

"He said he wanted you to call him."

I thought back to our conversation on campus.
We had never talked about the money. He had never even asked about
it.

"Did he have the money?" James asked as he
sat down next to me.

"No," Officer Daugherty said. "He claims that
account doesn't belong to him and that he doesn't have the money."
He glanced down at his computer. "His account currently holds only
$24,000. According to him." He leaned back in his chair and crossed
his arms. "If there is any more information that you haven't
provided, now would be the time."

"My bank verified again that the money was
transferred to Tyler Stevens," James said. "The account number was
from a Bank of America in New York City."

"Mr. Stevens said he banks at WSFS. Whatever
that is," Officer Daugherty said.

"It's a bank in Wilmington," I said. "He grew
up in Delaware like me. I use the same bank. When I talked to him
earlier today, he didn't mention anything about the money. He would
have brought it up if it just suddenly appeared in his account.
Maybe Isabella just opened an account under his name?"

"You can't just open an account under a
random name that isn't your own," Officer Daugherty said. They'd
want verification. That would be breaking all sorts of laws."

"Which Isabella doesn't seem to care about,"
I said.

"Either way, we're going to need to bring Mr.
Stevens in for questioning."

"I'm not sure he's even in New York anymore,"
I said. "He said he was moving this morning."

Officer Daugherty leaned forward, resting his
elbows on his desk. "You must see how that looks."

"It looks like I hurt him and he can't stand
to run into me in the city."

"No, it looks like he's fleeing with 20
million dollars. Look," Officer Daugherty said. "If you want my
honest opinion, all the facts point to him being your guy. If you
want me to open this case, he will be one of the key suspects."

"I don't want him to be a suspect."

"That's not how it works..."

" Officer Daugherty," James cut in. "We don't
want Tyler to be a part of the investigation. We're just worried
about Isabella. That's it."

"Okay. We'll look into it as best we can. If
we can't find the money, though, you don't mind if Mr. Stevens
just...keeps it? Is that what you're saying?"

James looked at me. "Yes. Because I know
Isabella has it."

Officer Daugherty sighed. "Okay. We'll try to
track the cell phone and emails. And we'll work on fingerprints
from the notes and pictures you'll be giving us. If that leads to a
dead end, we'll have to drop the case, though."

"That's fine," James said.

"Is there anything else I can help you with?"
Officer Daugherty said as he typed something on his computer.

"We'd also like to file a restraining order
against Isabella Hunter. For both of us."

Officer Daugherty looked up at him. "Even
before you know she's guilty?"

"She's guilty," James said.

"Okay. Well, restraining orders take one to
two days to process. We should be able to get you a court hearing
within a few weeks. Let me get the paperwork for you."

"Two weeks? Officer, this is kind of an
emergency," James said. The calmness was gone from his voice.

"We can look into having the hearing later
this week, but that's the earliest we can do it."

"I'm worried about the safety of my fiancée.
Isn't there anything you can do?"

"Has Isabella made any threats against your
person?"

"No, but..."

"Then as far as the state of New York is
concerned, she is not an imminent threat."

"She just stole 20 million dollars from us!"
James slammed his fist against the desk.

"James." I grabbed his arm.

"If you would please calm down," Officer
Daugherty said.

"This is ridiculous," James said as he stood
up.

Officer Daugherty stayed completely calm.
"Officer Kemp will be by your residence within an hour or so to
pick up the evidence."

"Thanks a lot," James said. He started to
walk away. "New York's finest, my ass," he said under his
breath.

Officer Daugherty looked angry now. "What did
you just say?"

"He didn't mean that, Officer," I quickly
said. "We really appreciate all your help. And we'll have the
evidence ready when Officer Kemp arrives." I glanced back at James
who was pushing through the door. "Thank you so much," I said and
stood up.

"We need a signature if you want to file the
restraining order, and a little more information," Officer
Daugherty said.

"That's okay, I think we're going to pass on
that. But thank you," I said again.

"No problem. I'm sure you'll have plenty of
experience filling out those forms soon enough," Officer Daugherty
said coolly.

"What?" I turned back toward him.

"I just mean, with his list of priors I don't
doubt you'll be filling one against him in your near future."

Fuck you. I didn't lose my temper as
easily as James, but I wanted to punch this guy in the face. "You
know, I'm pretty sure James donates a lot of money to the New York
City police department. He might reconsider that now."

Officer Daugherty laughed. "Great. We'll make
sure to put your blackmail case with missing suspects at the top of
the priority list," he said sarcastically and turned back to his
computer.

I should have kept my mouth shut. "I
hope you have a great weekend," I said as nicely as I could muster
as I walked after James. He wasn't in the waiting area. I walked
outside and blinked from the bright sun. James was pacing on the
sidewalk, yelling something into his phone. I ran over to him.

"James."

He put his finger up. "No, not in half an
hour. Now." He hung up his phone as he ran his hand through his
hair.

"Are you okay? James, I don't think there was
anything he could do. That's just how restraining orders work."

"That guy was an asshole."

"Yeah, maybe. But you can't call him an ass
to his face. He's a police officer."

"Freedom of speech, Penny."

"No. That's insulting a police officer. He
probably could have arrested you for that."

He lowered both his eyebrows.

"Take a deep breath, okay?"

He laughed.

"James, this isn't funny. They don't believe
Isabella did it. They think it was Tyler. I don't even know if they
believed us."

"Because they're fucking idiots!" He gestured
rudely to the building.

"Get in the car before you get us arrested."
I shoved his shoulder.

When I climbed into my side, James had his
forehead resting on the steering wheel. I gave him a second to calm
down before I touched his arm. "So, what now?"

He lifted his head and ran his hands down his
face. "I called my security detail."

"You really think she'd try to hurt us?"

"I have no idea. All she cares about is
status. And as soon as we get married, her status goes down."

"Didn't it go down when you two got
divorced?"

"She played the whole divorce card really
well. The whole, 'woe is me' thing really worked in her favor
especially after everyone found out I was dating a student. The
press ate it up."

"I didn't think people actually believed
her."

"People believe whatever they want to
believe."

I looked out the window. I knew that. That's
why I had to transfer to NYCU in the middle of college. I could
feel James' eyes on me. I knew what he was thinking. He didn't have
to say anything. "He didn't have anything to do with it,
James."

He put his hand on my knee. "If you're sure,
I'm sure."

I turned my head toward him. "I'm sure."

He nodded.

"I may have said something to Officer
Daugherty about how you'd be reconsidering your generous donations
to the police force. And he may have insinuated that our case was
now a low priority. I'm sorry." There was no need to talk about why
I had snapped. This wasn't the time for that. I'd ask James about
his record later.

James laughed. "I kind of figured that about
our case anyway. My private investigator is coming by the apartment
in about half an hour. I wanted to make sure he saw the pictures
and notes before the police took them."

"You have a private investigator?"

James nodded.

"And a security detail?"

He nodded again.

"Have you ever used them before?"

"I've used the private investigator to help
get Isabella to sign the divorce papers. And I may have gotten him
to give me some information about you before we started
dating."

I laughed. But it didn't look like he was
kidding. "Seriously?"

"It's not like I found anything out. Like I
said earlier, you don't have a record or anything. All he got me
was that you were a good student and your home address or something
like that."

I shook my head. "You're so ridiculous. And
what about the security detail? Have you used them before?"

"I use them all the time."

"Since we've been together?"

"Especially since we've been together."

"Why have I never seen them before then?"

"I pay them to not be seen. But they'll be
swinging by the apartment too. I'll want you to know who they are
if you see something or if you feel like you're in danger."

"What do they do exactly?"

"They do hourly perimeter checks outside our
apartment and office. And they attend any functions we go to. They
were even at the party my parents threw us."

"Wait, really? Where were they when Isabella
slapped me?"

"Isabella hadn't been on the list of
potential threats. We probably should have told Officer Daugherty
that she hit you. He might have taken us more seriously then."

"List of potential threats?" I asked,
ignoring his comment about being slapped. Officer Daugherty
definitely wasn't going to help us now either way. "Who is on the
list?"

"Just a handful of people."

"Like...who?"

"They're just possible threats, Penny. It's
nothing serious."

"Who's on the list?"

He shifted in his seat. "Only a few people.
Joseph Moreno, the CEO of an online security company I had to fire
for security breaches. He wasn't happy with the loss of the Blive
Tech account, and made some disturbing promises that I hope he
doesn't deliver on. Richard Sutton, who filed a lawsuit against me
after he claimed I stole his idea. I didn't, by the way. Brian
Vega, who founded a startup that I buried when I launched Hunter
Tech. His technology advancements were outdated as soon as we
launched. I've gotten death threats from him. Albert Dalton, who
owns an oil company. One I definitely wasn't invested in. He sends
me threatening letters sometimes about how I'm ruining the economy
by looking for new energy sources. Marc Hatfield, a Harvard
acquaintance who's always asking me for money. I actually have no
idea who he is. I'm pretty sure he's crazy. And Kristen Dwyer. It's
really not a big deal. It's just in case. I like to be
proactive."

"Kristen Dwyer? Who is that?"

"Just a student I had that I thought was
stalking me. I should probably remove her from the list. It was a
long time ago."

"From New York or Newark?"

"Newark. I had her the same time I was
teaching you actually."

"And you thought she was stalking you?"

"Yeah, I'm pretty sure she was. But she has a
boyfriend now and I really don't think she's a threat anymore."

"Did your private investigator find that out
for you?"

"No, actually, I ran into her during my
bachelor party."

"Did she follow you there?"

He laughed. "No, she was there for her
friend's bachelorette party. By the way, did Rob tell you about
Daphne yet?"

"Daphne? No. I was too self-absorbed last
night. You know, crying everywhere and missing you."

He grabbed my hand. "Well, you're going to
like her. I think she's coming to the rehearsal dinner
tonight."

"Wait, Rob is dating someone?"

"You sound surprised."

"Of course I'm surprised. He never stays in
one place for more than five minutes. He must really like her."

"I think he does. And she's good for him. She
seems really grounded. He needs that."

I smiled. "I think you're right about that.
Maybe he's finally ready for some roots. Is she from New York?"

"Yeah, she lives like fifteen minutes away
from us.

"That's even better. It would be awesome if
Rob moved to New York. Besides, the girls he was chasing on campus
were much too young for him."

James laughed. "Maybe it's a Hunter
thing."

I pressed my lips together and shook my head.
"Maybe." I scooted over in my seat and leaned my head against
James' shoulder.

He immediately put his arm around me.

"I love you so much, James."

He kissed my temple. "Thank you for forgiving
me. Thank you for giving me another chance. I love you too."

His arm had tightened around me when he
spoke. Isabella had gotten into his head too. I could tell that he
was still struggling with the fact that he thought his love was
twisted with addiction because of her. But that was okay. We'd work
through that together. I had my whole life to convince him that
what we had was purely love. I had my whole life to convince him
just how amazing he was.


Chapter 7

 Friday

"Penny!" Bee yelled as she jumped off a chair and
tossed Mason the streamers. She ran over and threw her arms around
me. "Why didn't you call me? I was so worried about you. I left you
like a hundred texts."

It was so good to see her. I had convinced
myself I had lost her friendship. I immediately hugged her back. "I
just...I thought if James broke up with me..."

"What? That I wouldn't be your friend
anymore? Are you crazy?" She held me at arm's length. "Penny,
you're one of my best friends. No matter what."

"Thanks, Bee."

"I can't believe you didn't think you could
talk to me." She hugged me again. "I'm always here for you.
Always."

I couldn't help it. I had felt so alone last
night and this morning. To know that the friends I thought I lost
were still my friends made the tears flow again. My chosen family
was still choosing me back. I was so full I couldn't help but
burst.

"Welcome back, Penny." I felt Mason's hand on
my back.

Bee released me from her hug so I could look
up at Mason. "Thanks, Mason. I'm sorry I hung up on you this
morning. I didn't want to walk away. I didn't..."

He laughed. "I know that. I was trying to
guilt trip you."

I wiped underneath my eyes. "Well it worked.
You know me so well."

"Don't cry, Penny." He leaned down and hugged
me hard. "Just for the record though, I'll always have your
back."

"I know. And thanks for being with James last
night when I couldn't be."

"I would never let anything happen to him
either. Family, Penny." He patted my back and released me from his
hug. He gave me a warm smile that just made me cry even more.

How did I get this lucky?

"Don't make her cry again," James said. "I'm
pretty sure she's already dehydrated."

"Yeah, because of you, asshole," Mason said
and tossed the roll of streamers at him. He winked at me.

"Why was no one on my side last night?" James
said.

"Because you're an idiot," Rob said. He
patted James' shoulder as he walked over to me. "Told ya you'd be
back in time," he said to me with a smile.

"Thanks for everything, Rob." I stood on my
tiptoes as I threw my arms around his neck.

"That's what family is for."

"You know what I mean," I whispered in his
ear. "For being there when you didn't have to be."

"That's what family is for," he said again
and kissed my cheek. "And you're super hot when you've been walking
around in the rain."

"Rob!" I laughed as I released his neck and
lightly punched his shoulder. "I heard you're dating someone."

He smiled. "I'm assuming James told you
that?"

"Mhm. Why didn't you?"

"Because you were upset last night. I didn't
think it was the right time to brag about my new relationship.
Especially when you were convinced that you weren't part of the
family anymore. Which was ridiculous."

"You look happy."

He smiled. "I am. She's...really
something."

"Is she coming tonight?"

"Yeah. I mean, if that's okay. James
said..."

"Of course it's okay. I can't wait to meet
her."

"I think you're going to like her."

"Does this mean you aren't going to say super
inappropriate things about me anymore?" I made a pouty face.

Rob laughed. "No one can stop me from doing
that. It's our thing."

"Our thing?"

"Yeah, our thing. I say hilarious stuff and
you pretend to be upset about it."

I laughed. "Right." I laughed again as James
wrapped his arms around me from behind.

"We have an hour before we have to be at the
rehearsal, so we need to finish this in forty minutes," Bee said
and clapped her hands.

"Where's Matt?" I asked.

"He went to go buy more streamers," Bee said.
"Can you try to get a hold of Melissa? We could really use her
help. She's not returning any of my texts. And Jen should be here
any minute. Ian left like an hour and a half ago to go pick her up.
I'm not sure what's taking them so long."

"Okay, I'll give Melissa a call. What else do
you want us to do?"

Bee smiled. "Go get ready. Relax. We got
this." She picked up a roll of streamers off the ground.

"Come with me," James whispered in my ear. He
grabbed my hand and led me toward the stairs. As I walked up the
stairs, I glanced over my shoulder at my friends decorating our
apartment. Yes, I was lucky. And I was so happy to be
home.

James lead me into our bedroom and then the
bathroom. He dropped my hand and pulled his shirt off.

"I should call Melissa. She'll want to know
what's going on."

"Not right now." He turned on the shower.

"James, we should really be helping them
decorate. And making sure everything's set for tonight."

"We can do all that. But first, we both need
a shower. We need to relax. We need to unwind from earlier." He
grabbed the bottom of my dress and pushed it up my thighs.

I lifted my arms in the air as he pulled it
the rest of the way off.

"Besides," he said and kissed the side of my
neck. "Our friends have got it covered." He unhooked my bra and
pushed my thong down my hips.

"What about Officer Kemp? And your
investigator? And..."

He put his finger to my lips. "We're getting
married tomorrow. Let's just take this one moment to focus on
that." He pushed his shorts and boxers to the floor and stepped
into the shower.

I bit my lip. I did need to shower. And get
ready. And about a million other things in forty minutes. I laughed
as he grabbed my arm and pulled me in after him. I looked up at his
handsome features, covered in the cascading water. A smile was
planted on his face.

"I can't wait to marry you."

"I can't wait either." I placed my hands on
the scruff on his cheeks. "Thank you for coming after me. Thank you
for fighting for us."

"Wherever you are, I am. I'll always fight
for us. Close your eyes, baby."

I smiled and closed my eyes. I heard him open
the bottle of shampoo. His fingers immediately started massaging my
scalp. It felt amazing. He was washing off last night and this
morning and everything in between, cleansing me of every worry and
fear.

I kept my eyes closed as he started to
massage my shoulders. "You're perfect, Penny," he said as he kissed
my neck and moved his hands down my arms. I sighed and leaned back
against his chest as he washed my breasts and stomach. His fingers
ran over my most intimate areas and down my thighs. He shifted
behind me as he got low enough to wash my legs and feet. Oh my
God, my feet. This feels amazing. I pressed my hand against the
shower wall as he placed a kiss against my ass cheek.

He pulled me back under the water and grabbed
my hair, tilting my head back, making sure I didn't get any soap in
my eyes. "There," he said as he let go of my hair.

I slowly opened my eyes and sighed. "That was
just what I needed."

He kissed my forehead. "I hoped so. Go get
ready, baby. I'll be out in a second."

"Let me do you."

"You take longer to get ready than me," he
said as he grabbed his shampoo bottle.

I grabbed the bottle from him. "You need this
too." I poured some soap in my hand. "Let me."

He smiled and stepped out of the water. He
closed his eyes and put his hands on my hips as I started to
massage the soap into his hair.

A quiet groan escaped from his lips, which
put a smile onto mine. I placed a kiss on the tip of his nose as I
began to lather up his shoulders. I massaged his lower back. I knew
it bothered him from sitting at a desk all day. He groaned again.
"That feels so good, baby."

I massaged him another minute before running
my soapy hands down his chiseled abs and over his growing erection.
He groaned again. This would definitely relax him. I tightened my
hand around his hard cock.

"Fuck." He laughed and opened his eyes. "As
much as I want to do that, we don't have enough time." He stepped
under the water and rinsed the soap out of his hair. "Go get ready.
Now." He slapped my ass.

"So demanding."

"We can revisit this later," he said and
winked at me.

"When? We're not sharing a hotel room
tonight."

"Shit, I forgot about that. Maybe we should
make time."

"I want you to want me tomorrow night," I
said as I stepped out of the shower.

"Penny, I always want you." Something crossed
over his face and he turned away from me. "I'll be done in a sec,"
he said into the water.

I tried not to let it bother me as I wrapped
a towel around myself. I knew he had talked to his therapist about
me. James had even told me that his therapist agreed that he wasn't
addicted to me. Why was James doubting his word? Should I find a
way to contact him? Maybe James needed to talk to him, to help
calm down.

That desperate feeling that he had gotten
when he told me to leave wasn't addiction. Because I felt it too.
It was...pain. Loss. Heartbreak. I quickly combed my hair and
grabbed the blow-dryer. By the time I was done drying my hair,
James had turned off the water.

He stepped out of the shower and wrapped a
towel around his waist. I would never tire of seeing him like this.
Beads of water dripped down his perfectly sculpted torso. God, he
was so sexy.

He walked over next to me and ran his hand
through his hair. "Do you want me to shave?" he asked.

I smiled at his reflection in the mirror.
"No. I like your stubble."

He kissed my cheek. "What color tie should I
wear?"

"Um." I turned toward him. I hadn't thought
much about what I wanted to wear. "I'll let you know when I figure
out what I'm wearing."

"How about gray suit, black tie? Can't go
wrong with that."

"That's sounds perfect."

"Come downstairs as soon as your ready. I
want you to meet the security detail before we head over."

"Okay."

He put his hand under my chin. "Remember the
first night we moved here? I had wanted to take you out to a fancy
dinner. We both got super dressed up and were walking through
Central Park to go to the restaurant when you convinced me you just
wanted to try a New York hot dog? We ended up just spending the
entire night talking and laughing on a bench. And I got mustard all
over my suit jacket." He smiled.

"Of course I remember." My eyes had gotten
teary remembering.

"I loved that night. And you looked beautiful
in that dress." He placed a soft kiss against my lips. "Wear that
one."

"Okay."

He kissed me once more and I watched him walk
out of the bathroom. I couldn't believe he remembered what I was
wearing that night. I smiled to myself. He had been wearing a gray
suit and a black tie. I quickly wiped under my eyes. If I started
crying again right now, I'd never be able to get ready. It seemed
like all I did was cry recently. I plugged in my curling iron and
did my makeup as fast as I could. When I was done, the curling iron
still wasn't hot enough.

I grabbed my phone and clicked on Melissa's
name. The phone rang a few times and then went to voicemail. My
stomach sunk. "Hey, Melissa, it's me. I just wanted to make sure
you were going to be at the Tavern on the Green by 6. I know we
have a lot to talk about. And we can talk about it after the dinner
tonight. Please just be there. I love you. And I'm sorry about
everything. I'll see you soon. Bye, Melissa." I hung up before I
started to ramble about Tyler.

Shit, Tyler. I put my hand over the
curling iron and felt the heat rising off of it. I was going to
need to talk to Tyler and curl my hair at the same time in order to
finish getting ready. I pressed on Tyler's name in my phone and
balanced my cell between my ear and shoulder as I started to curl
the ends of my hair.

"Hey," he said. "I was hoping you'd call." He
sighed. "So you took my advice? You two made up?"

"Yeah. Thank you, Tyler. For everything."

"The wedding is back on then?"

"It is. Tyler, if you're still in New York,
you should come tonight."

"No. I mean...I never went back to New York.
I'm at some diner in Pennsylvania right now, actually. I just
needed to drive."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't apologize. I get it. And I am happy
for you. Really, Penny, I am."

"Thank you." I quickly wiped under my eyes
again. God, don't start crying again.

"So," Tyler said. "The police think I stole
money from James? Is that about right?"

"Yeah. But it was Isabella. Don't worry about
it, okay? We're going to clear it up. We went to the police station
to try and get her arrested and it just...they twisted everything
around." I moved the phone to my other ear so I could finish my
hair.

"I don't really understand why my name came
up. Should I be worried about this?"

"No. I promise I'll take care of it. I'm
sorry you got dragged into this. I just wanted to call to make sure
you knew it was going to be okay."

"Yeah. Hey, it's 5:30. Don't you have to get
going to your rehearsal?"

"I have a few minutes."

We were both silent for a moment. I unplugged
the curling iron.

"Penny, I said I couldn't be your friend
anymore. We can't...I can't do this." His breathing sounded
heavy.

"I know." I walked out of the bathroom. I
couldn't stand to look at my reflection in the mirror. It was hard
being so happy when Tyler was so sad. Because of me. "Okay. Thank
you for taking my call."

"Penny." His voice sounded pained. "I'm sorry
that I'm not going to be there. I just...I need time."

"It's okay. I understand." I was blinking
fast so that I wouldn't start crying.

"Maybe one day down the road we can try this
whole friend thing again."

It was at least a small shred of hope. Time
could heal this. Tyler would find someone and she would heal him.
He'd know what true love really was.

"Call me when that happens. I'm going to miss
you."

"I'm going to miss you too."

There was another awkward pause.

"Good luck tomorrow," he said.

"Thanks, Tyler."

"Bye, Penny."

"Bye." I listened to the phone disconnect on
his end before hanging up. He was going to be okay. He just needed
time. I took a deep breath as I walked into my closet.

I moved my dresses around until I found the
one James wanted. I lifted up the hanger and held it out in front
of me. James was right. That night had been wonderful. And this
dress would be perfect tonight too. I quickly changed into it.
Luckily it still fit just right. It was a strapless white dress
that stopped mid thigh and had a teacup-like skirt. I had thought
the poof of it looked sophisticated and fun at the same time. I
grabbed a pair of white high heels. As I put them on, I spotted a
pair of red ones. That would be more fun. Tonight was all about
celebrating me and James. It was supposed to be fun. I slipped on
the red stilettos instead. James will like these.

I ran back into the bathroom and applied some
red lipstick and a pair of dangling diamond earrings. I stared at
my reflection in the mirror. Tomorrow morning I would be marrying
James Hunter. There was no dwelling on the past. There was no
worrying about the future. I was focused on this moment. Because I
wanted to remember tonight for the rest of my life.


Chapter 8

 Friday

James was talking to two men in the foyer as I made
my way down the stairs. He turned his head when he heard me and a
smile broke over his face. It was easy to live in the moment when
he looked at me like that. My heels clicked on the marble as I made
my way over to him.

"May I formally introduce you to Penny,"
James said to the two gentleman. "Penny, this is Porter and Briggs.
Our security team."

"Are those your first names or last names?" I
asked.

"Last names. I'm Porter, ma'am," the one on
the left said and stuck out his hand for me to shake. His grip was
like iron. He was the taller of the two and had a shaved head and
steely gray eyes.

"Briggs," said the other. If possible, his
grip was even stronger. He had a buzz cut and blue eyes. They were
both impossibly intimidating.

"It's nice to meet both of you. So, what are
you first names?"

"That's classified, ma'am," Briggs said.

"Oh. Well, you can just call me Penny, if
that's alright."

"We prefer last names, Miss Taylor," Porter
said.

These guys were so serious. And, now that I
was looking at them, they seemed familiar. "Actually, I do
recognize both of you."

Briggs gave Porter a nervous glance. James
had said he paid them to not be noticed. I wasn't trying to get
them in trouble.

"I mean, only because I walk past you every
day. Porter, you're always sitting on a bench outside Central Park
drinking...tea not coffee. Because there's a little tea tab
sticking out of your cup. And Briggs, I always see you sitting
outside James' office building after work. Eating a hot dog and
reading the newspaper."

"I thought you were laying off the hot dogs,"
Porter said. "You know that's incredibly unhealthy."

"I'm not always eating a hot dog,"
Briggs said defensively.

Porter cleared his throat. "Sorry, ma'am.
We'll try to be more discrete in the future."

I pressed my lips together. I certainly
hadn't meant to get them in trouble. "I never would have guessed
you were security. And, hot dogs are delicious, I totally get
it."

Briggs gave me a small smile.

"Mr. Hunter, we'll work on it," Porter said
with a very serious nod.

I was surprised to see James smiling. "No,
that's fine. I'm glad to know that she's being perceptive. I
debriefed them on the Isabella situation. They'll be looking for
her. If you don't notice her first."

I sighed with relief. "Great."

James put his arm around my shoulders. "We
should probably get going."

"Did everyone else already head over?"

"Mhm."

"What about your detective friend?"

"Already taken care of."

"And Officer Kemp?"

"It's all taken care of. Let's go enjoy our
night." He let go of my shoulder and slipped his hand into mine as
he led me to the door.

"So everything went smoothly?" I asked as we
stepped onto the elevator. I was surprised that Porter and Briggs
didn't follow us on.

"Yes. You can stop worrying about it. It's
going to be fine."

I nodded. If he thought it was fine, then I
believed him. "Aren't Porter and Briggs supposed to be watching
us?"

"They'll get the next elevator. It's not very
discrete if they stay a foot away from us all the time. Besides,
Isabella can't get into our apartment building, the front desk
knows about the situation."

"So...what are their first names?"

James laughed.

"No, really, I'm dying to know."

"I think I should let you wheedle that out of
them."

"You're seriously not going to tell me?"

"I don't want them to be mad at me," James
said. He held my hand as we walked out onto the busy street and
stopped on the crosswalk.

"Is this one of those things you'll tell me
as soon as we're married? Like when Mason's going to propose to
Bee?"

"Did I say I would tell you that? I don't
remember saying that."

"James," I said and squeezed his hand. "You
promised you'd tell me."

"Hmm. I promised?"

I laughed. "You know I'll get the information
out of you."

"Oh, I have no doubt that you're capable of
that." He smiled down at me. "You look beautiful, Penny."

"And you look very handsome." I ran my
fingers down his tie. "Are you nervous at all?"

"About what? Tonight or tomorrow?"

"Both. Isn't it like a bad omen or something
if the rehearsal goes poorly?"

"I don't think I've ever heard that before.
But no, I'm not nervous. Are you?"

"Of course I am."

He turned his head away from me and stared at
the Tavern on the Green in the distance.

"Not anything about you, James. I'm so sure
about what we have. I just want everything to go perfectly, though.
And our parents...James," I said and stopped in the middle of the
path, almost making him trip. "We didn't tell your parents the
wedding was back on! Did you call them?"

"Um...no. I didn't."

"We have to call them."

He lowered both his eyebrows. "No."

"You didn't hear your father last night. They
care about you so much. They just..."

"They care about me?" James laughed. "If they
cared about me at all, they would have called me last night to see
if I was okay. They clearly didn't care that we broke up. So, fuck
them. Both of them."

"My parents are expecting to meet them at the
dinner tonight."

"I think they'll understand after the way
they behaved at the engagement party they threw us."

"Well, I didn't tell them about that."

"Why not?"

"Because I didn't want my parents to dislike
your parents before they even met them."

An exasperated laugh came out of James'
mouth. "They should dislike them. I dislike them. Everyone dislikes
them!"

"I just want to give them the benefit of the
doubt."

James shook his head.

"If you think they knew about what Isabella
was planning, they didn't. Your mom looked so shocked that her
perfect daughter in law would do something like that. And your
father stuck up for me in front of her. He wanted to hear what I
had to say. It was the best conversation we had ever had, and I
don't think it was just because they knew they had gotten rid of
me. Your mom even asked if I loved you. They care."

"I'm sure Jen told them that the wedding was
still on. If they want to be there tonight, they'll be there."

"It's different if they hear it from you,
James. That you want them to come."

"But I don't want them to come. Penny. Hey."
He put his hand on my cheek. "Tonight is about us. Not about anyone
else. There could be no one at the dinner tonight or the wedding
tomorrow, and I wouldn't care. I'm only going to focus on you
either way. This is about us agreeing to spend the rest of our
lives together."

"I know. But James, it's also about our
families coming together."

"And our family is going to be there. Rob,
Mason, Bee, Matt, Jen, Melissa...that's our family. You're my
family."

"You know what I mean."

His fingers slid down my neck. "And your
parents. And Mason and Matt's parents."

"Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell aren't your parents,
though."

"I know. They're better than my parents. They
were always nice to me growing up. Their house was like a safe
haven."

"I just don't want you to regret your parents
not being there."

"Like I said, it's their choice."

I took a deep breath. "Okay."

He leaned down and placed a soft kiss against
my lips. "We're going to be late," he said and kissed me again.

"You know, I never understood the point of a
rehearsal. Isn't it just walking down an aisle and standing
there?"

He laughed. "Come on, Penny." He grabbed my
hand and we quickened our pace toward the restaurant. As we
approached, I could see the big tree with the lights strung through
it. To me, that tree exuded all things romance. And tomorrow night,
James and I would be getting married underneath it. Chairs were
already set up on either side of an aisle. My mom and dad were
sitting in the front row to the left. Mr. & Mrs. Caldwell were
sitting in the front row on the right. James' parents hadn't come.
It hurt my heart, but James didn't seem to have any reaction.

"James!" Jen was the first one rushing toward
us. She threw her arms around James' neck and he lifted her off her
feet. "How's California treating you?" he said as he set her back
down.

"Really, that's the intro you're going with?
I heard you almost blew it with the best thing that's ever happened
to you and you want to talk about California? Priorities, James,"
she said as she straightened his tie.

She threw her arms around me. "You look
stunning. I never would have let this wedding not happen." She
kissed my cheek and released me from her embrace.

I laughed and looked up at James. He was
straightening his tie back to the way it had been before Jen had
touched it. He met my gaze and smiled.

"Okay, so all they've said so far is that the
bride's parents will sit on the left and the groom's on the right.
Penny, is your dad walking you down the aisle?"

"Yes."

"Okay, I'll go grab him." She rushed off as
quickly as she had come.

"So, what are we supposed to be doing?" James
whispered in my ear.

I laughed. "I have no idea." I caught sight
of Melissa standing off to the side, completely engrossed by her
phone.

"Melissa?"

She immediately looked up from her phone and
gave me a huge smile. "Penny, you look amazing in that dress," she
said.

That had not been the reaction I was
expecting at all. More like, tears and shoe throwing.

"Thanks, Melissa. Did you get my message? I
know you probably..."

"It's okay. You know, sometimes I hate being
right, but, it's really okay. I kind of knew it wasn't going to be
a long term thing. Even though I was hoping it could be more. But
I'm seriously okay."

She was saying 'okay' way too many times for
someone who was actually okay. "Do you want to talk about what
happened?"

"No. Not tonight. Penny, I still feel
horrible about acting like such a terrible friend the past few
weeks. I'm going to put this on hold until after I'm done with my
maid of honor duties. I can do that," she said more to herself than
to me. She seemed to take a deep breath. "You do owe me one week of
sitting in pajamas and eating ice cream after your honeymoon,
though."

"Deal."

Melissa laughed.

"Thank you, Melissa," I said and gave her a
hug.

She didn't say anything, she just hugged me
back.

Someone whistling made us pull apart.

"Alright, everyone in the bridal party,
bride's father, groom's mother, and the pastor, please get in the
back of the aisle for a super quick meeting," our wedding planner
announced. "I was promised dinner tonight and I'm hungry."

I laughed. The reason we had picked Justin to
be our wedding planner was because we thought he was hilarious. He
also always seemed so calm, which I certainly appreciated. Melissa
and I walked over toward the rest of the bridal party.

"I heard you got cold feet," Matt said to
me.

"No joking around about that before the
wedding," Justin said and gave him a dirty look.

Mason elbowed Matt in the ribs. "That's
not...I didn't tell him that's what happened," Mason said
defensively.

"It's fine. Hey, Matt," I said and gave him a
hug.

"I'm glad you decided to show," he said and
gave me a kiss on the cheek.

"Okay, everyone, pay attention," Justin said.
"Leave the hugging for later. By the way, Penny and James, you both
look amazing as always."

"Thanks, Justin." That was the other thing.
He always gave me compliments. Just being around him inflated my
self confidence.

"God, now I'm chit chatting. We'll never eat
at this rate. Focus, people," he said and clapped his hands
together. "What order did you want everyone standing beside you in?
That dreaded question...who's the favorite?"

"Melissa is the maid of honor and Rob is my
best man," James said, gesturing toward Melissa and Rob.

"They'll come in right before you two then.
No flower girls or ring bearers, right?"

"Nope," James said.

"Good, just double checking. Kids ruin
weddings. Absolutely ruin."

I laughed.

"No, seriously. They steal all the attention
when they shit their pants on the aisle or throw petals in
someone's face. Yes, I've seen both those happen. Who will be
walking down the aisle before Melissa and Rob?"

"Well, I don't know, we never really
discussed it. I think it would be nice if Bee and Mason walked down
the aisle together," I said.

Bee smiled. "Really, whatever way you pair us
is fine," she said.

"No, that sounds good," James said and winked
at Mason.

Mason pressed his lips together and shook his
head.

I laughed and Mason's frown turned into a
smile. He shook his head again, as if he knew James had told me he
was going to pop the question soon.

"Okay, Bee and Mason and then you two," he
said and pointed dismissively at Jen and Matt.

"Thanks. I feel so special," Matt said.

"You know you wanted to walk with me," Jen
said.

"No bickering. Hey!" Justin said and clapped
again. "James, did you want to start everything off by walking down
with your mom?" he pointed at Mrs. Caldwell.

"No," James said quickly. "I'll walk
alone."

Mason patted his back. No one pointed out the
fact that James' parents actually weren't there.

"Whatever suits you," Justin said. "The less
family drama the better if you ask me. You first then, handsome,"
he said to our pastor. "I almost forgot about you. And go slowly,
it's not a race." He pointed to the aisle.

Pastor John laughed.

"And now the man of the hour," Justin said
and grabbed James' arm. "Just wait until he's halfway down the
aisle and it's your turn to shine. Wait for it. Wait for it."

"See you up there," James said. He ran his
fingers gently from my elbow to my wrist. The gesture gave me
shivers. Or maybe it was the fact that this was all actually going
to be happening in a day.

"Now!" Justin said, like it was the most
magical moment of his own life. "What's your name again?" Justin
said as he spun around and pointed at Matt.

"Matt."

"Okay, Matt, hold your arm in front of
yourself like you're holding a baby," Justin said and showed him
what he meant.

Matt made a funny face.

"And Jen, just grab his muscle and hold on
tight."

"What muscle?" she said with a laugh.

"Don't pretend you haven't noticed that I'm
ripped now," Matt said.

"Mhm. Whatever you say," Jen said and grabbed
his arm.

"What did I just say about bickering! Now
hold this rose. No, lower. Just pretend it's a whole beautiful
bouquet like you'll have tomorrow. Yes, there, perfect! Now put on
a smile and follow that handsome man down the aisle."

"Ew, Matt?"

"No, James of course! The man of the hour.
Have you never seen him or something?"

"He's my brother."

"Your loss, honey. Go, now," Justin said and
snapped his fingers.

"Hey, Pen."

I turned around to see my dad standing behind
me. "Hi, Dad." I gave him a hug, tuning out my friends squabbling
and Justin giving orders to everyone.

"Nervous about tomorrow?" he asked.

"More excited than nervous."

"That's my girl."

I laughed and unwrapped my arms from around
him. "What about you?" I asked. "Are you worried that you're going
to trip?"

"Absolutely," he said. "And if I do, I'm
pulling you down with me."

"Fair enough."

"Pen, I can't believe..."

"Your turn, future Mrs. Hunter," Justin said,
cutting my dad off. "Okay, slip your hand around his arm and hold
this flower. You want it low so that everyone can see your gorgeous
dress." He grabbed my hand and lowered it.

"Now, Dad, it's your job to make sure this
goes smoothly. You've been taking care of her ever since she was a
little girl. Don't ruin the last time you're the only man in her
life. Got it, Dad?"

My Dad looked a little flustered that Justin
kept calling him Dad.

"Okay, now walk slowly, and gracefully. Try
to float. Head up, shoulders back. Work it!"

I laughed, which made my dad laugh too.

"Laugh all you want now, tomorrow I know
you'll be crying. God, I'd be crying if I was marrying a hunk of
meat like that."

And those comments were the reason why James
hadn't wanted to hire him. But, I liked Justin too much to care if
he was a little inappropriate sometimes. He was just excitable.

"And go. Now." He motioned for us to start
walking.

"He's quite the character," my dad whispered
to me as soon as we were out of earshot.

"No talking down the aisle!" Justin yelled
after us.

"That he is."

"Great, great," Justin said from right behind
us, making me jump. "You guys look perfect. Now stop here. Give
your daughter a kiss on the cheek."

"Good luck, Pen." He reached up and squeezed
my cheek like he used to do when I was little.

"I said a kiss, not a weird squeeze," Justin
said. "Do it for the pictures."

My dad smiled down at me. "You look
beautiful, Pen. And I'm so glad you found someone to make you
happy." He kissed my cheek.

My eyes were getting watery already.

"Now, Dad, sit down next to Mom. And Penny,
gracefully float up to your soon-to-be husband."

James' eyes were glued on me as I walked
toward him.

When he opened his mouth, I thought he was
going to say something romantic, but he said, "I kind of wish this
had been the real thing. The video footage would have been
hilarious."

Pastor John laughed.

It reminded me that the vows I had been
working on for months weren't going to be heard by just James. They
were going to be heard by the pastor and all our friends and
family. I was suddenly extremely nervous.

"Pretend you like each other!" Justin shouted
and pushed his hands closer together to show us we were standing
too far apart.

James laughed and grabbed my waist, pulling
me against his chest. "How about this?" he said more toward me than
to Justin.

"Okay, pretend you like each other a little
less than that."

James kissed the tip of my nose and let go of
my waist. I took a step back. James held out his hands for me and I
grabbed them. All I could focus on were his eyes. The same eyes
that had captivated me when I was his student. I never thought we'd
wind up here. But I was so thankful that we had.

"Bridesmaids, each take half a step to your
left," Justin said. "No not that much! God, I'll just make some
kind of markings so you know where to stand tomorrow. Forget about
it. Pastor, get your thing on."

Pastor John laughed. "Right, well, I'm going
to make a few jokes, which I'll keep to myself for now. I want to
get you laughing on your wedding day. I'll do the normal spiel
about love and what this commitment means. Normally right now, I
would just have you practice reciting the vows after me, but you've
decided to read your own vows, correct?"

James squeezed my hands. "Correct."

"Well, then after you exchange vows, I will
simply say, do you James take Penny to be your lawfully wedded
wife?

James ran his thumbs against the backs of my
hands. "I do."

"And Penny, I'd say, do you Penny take James
to be your lawfully wedded husband? And you'd answer 'I do.' But
don't say it now, it's only the rehearsal."

I laughed. "I do," I mouthed silently to
James.

He raised his left eyebrow.

"And then I'd say, by the power vested in me,
by the state of New York, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You
may now kiss the bride. And you'd..."

James pulled me against him and pressed his
lips against mine. His tongue darted across my lips and I opened my
mouth, inviting him in. His fingers tangled in my hair as mine
pressed against his neck, deepening a kiss that was already too
sexual for public.

"Ow ow!" Melissa yelled.

"Get a room," Rob said.

I laughed and pressed on James' chest.

"God, I can't wait for tomorrow," he
said.

I kept my hand on his neck and smiled up at
him.

"Less tongue tomorrow, yes?" Justin said from
the seat he had taken in the second row. "Now after that, you'd
walk hand in hand back down the aisle with huge wedding bliss
smiles. I love newlyweds."

James gave me a playful smile.

I wanted to tell him to follow Justin's
instructions. But that smile of his was my favorite. It meant he
was so caught up in this moment, that nothing else in the world
mattered. Just him and me. "Whatever you're thinking of doing, do
it. I dare you."

"Dare accepted." He leaned down and lifted me
over his shoulder.

I squealed as he put his hand on my ass. I
wasn't sure if he just wanted to touch me or if he didn't want me
to moon all of Central Park. I laughed the whole way down the
aisle.

"Piggyback time, Melissa!" Rob said from
behind us.

I heard Melissa laugh and I didn't doubt at
all that Rob was giving her a piggyback ride down the aisle.

"No!" Justin shouted. "No, no, no! The exit
is supposed to be elegant and...ugh! I give up. Rehearsal
done."

James set me back down on my feet. "I'm
pretty sure we just got hitched."

"I didn't say 'I do'."

"I saw you say it, baby." He tucked a loose
strand of hair behind my ear.

"No paper, no proof."

"You got me there. Tomorrow I'll get the
signed evidence."

"I can't wait."


Chapter 9

 Friday

My friends had been doing a fantastic job decorating.
But when I stepped back into our apartment, my jaw dropped.
Justin's assistants had rearranged all the furniture so that there
was room for long tables with elegant tablecloths and huge flowery
centerpieces. The caterers were all set up and the food smelled
amazing. Everyone was bustling around, doing last minute
preparations.

"Told you I'd make it beautiful," Justin
said. "What do you kids think?"

James smiled at me, only caring about what I
had to say.

"It's perfect, Justin. Thank you."

"Does that mean I get an A?" he said with a
wink to James.

James laughed. "Absolutely."

Justin clapped his hands. "Okay, people!
Everyone not in the bridal party will be arriving in fifteen
minutes! Places everyone! Places!"

We had originally wanted to keep our
rehearsal dinner small. Just the people that were a part of the
wedding. But with so many people coming in from out of town, we
decided to make it a bigger thing. Mostly James' friends that I had
never met. I was a little nervous to meet them. I wanted to hear
their stories. I wanted to know what James was like in college.

Bee looped her arm in mine. "I feel like I
just got completely schooled in party decorating."

I laughed. "I like the streamers. It's
exactly what I would have done."

She smiled. "We'll learn how to step up our
party throwing game together. Sometimes I still feel so out of
place in all," she gestured with her hand, "this."

"Yeah, I know what you mean." I looked over
at James. He was standing with my mom, introducing himself to the
caterer. No matter the situation, he always looked so in his
element. I looked back at Bee. "I'm glad I have you to figure it
out with."

"Here's to that. God, I need a drink. These
shoes are killing me. I have no idea what I was thinking, they just
looked so cute with this dress."

Her shoes matched her dress perfectly. But
they were also at least 7 inches tall. "They are really cute."

She laughed. "Thank you. Can I get you
something?"

"No, I'm good." Ever since James had kicked
me out, my stomach had felt uneasy. I knew it was probably just
nerves now, but I didn't want to add alcohol to the mix.

"Penny! Come over here for a second," my mom
said and waved her arm toward the caterer. She had been very
insistent on hiring the catering staff by herself. Whoever she had
chosen, it smelled amazing. I walked over toward her and James.

"Remember La
Patisserie? Your favorite restaurant in Philly?"

"Of course."

"This is Rory, he used to work there."

"Oh yeah? You're an amazing chef." I tried
not to look directly at him. I used to love going to La Patisserie
because he was as mouth watering as his food. I had never even had
a boyfriend in high school. I may have daydreamed quite a lot about
Rory. It had been a few years since I had seen him, but he looked
exactly the same.

"Thank you. It's nice to meet you, Penny," he
said and stuck out his hand for me.

I quickly shook it.

"James, this is a funny story," my mom said
and lightly touched his arm. "In high school, Penny always wanted
to go to that restaurant. The food was really good. But I have to
say, I was completely convinced that she had a crush on Rory."

"Oh my God. Mom." I was completely mortified.
"That's not...the food was just..."

Rory and James both laughed.

"I never really thought about it before, but
I guess she's always had a thing for older men." My mom shrugged.
"But, either way, you did love his food, so...here he is. The chef
himself! And James, you've had his food before too. The first time
you came to our house. You know, when you told us who you really
were. Oh, Peter was so angry that day." She laughed. "Anyway, I'm
going to go try some of the appetizers." She walked toward one of
the servers.

"I am so sorry," I said to Rory and
James.

James laughed and put his arm around my
shoulders. "Such great memories."

"Geez, parents can be so embarrassing
sometimes," Rory said with a smile.

"You have no idea," I said.

Rory laughed.

"So, you started your own catering
company?"

"Yeah. We only just opened a couple weeks
ago, but your mom sought us out. I actually just have my friends
helping me out tonight because I haven't had time to find staff."
He pointed them out to us. "Connor, Jackson, and my wife,
Keira."

Keira glanced over and smiled at Rory when
she heard her name. She was arranging some delicious looking
appetizers on a serving tray.

"Well, everything looks amazing," James said.
"Hopefully tonight will go better than the first time I ate at her
parents' house. Because that was pretty much a disaster."

Rory laughed. "If not, hopefully it won't be
due to a mistake on my part. Actually, if you'll excuse me for one
second. I promise they'll all be professional by the time the rest
of the guests get here." Rory rushed past us to go talk to his
friends.

I glanced over my shoulder. It looked like
Jackson and Justin were arguing heatedly over decorations. And
Conner was sitting down across from Melissa at one of the tables
talking to her. I laughed.

"So, you had a crush on him, huh?" James
asked.

"That was a long time ago."

"Any traces of that remaining?"

"No," I said and placed my fingers behind his
neck. "Not one lingering trace."

"Why did we invite all these people over to
our house again?" he whispered in my ear.

"Wishing we were alone right now?"

"So badly. About not sharing a room
tonight...I think we should discuss that."

"You're not excited to have a slumber party
with all your friends tonight?"

He laughed. "Not in the least."

"Talk about an upgrade," someone said from
behind us. I hadn't even realized that guests had started arriving.
"She's stunning."

James let go of my waist. "Luke. Geez, how
many years has it been?"

Luke embraced him in a huge bear hug. "Too
many, man."

"So, you must be Penny," he said and put his
hand out for me.

I recognized him from the one picture James
had of him and his frat brothers. "It's so nice to meet you."

"The pleasure is all mine," he said.

"You knew James in college, huh? I would love
to hear some stories."

"Just you wait till Benny and Mike get here
and the beers start flowing. There will be plenty of stories."

I couldn't help but notice that James looked
a little uncomfortable. "I can't wait," I said.

"Definitely a keeper," he said to James as he
pointed at me. "Are any of the guys here yet?"

"Mason is here somewhere." James looked
around the room.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of my
oldest friends walk in. "If you'll excuse me, it was great meeting
you," I said to Luke and gravitated toward the door. "Mila!"

"Penny! It's so great to see you!" She gave
me a huge hug. "Oh my God, this place is amazing. Do you seriously
live here?"

"We just moved in, yeah."

"Geez, I'm so sorry, I'm being incredibly
rude. This is my boyfriend, J.J.," she said and gestured to the guy
smiling beside her. He was so tan it looked like he spent all his
time on the beach. "J.J., this is Penny."

"It's so nice to meet you," I said and shook
his hand. "It's so funny, Mila, the last time I saw you, we were
both boyfriend-less. It was actually your going away party. Before
you left me and moved to Cali."

"I know. I'm sorry I've been missing in
action that last few years. Geez, time flies, doesn't it?"

"It does. I'm just really, really glad you
could make it."

"I wouldn't have missed your wedding for
anything in the world. I'm so happy for you, Penny. I've really
missed you."

I was getting teary eyed again. God, what was
wrong with me tonight? "Are you moving back to the east coast
anytime soon?"

"We're actually thinking about it," J.J.
said. "We both grew up on the east coast. We're just waiting to
hear back on some job offers."

"Who are your friends?" James asked as he
slid his arm around my waist.

"Mila was my best friend growing up. She went
to UCLA and dropped off the face of the earth for awhile."

Mila laughed.

"And this is her boyfriend, J.J."

"It's great to meet both of you," James said
and shook their hands. "That means you were the neighbor growing
up, right?"

"Yes, that's me. What terrible things has
Penny been telling people about me?"

"Only good things. Mrs. Bennett on the other
hand..."

"You've met Mrs. Bennett? She was the nosiest
neighbor in the history of nosey neighbors. Please tell me she's
not behind me right now?"

I laughed. "No. Mrs. Bennett is surely
patrolling the neighborhood as we speak."

"I feel so out of the loop right now," J.J.
said with a laugh.

"Trust me, you don't want to be in the loop
on this," I said. "Mila, my parents were looking forward to seeing
you."

"I can't wait to see them either. I need to
stop disappearing for years. I'll go say hi to them. Congrats,
Penny," she said as she passed me and squeezed my shoulder.

"Did you two get in all sorts of trouble
growing up?" James asked.

"If by trouble you mean staying in and
watching movies and eating popcorn in pajamas? Or catching
fireflies? Or playing with Barbie dolls? Then yes, we were in
trouble constantly."

He kissed my temple. "I'm envious of your
childhood."

When he said things like that, my chest
actually ached. "You know, whenever I picture your childhood, I see
little you locked in your room being denied anything good."

"It wasn't quite that bad."

"What was a normal day like in the summer?
Didn't you do anything fun? I bet you were probably holed up in
your tree house terrorizing Jen."

"Hey, Daphne's here."

I knew he was purposely trying to distract
me. But I was dying to meet Rob's girlfriend. Or friend that was a
girl. I wasn't going to throw out terms and freak them out. I just
couldn't believe that Rob was actually dating someone. "Which one
is she?"

"The one with brown hair standing right by
the door. She doesn't know anyone else here and Rob hasn't spotted
her yet. Come on, let's go save her." He grabbed my hand.

"So, you already know her pretty well
then?"

"Yeah, we actually got to talk quite a bit
during my bachelor party weekend."

"Anything I should know? I don't want to say
something stupid."

"You'll be fine." He squeezed my hand.

I was nervous. This girl could potentially be
a huge part of my life if she was able to get Rob to settle down.
Plus she must be magical if she was dating Rob. Rob never dated
anyone.

"Oh, hey, James," Daphne said. "I hope it's
okay that I just walked in. Rob didn't really say if..."

"It's fine. It's great to see you again." He
gave her a quick hug. "This is my fiancée, Penny."

"Hi. Wow, I've heard a ton about you, Penny.
I'm super excited to finally meet you in person." She stuck out her
hand for me and I shook it.

"What terrible things has Rob told you about
me?"

"Mostly good things, I promise. He's super
excited to have you officially be his little sister, I know
that."

"Did he really say that?"

"A couple times, yeah."

That's so sweet. "Well, I think that's
a total lie. He just loves tormenting me. A big brother thing I
guess?" I said with a laugh.

"I'm pretty sure that's what little sisters
are for," she said. She glanced past us, probably looking for
Rob.

James' grip tightened slightly on my
waist.

Had I said something wrong? "I wouldn't know.
I'm an only child."

"I've heard you and Rob had quite the
exciting week," James said.

She gave him a small smile. "Yes. God,
he's...it was probably the best week of my life. After Costa Rica
we flew to Paris. And then we went to Venice before coming back
here. I think he might already have tickets to go to Sydney next
week. He's so full of surprises. I never know what to expect
next."

"Welcome to my life," James said.

I laughed. "Rob is certainly full of
surprises. Always good though."

"Stop freaking Daphne out," Rob said. He had
suddenly appeared next to Daphne. He grabbed her waist and pulled
her in for a kiss. And she melted into his kiss. She so clearly
adored him. "Hey," he whispered to her, but it was loud enough for
us to hear. "You look amazing." Her face blushed. "I see that
you've met my super annoying soon-to-be little sister."

Was that the new way he was going to torture
me? "Annoying? Thanks, Rob."

"I'm just kidding. You know you're my
favorite sister. And definitely sexier than Jen. You know...since
Jen is actually my sister and that would be disgusting if I thought
she was sexy. But it's still okay if I think you are." He winked at
me. "Speaking of which, Daphne, you have to come meet my real
sister, not the fake one."

There were some weird things mixed in with
that rant about sisters and I was happy to see that Daphne laughed.
She must have already realized that Rob was an endless flirt.

"It was really great meeting you, Penny," she
said.

"You too."

"And you have a lovely home." Before she
could say anything else, Rob whisked her away.

"She seemed really nice. Did I say something
wrong, though? I feel like I might have."

"Yeah. She actually lost her brother only a
year and a half ago. She's having a hard time with it."

"James. I just asked if there was anything I
should know before talking to her."

"I didn't think it would come up." He
shrugged.

I pursed my lips together. "I feel awful. Do
you know what happened to her brother? Was it an accident?"

James shifted uncomfortably. "He died of an
overdose."

"That's horrible." I looked over at Daphne.
She was meeting Mason and Matt's parents. "She probably hates me
now."

James laughed. "I don't think so, Penny. Are
you okay? It seems like you were nervous about getting her
approval."

"Of course I am. If she marries Rob, then
we're going to be sisters. And I don't want her to hate me. I blew
it."

"You're incredibly cute. You didn't do
anything wrong."

"Is there anything else I should know about
some of your friends I'm meeting tonight? Like horrible things in
their past I shouldn't talk about lightly?"

"Try not to talk about Davy Jones' missing
eye. He's very sensitive about it."

"Which one is Davy Jones? And how did he lose
his eye? I don't want to mention whatever did it either."

"You're kidding, right? Davy Jones? Like the
pirate? I was just joking, Penny."

"So, you don't have a friend name Davy
Jones?"

He laughed and pulled me in for a kiss. "No.
I'm not a pirate, so I don't have any super awesome pirate
friends."

I laughed against his chest.

"What are you so nervous about tonight? All
these people are here because they love us. There's nothing to be
nervous about."

I looked up into his eyes. "Honestly, I just
want tonight to be more memorable than your rehearsal dinner with
Isabella."

"Penny..."

"I'm sorry. It's just hard for me not to
think about what might be running through your head. And I just
want..."

"There is no comparison, baby," he said and
grabbed the side of my face. "None."

I nodded.

"So, stop being nervous. Let's just enjoy
tonight. Let me get you a drink."

"No, that's okay. My stomach has been kind of
upset."

He lowered his eyebrows. "Are you
alright?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. I just don't want to make it
worse."

"I'm going to go grab you something for that.
I'll be right back." He kissed the tip of my nose and walked toward
the bathroom. I watched Mrs. Caldwell stop him and give him a hug.
Tonight was perfect. It was exactly as it should be.

I noticed Ellen helping the caterers with
something. She was used to preparing our meals and I knew she was
probably having a hard time being our guest tonight. She never
seemed to stop moving. I walked over to her and lightly touched her
shoulder. "Ellen, you don't have to do anything tonight. We invited
you to be part of the celebration."

"I like to help, dear," she said with a
smile.

"Please just sit down and enjoy yourself. You
do so much for me and James. The caterers can handle all this."

She smiled and patted my cheek. "I just want
it to be perfect."

"Thank you." James' parents might not be
here, but between Mrs. Caldwell and Ellen, he definitely had a
motherly influence. "But really, just relax."

She nodded. "I packed up all your things and
James' too for tomorrow. Your suitcases are by the bedroom door. I
left his tux and your dress in the closet though. I didn't want
them to get wrinkled."

"Thanks, Ellen. You're the best." I gave her
a hug.

"Just keep making him happy. I already know
I'm going to cry my eyes out during the ceremony tomorrow. James
asked me to look over his vows and..." she put her hand over her
heart. "He loves you so dearly."

It felt like I had written my vows a thousand
times and they still weren't perfect. "Were his funny at all? Or
were they completely serious?"

Ellen laughed. "You know I'd never say a
word. I need to go make sure they know where the extra glasses are.
Then I promise to join the fun."

"Okay."

"Speak from your heart, though, Penny. That's
the most important thing." She quickly walked back into the
kitchen. There was no way she was actually going to relax
tonight.

Speak from your heart. That was better
advice than she probably realized. I was pretty sure that meant
James' vows were sweet. I'd be the one crying my eyes out, not
Ellen. Maybe I needed to take out a few jokes from mine. What had I
been thinking?

"I still can't believe this is actually
happening," Melissa said from beside me.

"What do you mean?"

"I don't know. It's just crazy to think my
best friend, who never took any risks, slept with her billionaire
professor and now they're getting married. It's insane."

"Yeah." I guess?

"Don't you ever just feel like you're going
to wake up and all this will be a dream?"

Yes. I glanced at James again. Someone
else had stopped him and was hugging him. Maybe one of his friends.
"Yeah, sometimes."

"You have to enjoy moments like this. Because
they can be taken away like that." She snapped her fingers when she
said the word 'that.'

I frowned. Was this seriously her idea of a
good conversation for a rehearsal dinner? "What do you mean by
that?" I folded my arms in front of my chest. I had almost lost
James. We had only just made up this morning. I had already thought
about what we had disappearing enough for one day. Especially today
of all days.

"I just mean I'm happy that you finally
learned how to live in the moment. Now, I'm not quite as sure that
you have. What's going on?"

I sighed. "I don't know. I just feel kind of
on edge tonight. James is worried Isabella's just going to show up
and...I don't know exactly." Hurt us?

"I'm sure that's not going to happen."

"I hope not."

"All I meant was that your life is kind of
like a fairytale." She squeezed my arm. "Handsome prince. A castle
of an apartment." She smiled. "A happily ever after."

Melissa still didn't know about James'
problems. At least, I had never told her. It wasn't something I had
shared with anyone. It wasn't my secret to share. Yes, James was
the light of my life. But there was darkness there too. Worry.
Fear. Especially now that he thought he was addicted to me. I had a
pit in my stomach that seemed to be growing by the second. What if
James decided at the last minute that he couldn't be with me? That
I wasn't good for him because of something he had built up in his
head that wasn't true at all?

"Are you okay?" Melissa asked. "You look a
little pale."

"Yeah, I'm just not feeling very well."

"Maid of honor, at your service. What do you
need?"

"A hug."

She laughed. "I think I can arrange that."
She put her arms around me and ran her hand up and down my back. "I
didn't mean to upset you. If anything, I was just saying how
envious I am of you."

"Melissa, I'm so sorry about..."

"No. We're not talking about that until after
your honeymoon. Not another word."

I laughed.

"Take a deep breath. And try to do what I
thought you were already doing. Enjoy tonight. Remember every
second. You only get one rehearsal dinner your whole life. Unless
you're James."

I laughed again. "Ugh. God, I've been
thinking about that too. I just want all of this to be better than
whatever he had with Isabella."

"It's better by default. Because this time
he's marrying you." She put her hands on my shoulders and held me
at arm's length. "And you, Penny, are my best friend in the world.
James is the lucky one."

"Thanks, Melissa."

"You don't think Penny is a little lucky to
have wound up with me?" James said with a smile. "Here, take this."
He handed me a few pills and a glass of water.

"Of course she's lucky." Melissa squeezed his
arm. "You're both lucky. And you're seriously the happiest, cutest,
most amazing couple I know. Was any of that good? I'm so nervous
about my speech tomorrow. I feel like you're going to be grading
me."

James laughed. "Something along those lines
would be perfect."

"Oh, good. I'm definitely going to pay
attention to Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell's speech tonight to get some
ideas on what to say."

"They're giving a speech?" James asked.

"Um, of course. I thought you knew that?'

"No, they didn't say anything to me about
it," he said.

"That's really sweet of them," I said and
looped my arm in James'.

"They don't have to do that."

"Yeah," I said. "They want to do it. That's
the sweet part."

He laughed. "I guess so." He glanced over at
Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell. He said he was envious of my childhood. Was
he envious of Mason and Matt's too? As far as I could see, Mr. and
Mrs. Caldwell had been better parents to him than his own.

Despite how much I thought it might hurt him,
James had made the right call. His parents shouldn't be here.
Tonight was supposed to be fun with the people we were closest to.
That wasn't James' parents. And to me, it seemed pretty clear that
that was on them, not James. I was done pushing it. I just wanted
us to be happy. We had enough negativity that we couldn't shake. I
didn't need to add to it.

"I can't wait to hear their speech," I
said.

"Me too." James smiled. "Although, I have no
idea what they're planning to say."

"Probably something about how lucky Penny is
to have you," Melissa said with a smile. "Okay, I have no segue.
But what's the deal with that caterer over there? God, he's
gorgeous isn't he?"

"So gorgeous," someone said from behind
us.

I turned around. "Hi, Kendra."

"Girl, you were not lying about the plethora
of single men. It's like walking into a very elegant candy shop.
Now I just need to find the right flavor lollipop."

I laughed.

"Don't be gross," Marie said from beside her.
"Hey guys," she said and gave me and James each a hug.

"Congratulations, you two," her husband,
Carter, said. He gave me a hug and James a handshake. "Kendra has
been talking non-stop about weird, sexual candy references the
whole taxi ride over here. I need a drink."

James laughed. "Come with me."

"I still can't believe you snagged the
sexiest bachelor in New York," Kendra sighed.

"We were just talking about that," Melissa
said.

"Wait, you're referring to Carter, right?"
Marie said.

We all laughed. I don't know what I had been
so worried about. Tonight was going so well.


Chapter 10

 Friday

Yes, I may have had a crush on Rory in high school.
But that in no way reflected on the fact that his food seriously
was amazing. It was even better than the restaurant he used to work
at. La Patisserie was probably going out of
business without him. Plus, after the stress of the day, I
hadn't realized how hungry I was until there was food right in
front of me.

It took me awhile to realize that James was
staring at me. I wiped my napkin across my mouth. "Sorry," I
whispered.

"About what?"

I laughed. "Eating like a ravenous
animal."

He smiled. "That's not why I was staring at
you."

"Then why were you staring?"

He grabbed my hand on top of the table and
ran his thumb along my palm. Whenever he did that, I automatically
felt comforted. "Because I'm so happy that we're here. And that you
forgave me. This morning, I woke up and realized what I had done
and I...I couldn't breathe. I thought I lost you. Baby, I don't
ever not want to be staring at you when I wake up."

He had said something similar to me once
before. About how his house growing up felt stifling, like he
couldn't breathe. He used to escape to his tree house. And when he
grew up he found other devices; booze, drugs, sex, anything that
made him feel like he was still breathing. Why did he keep saying
stuff like this to me? Why was he tainting what we had with his
insecurities? What we had was so much more than booze or drugs or
sex. We had talked about this, and I thought he was going to accept
that our love was just that...love. But it seemed like he was going
backwards. I didn't know how to make him stop falling.

"James..."

The clinking of a glass made us turn our
heads.

Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell slowly stood up. "For
those of you who don't know us, we're Mason and Matthew's parents."
Mrs. Caldwell gestured to her sons. "Our boys and James basically
grew up together, mostly getting in all sorts of trouble. And I'm
not excluding you, Rob," she said and pointed to him. "He was the
most troublesome of the four."

Rob laughed and winked at James.

"James, you have always been part of our
family. And I just want you to know how much we care about you. And
how happy we are that you found someone who sees you the way we see
you. Max," she said and squeezed her husband's arm. She had grabbed
a napkin and was blotting her eyes.

Mr. Caldwell cleared his throat. "James. I
see the lives that you and my boys have carved out, and I can't
help but feel proud. I know you're not my son, but I knew you as a
baby. I saw you grow up. I taught you how to play catch and ride a
bike, and..." he cleared his throat again. "I'll always be there
for you. We'll always be there for you." He put his arm around Mrs.
Caldwell. "And Penny. You make him happier than we've ever seen
him." He smiled at me and raised his glass. "Here's to hoping that
your life will be blessed with children as wonderful as ours and an
extended family that shares equal space in your hearts." He lifted
up his glass. "We love you both. And we're so happy for you. Here's
to the happy couple."

James and I clinked our glasses together.

A slow clapping from the doorway made me turn
my head. James' parents were standing there. "Maxwell, that was a
wonderful speech," Mrs. Hunter said. She laughed, but it came out
icy. "I always wondered why James begged us to play little league.
Such a waste of time if you ask me. I guess we can blame that on
you. I should have known. Honestly, Maxwell, you really should have
asked us if it was okay."

Okay to play catch with their son who wanted
to be outdoors? Laughing and having fun and just being a kid? Was
she being serious right now?

Jen was the first one to acknowledge the
awkwardness of the situation. She quickly stood up and walked over
to them. "Mom, Dad! I didn't think you were coming." She kissed
them both on the cheek.

"We didn't even realize the wedding was back
on. We had to hear it through the grapevine. The girl told me it
was over."

The girl? God, did she even know my
name?

I saw some people turn toward me and James
out of the corner of my eye. Only a few people knew about last
night. My parents weren't among them. Shit.

James cleared his throat. "Mr. and Mrs.
Caldwell, thank you so much for that wonderful toast. Being at your
house was the highlight of my childhood. As you might have guessed.
I'm sorry, if you'll all excuse me." He tossed his napkin on the
table. His chair squeaked against the floor and he made his way
over to his parents. He walked out the front door without saying a
word to either of them. Mrs. Hunter smiled at me and then followed
her son out of the apartment with her husband in tow.

"You knew and you didn't tell me," James said
coolly as the door closed behind them. But even after the door
closed, you could still hear their voices. "Why didn't you call me?
She came to you because she couldn't come to me and you just let
her leave? Do you have any idea what I was going through? Did you
even care?"

"Of course we care about you," his mother
said back. "That's why we were happy it was over."

"Then why the fuck are you even here?"

"Do not raise your voice at me, James."

God, everyone can hear this. Music!
"Rob!"

He was staring at the door in horror.

"Rob, do you know how the sound system works?
Could you put some music on?"

"Yeah, Penny." He shook his head and stood
up. In a few seconds music was blaring through the apartment. I was
surprised to see Rob slip out the front door.

Everyone was either staring at me or the door
and I had no idea what to do. I felt frozen. What could I possibly
say that would make this better? I gave Jen a pleading look. She
was so good with people. Please make this better.

Jen laughed awkwardly. "For those of you who
don't know my parents, this is just classic Hunter family
drama."

It sounded like possibly one person
laughed.

"I'm going to go see if they can calm down
just a bit for normal social interactions." She smiled and excused
herself from the table.

Don't leave me!

Times like this reminded me of how young I
really was. All I wanted to do was run to my room and hide and let
my parents take care of it. But my parents had no idea what was
going on. Everyone was staring at me, wondering what to do. At
least the conversation in the hall could no longer be heard. I
awkwardly cleared my throat.

"For those of you who don't know, those are
my soon-to-be mother and father in-law. They're still adjusting to
the idea."

Mason laughed. "They don't like anybody,
Penny. Don't worry about it."

A few of James' friends from college laughed
too.

"Seriously," Matt said. "I'm still not even
sure they know my name and I've known them my whole life. So...are
you going to go out there and argue with your new family too?"

"What exactly are they arguing about?" my
father said.

I hadn't told my parents about James' parents
so that they wouldn't have preconceived notions going into meeting
them. I just wanted everyone to get along. It didn't seem like that
was a realistic option though. It was time to tell them. "Could I
talk to you and mom for a second?" I excused myself and walked into
the kitchen. Rory and his friends were all awkwardly standing in
there, most likely hiding from what was going on.

"Could you guys maybe go ahead and serve
dessert? Hopefully your delicious food will distract everyone."

"Sure thing." Keira gave me a sympathetic
smile and dropped the dish she had been scrubbing.

"In-laws," Rory said with a shrug. "They're
the worst."

Keira swatted his arm playfully. "You love my
parents."

He laughed and grabbed a tray of decadent
looking desserts. "Mhm."

She shook her head and grabbed one of the
trays. The rest of his friends followed suit as my parents walked
into the kitchen.

"What's going on, sweetie?" my mom said. She
looked shocked by what had just occurred with James' parents.

"James has a...complicated relationship with
his parents." What was the best way to say this? "They never really
supported his decisions growing up. And they don't exactly support
his decision to marry me."

"When were you planning on telling us this?"
my mom asked.

"I'm sorry. I just wanted you to make your
own opinions of them. I had this idea in my head that we were all
going to be this happy family. But I should have told you. James
didn't even want them to come to the wedding. I pushed him to
invite them. This," I said and gestured to the door," is all my
fault. They hate me. The worst part is that James thinks they hate
him. And I know that's not true, they just have a horrible way of
showing that they care. I was just trying to fix it. I just wanted
us to be able to get along."

"Pen," my dad said with a laugh. "Not
everyone you meet is going to like you."

"I know that. But they're going to be my
family. I thought they could at least pretend. Their son is getting
married."

"From what I can tell, you have a pretty
great group of friends out there. That's your new family. You can't
force something if it's not meant to be, sweetie," my mom said.
"Now, what's this about them thinking the wedding was off?"

"James and I had a fight last night."

"About what?"

I never went to my parents with my problems.
Not since before college. I used to share everything with my mom.
But now it felt like something separated us. I knew it was in my
head, but it was there, a line I could no longer seem to cross.

"Just...issues we've been having. It was
bad."

"But everything is okay now?"

I looked toward the front door. It wasn't
really okay. James thought he was addicted to me. And he was out in
the hallway fighting with his parents the night before our wedding.
Isabella was out there somewhere, and the cops didn't seem to care.
I had lost one of my best friends. And that cop's words kept
nagging me in the back of my head. James had a record and I had no
idea what he had done. But it was going to be okay. Our love was
enough for everything to be okay. Right? "Yeah, everything
is okay now. I just don't know what to do about his parents."

"Did he ask you to fix it?"

"No, but..."

"That's your answer, sweetie. Marriage is a
partnership. You have to be a team. If he's distant with his
parents, you shouldn't force it. You have to have his back."

"You're right." God, I had been such an
idiot. Maybe if I hadn't pushed him inviting his parents we never
would have fought last night. I had caused this whole mess. It was
about time I fixed it. "I'll be right back."

"Don't you think you should give them a
minute?" my dad asked, but I was already walking toward the
door.

"Robert Hunter if you say one more..." Mrs.
Hunter's voice died away as I stepped out into the hallway.

I expected to see James yelling when I came
out. Instead, Rob was standing in front of him and his face was
bright red like he had just exploded.

"Why are you protecting her?" yelled Rob.
"Isabella's trying to ruin his life. What the hell is wrong with
you? All of this is on you. Both of you. Jesus Christ, when will
you let this go? Why can't you just let him be happy for once in
his life?"

I was wrong. He was still exploding. I put my
hand on his shoulder. Rob jumped at my touch. He hadn't heard me
come into the hall. He shook his head when he saw me and ran his
hand through his hair. It was the same gesture that James did so
often. Even if he hadn't been yelling, I would have known he was
upset just by that one action. Everyone was completely silent
now.

"Rob and Jen, do you mind if we have a
minute?" I asked.

"Yeah," Rob said. "But don't listen to them,
Penny. They know where she is. They're full of shit."

"Robert!" his mother said in a stern
voice.

Rob shook his head and pushed through the
door. And that's what I loved so much about Rob. He always had
James' back no matter what. And mine. I had learned that last
night. His loyalty was almost tangible.

"Sorry," Jen whispered silently to me and
followed Rob.

"We do not know where Isabella is," Mrs.
Hunter said. "She hasn't been returning our calls. You're not
honestly scared of her, are you? She's just upset because you
ruined her reputation. She has a right to be."

"I ruined it?" James said.

"This is not the time or place for this
conversation, James."

"It's never the time or place! You know what
happened between us was not my fault. And in case you don't
remember, let me just clear the record. She slept around behind my
back! She ruined her own damn reputation. But am I happy that it's
over? Yes. Marrying her was the worst fucking decision I ever made
in my life. Letting you two pressure me into something that was
never in my best interest, just in yours. Screw both of you. What
the fuck are you even doing here?"

"Both my sons seem to lose their vocabulary
when they're angry," Mrs. Hunter said and shook her head.
"Honestly, James, do you really think it's appropriate to curse at
your mother? Especially when we went out of our way to come to
this...celebration."

"We really don't know where Isabella is,
James," his father said, cutting off his mother. "And either way, I
don't think she's a physical threat. You have nothing to worry
about."

"And 24 hours ago you never would have
guessed that she would steal from me either."

"That is not proven yet. It's her word
against Isabella's," his mother said and pointed at me.

"Then it's proven." James slipped his hand
into mine. "Penny would never lie to me."

"James, don't be simple. How can you..."

"Stop." James' voice was more stern than I
had ever heard it before. And his grip on my hand had tightened so
that it almost hurt. "What the hell did we just talk about? If you
say one more bad thing about Penny, you cannot come into our home.
Ever. I won't remind you again."

"Susan," his dad said. "Stop trying to fight
this. It's done. You can't always get what you want." He sounded
spiteful. For the first time, I wondered how good their
relationship was.

Mrs. Hunter frowned and folded her arms
across her chest. "I still think it's a mistake."

"No one asked you for your opinion," James
said. "I tried it the way you wanted. It didn't work. Neither one
of us was happy. It wasn't just on me. You know that."

Mrs. Hunter made a weird noise with her
throat and shook her head.

"Mr. and Mrs. Hunter," I said. It was time
for me to say what I had come out here to say. I didn't want to
hear them fighting about Isabella. I didn't want to think about
James' past. Not tonight. Tonight was about our future. "I
pressured James to reach out to you because I wanted us to be a
family. I realize now that that wasn't really my place. Because
it's not James that has the issues here. It's you. You're the ones
that need to grow."

"Excuse me?" his mother said.

"I don't want to get into that right now. All
I mean is that your son has done nothing wrong. And as his parents,
that should always be your first assumption. Not taking the side of
his ex-wife. That aside, everyone in our apartment is here because
they love and support us. I wish I didn't have to question your
motivations for coming. But..." I glanced at James, "you're invited
to our wedding festivities only if that applies to you. We want
this weekend to be memorable in a good way. No fighting. No wishing
I was someone else. No making James feel bad. And absolutely no
talking about Isabella. Put whatever problems you have on the
backburner for this weekend. Your son is getting married. I don't
think I should have to say anything else. If you agree to that, I'd
love for you to come in."

James pressed his lips together. Maybe he
just wanted them to leave. I was about to ask him when his father
broke the awkward silence.

"I wouldn't have come for any other reason,"
Mr. Hunter said. "I don't want to fight. James, I'm sorry."

I wasn't even sure what specifically his dad
was apologizing for, but this was a huge step.

James put his hand out for his dad who
eagerly shook it.

"Thanks for coming," James said way too
formally for a son to his father. But it was a start.

"Thanks for having us." He glanced at his
wife. "I hope to see you inside, Susan." He turned and walked into
our apartment.

"I didn't come to make a scene," Mrs. Hunter
said. "Obviously. But how was I supposed to feel when we were
uninvited. And we walked in on a toast from the Caldwells." She
made the now familiar sound of disgust with her throat.

"We're both really close to the Caldwells," I
said. "I've grown quite fond of them over the years." I emphasized
the word years. Unlike Mrs. Hunter, the Caldwells had welcomed us
into their home with open arms. They had never been anything but
nice and supportive. I loved them both dearly.

"Still. It's the groom's parents' job to
toast the couple at the rehearsal dinner. It's tradition."

"And no one's stopping you. We'd love to have
you make a toast."

She eyed me for a second. "Very well. I'd
like that very much."

"Okay." I looked up at James. He was busy
staring at his mom. He looked like he was in shock.

"Well, are you going to invite me in or not?
Honestly..."

"Welcome," I said to his mom. "My parents
can't wait to meet you."

"I'm sure they can't," she said and walked
through the front door.

"What just happened?" James said when the
door closed.

"James, I'm so sorry. I never should have
pushed you to invite them. I should have respected how your
relationship was with them. I want us to be a team. We should be
making decisions together. And I'm so, so sorry."

"Penny." He grabbed my waist. "I get it. I
see the way you were raised. You expected to be marrying into one
big happy family. I understand why you wanted a relationship with
them."

"But I never should have forced it."

"You didn't force it. I wanted it because you
wanted it."

I put my hand on the side of his face. "Well,
I was wrong. All I want is you."

He smiled. "Well, they're here now."

I laughed. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be. I think maybe you're right. I
would have been disappointed if they hadn't shown. The timing could
have been better though."

"I loved Mr. Caldwell's speech. You never
told me all those things about your relationship with him. James,
he considers you to be one of his sons."

"I didn't know that before tonight."

"Open your eyes, James. Everyone loves
you."

"Hmm." He touched the side of my face.
"Maybe."

"They do."

"I kind of wish we didn't have a whole house
full of people right now. I can't take my eyes off you. This brings
me back to when we first moved here." He ran his fingers across the
fabric of my dress. "Do you remember what we did after walking
around Central Park that night?"

I'd never forget. "We christened the new
apartment." Several rooms of it.

"Exactly." He pushed my back against the wall
and buried his face in my neck.

Fuck.

"I know everyone's waiting for us, but I want
you so badly right now." He grabbed my thigh and pushed my skirt
up. "Tell me to stop now, or I'll be too far gone."

I laughed and grabbed his face. "I'd like to
be there to introduce our parents to each other."

"That's not going to go well."

"So optimistic." I looked up into his dark
brown eyes.

He smiled. His dimples pooled in his cheeks.
"Just honest."

"Do you think your mom is really going to
make a speech?"

James lowered both his eyebrows. "You're
right, we should probably get in there." He let go of my leg. "But,
just for the record, I will have you one last time as my
fiancée."

I smiled. "I can't wait." Although I had no
idea when he was planning to fit that in.

He grabbed my hand and held it tightly as we
walked back into our home. I was surprised to see James' father and
Mr. Caldwell sitting together laughing. James' mother was at the
bar. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Daphne kiss Rob's cheek and
whisper something in his ear. He had a bad temper like his brother
and I was surprised to see that he had calmed down so quickly.
Daphne must have secret powers. Maybe she could tell me how she did
it. I couldn't wait to get to know her better.

"So where are your parents, darling?" Mrs.
Hunter said as she walked up to us. She drew out the word darling.
She was clearly mocking me, but I didn't really care.

My mom peered out of the kitchen. She pulled
my father out beside her and came over to us.

"You must be James' mother," my mom said.
"I'm Julia, Penny's mom. You have such a lovely son."

"Do you know my son well?"

"Well, yes. We all try to get together a few
times a month for dinner and board games. James is the undefeated
champion of Sequence."

"That doesn't surprise me at all."

"It's a team game, though," my mom said.
"Penny's always his partner. They make such a good team."

"Mhm."

"And I'm Peter," my dad said. "Penny's
father."

"Are either of you employed?" Mrs. Hunter
asked.

"Excuse me?" my father said.

"My husband is missing all the niceties.
Jonathan, please get over here," she said. "Now."

Mr. Hunter clapped Mr. Caldwell on the back
as he stood up. He walked over with a smile on his face. "You must
be Penny's parents," he said with a smile. "You can call me Jon."
He stuck his hand out for my dad.

I was shocked at the exchange. James' dad had
always seemed as snooty as his wife. But here he was making an
effort at least. He was so much warmer than Mrs. Hunter.

"We are so happy to finally meet you," he
said with a smile.

Finally? He had only just met me a few
weeks ago. I didn't care if it was just a show, it was nice of him
to try. He looked genuinely pleased to meet them.

"We love your son dearly," my mom said as she
shook his hand. "He's such a wonderful addition to our family."

Mrs. Hunter frowned. "I'd like to make a
toast," she said loudly so that everyone could hear. "Can someone
turn off that retched music?"

I saw Rory press some buttons on the sound
system. First it got louder and then he successfully turned it off.
He gave me a thumbs up.

"Honestly, you should get some better help,"
Mrs. Hunter mumbled.

Rory's friend that had been flirting with
Melissa laughed. After getting a death stare from Mrs. Hunter, he
grabbed Rory's arm and they both retreated into the kitchen.

Mrs. Hunter cleared her throat and lifted her
drink in the air. "I'd just like to make a toast to the happy
couple. Clearly there is some kind of substance there since they're
actually going through with this whole thing. It's definitely not
the arrangement we would have hoped for." She glanced at me.
"Clearly. I admire a girl for marrying up, but how this young girl
got her claws in..."

"What my wife is trying to say," Mr. Hunter
interrupted and grabbed the glass out of her hand, "is that we are
very happy that the two of you found each other. Happiness is the
most important thing in this world. Life is much too short. It goes
by in a flash. So hold onto each other. Hold onto that feeling that
you have right now. And, Penny, you seem like such a lovely girl.
My wife and I are both excited to get to know you better. I'm just
sorry it took so long. Welcome to the family. Cheers to the happy
couple." He raised the glass in the air.

Everyone clinked glasses.

"We're happy for you, son," he said and put
his hand on James' shoulder.

James looked down at his dad's hand like it
was a foreign object. "Thanks." He said it more like a question
than a statement.

"If you'll excuse us for a second." He
grabbed his wife's arm and pulled her toward the kitchen. A second
later, the catering staff came running out.

"I think your father might be having a
midlife crisis," I said.

"Yeah. Or maybe he's finally trying to be a
good dad."

"They both seem lovely," my mom said
cheerily. But I could tell by her face that she was shocked.
Sometimes she was as bad as me at hiding her emotions.

"A little stuck up if you ask me," my dad
said under his breath.

"Dad!"

But James laughed. "You have no idea."

My dad smiled. "And they're the ones that
convinced you to root for the Giants? I'll make an Eagles fan out
of you yet."

"Good luck with that. I think it's much more
likely I'll make a Giants fan out of Penny."

"Not a chance," my dad said.

They both laughed.

My dad had made a habit of coming up whenever
the Eagles played the Giants. He'd watch the games with us. Rob,
Mason, and Matt would all come over too and cheer on the Giants. It
was just me and my dad rooting for the Eagles. Sometimes Bee would
come over and cheer on the Eagles with us. I'm pretty sure it drove
James crazy that he couldn't convert me into a Giants fan. But I
had grown up watching the Eagles with my dad. That was one thing
James couldn't get his way with. Besides, I'm pretty sure he
enjoyed the ongoing bets we had on the games.

"Have any of you gotten dessert yet?" Rory's
friend Jackson asked. "It's delightful on your palette. You simply
have to try it." He held up the tray of decadent chocolate
pastries.

"Absolutely." I grabbed one off the tray and
took a bite. "Oh my God, this is amazing." I took another huge
bite.

"You really have been hungry," James
whispered in my ear. "Your declaration of love for that dessert was
almost orgasmic."

I laughed and elbowed him in the ribs. "It
was not."

He gave me a playful smile.

Someone pinching the side of my waist made me
jump. I laughed when I looked up at Brendan.

"I'm glad I didn't miss all the family
drama," Brendan said. "It's always the best thing about
weddings."

James shook his head. "Laughing at my
torture?"

"Always." They clapped each other on the
back. "Beautiful as always, Penny," he said and gave me a swift
kiss on the cheek.

"Thanks, Brendan."

"Still can't believe you're marrying this
clown. At least he's not your professor anymore. It actually seems
like his parents disapprove of you more than your parents
disapprove of him. That's pretty twisted."

James laughed. Brendan and him had grown
really close ever since James had calmed down about him kissing me.
I was surprised that James was able to forget about that. Maybe he
had repressed it like me. Either way, they were friends now. James
loved talking to Brendan about his latest development projects.

"That's actually incredibly accurate," I
said.

Brendan laughed. "My parents would have loved
you, Penny."

"And that's why I didn't ask you to be a
groomsmen," James said.

"What? If I had known my flirting with Penny
was keeping me out of that race I would have stopped ages ago."

"We both know that's not true," James
said.

Brendan shrugged his shoulders. "I can't help
what I say around beautiful women." He winked at me. "How do you
like the new place? James and I had a blast designing it
together."

I looked at James. "You left that part
out."

James shrugged his shoulders. "It was mostly
me."

"Yeah, right," Brendan said. "Without me,
your plumbing and electricity would have been a fucking mess and
you know it."

"Fair enough. But aesthetically, I planned
most of it."

"Well, you both did a fantastic job," I
said.

"I'm pretty sure James designed it with the
sole idea of how many places he could bang you," Brendan said with
a laugh.

"Inappropriate," James said to Brendan. "And
you would have made such a great groomsmen too."

Brendan gave him an exaggerated frown.

"I'm going to leave you two alone to find
more dessert," I said. As I made my way toward the desserts, I saw
Luke and Mason with two guys I hadn't met yet. I was promised a few
stories, and I was not going to miss out on this opportunity. I
walked over to their group. "Hey, guys."

"We were just talking about you," Luke said.
He seemed a little drunk.

"Yeah? Hi, I'm Penny," I said to the two guys
I hadn't met yet. I recognized both of them from the picture of
James' frat brothers, though.

"Oh, this is Benny and Mike," Luke said and
gestured to the two guys next to him.

"Ben," the taller of the two said and stuck
out his hand for me to shake. "College was a long time ago but
these assholes still insist on calling me Benny."

"You'll always be Benny to us," the shorter
one said. "Hi, Penny, I'm Mike. It's a pleasure to meet you."

"It's great to meet you guys too. So...you
were talking about me?"

"Nothing bad, I promise," Mason said.

"We were just talking about how much better
you are than Isabella," Luke said.

I tried not to flinch at the mention of her
name.

"I don't even know you and I can tell you're
better," Benny said.

I laughed awkwardly. "Thanks, I guess." I
didn't want to be talking about Isabella. "Luke promised me some
stories once the two of you arrived."

"That I did," Luke said and took a sip from
his glass of scotch. "Have you heard the professor story?"

"The professor story? I don't think so." I
felt James hand slip protectively onto my lower back.

"Mason has already told Penny plenty of
stories," James said.

"Surely not the ones we're going to tell,"
said Luke.

Mason laughed. "I have told her lots of
stories."

"But Penny wants to hear embarrassing stories
about James," Mike said. "Right, Penny?"

Mason smiled at me. "I've already told her
loads of those too."

"See," James said. "Penny, didn't you want to
go find some dessert?"

"Oh, no," I said. "I want to hear their
embarrassing stories. Starting with the professor story."

James groaned. I was pretty sure I was the
only one that heard it though.

"It was hilarious," Luke said. "We were all
taking poli-sci together sophomore year."

"They forced me to go to it," James said. "I
wanted us all to take psych."

"But no one else wanted to take that," Luke
continued. "So we had all agreed to take poli-sci." He emphasized
the word agreed. "When we show up on the first day of class, the
professor was late. So James here," he put his hand on James'
shoulder, "decided that he was going to teach it. He walked up to
the front of the class and started talking about how politics is
all about the distribution of power and resources. Actually, the
lecture wasn't half bad. He made some valid points about how
elections are basically popularity contests..."

"You're missing the punch line," Mike
said.

"Right, right." Luke took another sip of his
drink. "So he asks for volunteers and makes Mason, Benny, Mike, and
I go to the front of the room too. And he makes the class vote on
who they'd want to listen to speak next."

"I won," Mason said matter-of-factly.

"Beside the point," Luke said and waived his
hand dismissively. "But as the professor walks in, James grabs
Mason face and says, 'You voted for your new president based on his
pretty face. Suck it America, politics are a sham.' And then he
made an incredibly rude gesture to the whole class."

I started laughing. Before today I wouldn't
have been able to imagine James doing that. But I was pretty sure
he had made the same rude gesture outside of the police station
earlier.

"We ended up all getting kicked out of the
class," Mike said. "And the only class left with four openings was
psych. The evil bastard."

James shrugged his shoulders.

"I never got to take poli-sci," Benny said.
"I'm still pissed about that."

James laughed. "You guys ended up loving
psych. Don't lie."

Benny shook his head. "What? I hated psych.
We had to memorize all those stupid studies instead of just having
awesome debates in poli-sci. You screwed us."

"Wait, Mason, please tell me you've told
Penny about the streaking incident," Luke said.

Mason started laughing. "No, I never tell
anyone that story. It makes all of us look bad."

"That's true," Mike said. "I thought we
promised never to discuss the night of November 9th ever
again."

"Well now you have to tell me," I said.

They all looked at each other.

"No, you have to tell me now. You can't just
put that out there and not deliver."

Luke laughed. "Fine. I'm not ashamed. They're
the ones that got the street wrong, so it doesn't make me look bad
at all."

"We were all completely wasted," Benny said.
"That included you."

"But I wasn't the one that pulled out a map
and was rambling about all the hottest chicks. Here's what
happened, Penny. It was homecoming our senior year. All the
fraternities and sororities were having huge parties. It was almost
a competition every year to see who could throw the wildest one. So
Mike here got this brilliant idea..."

"It wasn't me," Mike said. "It was
James."

I glanced up at James. I wasn't sure I had
ever seen him trying so hard not to laugh.

"What? Don't blame this on me," James said.
"I'm pretty sure Mason..."

"Fine blame me. I'm completely comfortable
with my body," Mason said.

Luke laughed. "Either way. One of these
idiots decided that in order to prove that we had the craziest
party, we had to end the night with streaking.

"Makes sense," I said as I tried to stifle a
laugh.

"Right? So when everyone was starting to pass
out on our front lawn, we decided it was time. We were going to
shove it to the sororities by streaking through sorority lane. But
we went to the wrong street because our party really was fucking
crazy. Were we stoned too? I feel like we were."

"We definitely were," Mike said.

"Anyway, we made our way to the street we
thought the sorority houses were. And we started running butt naked
down the street. When we were about halfway done, we started
hearing all these catcalls. So we turned around and all these guys
were cheering us on."

"No, we thought they were cheering us on,"
Benny cut in. "Turns out we had accidently streaked through a
neighborhood where there was only one house belonging to a frat.
The only gay frat house on campus."

I started laughing.

"They were cheering us on, but also hitting
on us," Luke said. "But at the time we didn't realize they were
checking us out, so we stopped and were like doing cartwheels and
stuff. Really working the crowd. Some of this." He put his hands on
his hips and stuck his butt out.

"Oh my God," I said through my laughter.

"For months after that our frat house got
invites to all their social events. Our phone wouldn't stop
ringing."

I put my hand over my mouth. I couldn't
picture James doing that at all. He used to be so carefree.

His eyes looked twinkly as he stared down at
me. A huge smile was plastered on his face.

"I can't even picture you doing a cartwheel,"
I said. "Let alone doing one naked in public."

"Like they said...I was wasted. And
stoned."

"Still."

"Let's do a redo tonight!" Benny said. "We're
barely ever together anymore. Let's make tonight a night to
remember!"

"It already is," James said and smiled down
at me.

"Aw, so cute," Luke said. "Wait, can we hear
your story real quick? We've all heard tons of rumors. And
obviously, we know that she was your student. But what really
happened?"

James smiled down at me the whole time he
told them about how we met. He talked about how he couldn't keep
his eyes off of me in class. And how he wasn't at all ashamed of
our story. And neither was I. Two and a half years ago I fell in
love with my professor. In a strange twist of fate, it was the
first time in my life I hadn't worried about following the rules.
We were meant to be. There was no other explanation.


Chapter 11

 Friday

As the rehearsal dinner drew to a close, I wandered
into the kitchen. For some reason I had been craving a juice box
all night. I opened up the fridge and pulled one out. When I turned
around, I was surprised to see James' father behind me.

"Hi," I said. It came out awkward, despite my
best attempt. "Did you want one? Or we have plenty of other things
to drink. Maybe a soda?"

"No." He smiled. "I'm good. I actually came
in here to talk to you."

"About what?" I wasn't sure I could handle
another fight tonight. I was exhausted.

He sighed and leaned against the fridge. "For
what it's worth. I believed you last night. And I could see how
hard it was for you to walk away from my son. You care about him.
And that's all the convincing I need that you're in this for the
right reasons."

"Thank you." I felt incredibly awkward
holding a juice box while talking to James' father. I set it down
on the counter.

"I just wanted you to know that. But I'd be
here either way. I'm done directing my son's life." He looked out
the door of the kitchen. "All of my children's lives."

He was tossing me a bone. I should have been
grateful, but all I could think about was why now? Why after
torturing his son for almost 30 years had he decided to let James
make his own decisions for once? "I thought you agreed with your
wife? I thought you wanted him to get back together with
Isabella?"

He laughed. "No. Susan expects things to be a
certain way. Give her more time. I can't apologize enough for what
she's said."

"I don't understand, Mr. Hunter. It seemed
like you agreed."

"Please, call me Jon," he said with a
smile.

"Okay. Jon, it always seemed like you agreed
with her. When we were in your office and she was giving me the
check...it seemed like you wanted me to take it too."

"My wife is manipulative. She knows just what
to say to convince anyone of anything. Except you, apparently."

"And what has she been trying to convince me
of? That I'm not good enough for her son? I know that." An
exasperated laugh escaped my lips. "I know how lucky I am that he
chose me. Ever since I've met him, I've been trying to figure that
out. But at the same time, I don't think she has any idea who her
son really is." I picked up the juice box. I refused to care about
what James' father thought about me. I just wanted to be myself.
Tonight, that included drinking from a juice box like a little kid.
He could deal with it. He had certainly put James through enough
hell.

"Neither one of us has ever understood James'
motivations. For anything really. My whole life, and my parents'
lives before mine...we have always been motivated by money. How to
get ahead. How to grow our wealth. No matter who we had to step on.
James wasn't like that. He wanted to make a difference. He didn't
care about the same things that I did or that his mother did.
Actually, none of our kids do really. We were hard on him because
we want our name to mean something. As the oldest son, it was his
responsibility. Look at Mason and his dad, Max. They had a falling
out because Mason refused to take over Max's company. They patched
things up, but that was partially because Matt stepped up. Max had
another son that wanted the responsibility. One that cared about
their legacy. And Rob...Rob doesn't care about anything but
himself."

I wasn't sure what made my blood boil more.
The talk about legacy and a name that James had only made better,
or the fact that he didn't understand Rob at all. Fuck him.
"The Hunter name does mean something, more so because of James.
James started two great companies. Not only do they both make
money, but they make a difference like you said he wanted. He was a
great professor too. And it made him so happy. If he'd listen to
me, he'd still be doing that. As for Rob, you clearly don't know
him at all. He has the biggest heart of anyone I know. He cares
more about his siblings than himself. He was there for James during
some of the worst moments of his life, because he didn't have
anyone else. And that includes you. You abandoned him when he
needed you the most. I'm lucky that tomorrow I can call Rob a
brother. And I'm lucky to be marrying the most caring, strong, and
loving person in the world tomorrow. It's a shame that you don't
know him. You're the one that is missing out."

He gave me a curious look. "I wasn't trying
to upset you."

I took a deep breath. "Then you shouldn't be
throwing blind accusations."

"You're good for him. I can tell you're
strong. He needs that."

"James is stronger than you give him credit
for. He's overcome so much. A lot of which he wouldn't have had to
if it weren't for you and your wife."

Jon smiled. "Even if he is strong, it's nice
to know you have his back. That you'll fight for him. In our own
way, that's what we were trying to do for him when he was younger.
We made some mistakes, of course. I realize that. I want to make it
better. I want to fix it."

I didn't say anything to that. He wanted to
fix it. Just like I had wanted to fix it. But it wasn't up to us,
it was up to James.

"And I don't doubt that he was a great
professor."

"Why are you saying these things to me
instead of him?"

"He wouldn't listen to me. James doesn't give
second chances."

"That's not true. He's given me more chances
than I can count."

"Maybe only to the people in his life that he
loves then."

"If he doesn't love you, it's only because he
thinks you don't love him. He's incredibly defensive."

"He gets that from his mother."

"Ugh." Shit. I had not meant to say
that out loud. "I mean..."

Jon laughed. "It's fine. She is his mother,
though. She always said she knew what was best. Maybe you'll
understand when you're a parent. You want what you think is best
for your children."

"I think happiness is the most important
thing."

He nodded his head. "You're right. Happiness
is the most important thing." He paused and stared out into the
other room. "You see what it's like to defy her. It's easier to let
her have her way. I've been taking the easy way out my whole life.
I let her direct my family's lives and mine long enough,
though."

"Maybe try taking James' side sometimes. He
needs that."

He was quiet for a moment as he stared out
into the other room. "Fifteen years ago, I decided to get divorced.
I realized my life was built on the wrong foundation. There was no
happiness, as you put it. Our house was filled with tension. It
didn't feel like a home. Our children did everything they could to
be away. We were all miserable. But I didn't want to abandon my
family. I didn't want to cop out. It seemed unfair to leave them to
suffer and for me to get to escape. Especially when I had helped
make our home toxic. When I had sat back and done nothing to make
it a real home. I failed as a father. I realize that. I went to my
lawyer to file the necessary paperwork, but I couldn't do it. I
stayed, but it didn't make anything better. I just suffered
alongside of my children. I was hard on James because in reality, I
wasn't strong. I wanted him to be better than me. I've always
wanted what was best for him. But me staying made me an even worse
father. I was hard on all my kids. I took it out on them." He shook
his head. "I finally filed the papers with my lawyer this morning.
Susan doesn't know. None of my children know. I want to make all of
this better. I spent 15 years being a coward. I have a lot to make
up for, I realize that. But I'm going to start trying."

James was so much like his father. They both
carried the weight of the world on their shoulders. They suffered
to make others happy. "Why are you telling me this?"

"To show you how much I do care about my
family. I love all of my children. And I want to be a part of your
lives. Right now you're the closest to giving me grandchildren." He
gave me a playful smile that reminded me so much of James.

I laughed. "Not that close. We're going to
wait awhile."

"It's good to take the time to enjoy each
other." He opened up the fridge and grabbed a juice box. "You know,
my wife never allowed these in the house."

"I know." I smiled as I watched him drink
from the tiny straw. "You need to tell James everything you just
told me. He needs to hear it from you."

"Hear what from him?" James walked through
the doorway and wrapped his arm protectively around my waist. "You
okay?"

I glanced at Jon. "I'm great. But I think you
two need to talk." I stepped away from James' arm and smiled up at
him.

"You found yourself a great girl," Jon
said.

James' eyes left mine and he lowered both his
eyebrows.

That was probably my cue to leave. "Thanks,
Jon."

James folded his arms across his chest as I
left them alone. He was already closing himself off. I hoped he'd
listen to his dad. Maybe they could fix this. I hoped that they
could.


Chapter 12

 Friday

Most everyone had left by the time I walked back into
the living room. The bridal party had moved to the couches and they
were all laughing about something. I collapsed between Melissa and
Bee.

"I'm officially exhausted," I said.

Bee laughed. "But our slumber party hasn't
even started yet!"

I sighed and put my head on Melissa's
shoulder. I glanced around at my friends. Mason's arm was wrapped
firmly around Bee's shoulders. Daphne was sitting on Rob's lap.
They looked so comfortable together. And everyone else was smiling
like they just had a blast, despite all the awkwardness. Tonight
had officially been a success. Especially if James could patch
things up with his dad.

"What time do you think the lingerie pillow
fight will start?" Rob asked. "I need to know when to casually stop
by to check on you ladies tonight."

"Ew, Rob," Jen said and tossed a pillow at
him. She stuck her tongue out at him and turned to face me. "So,
what were you talking to my dad about?"

"I was just getting to know him." It wasn't
my place to tell Jen or Rob about their dad filing for divorce. I
wondered if they'd be happy or sad. Based on how they all acted
around their parents, they'd probably be relieved. "He was
wondering when he could expect grandchildren."

Jen laughed. "Having kids is the last thing
on my mind right now. I'm not even dating anyone." She glanced at
Rob.

Rob smiled. "Geez, it's a little soon. We've
barely been dating a week." He tossed the pillow back at his
sister. "But I am excited to be an uncle." He winked at me.

I shook my head. "I'm betting that Rob will
have kids first."

Daphne laughed.

"What are you laughing about?" Rob asked. He
tickled her side and she laughed again.

"Nothing," Daphne said. "It's just that you
probably will have kids first. You're incredibly
irresponsible."

"Burn," Matt said.

Rob laughed. "We could go be irresponsible
right now." He kissed the side of Daphne's neck.

"Actually, I should probably get going." She
slid off his lap. "I guess I'll see all of you tomorrow?"

"You should stay," I said.

"What?"

"We rented a hotel room for just us girls
tonight. Kind of a slumber party like Bee said. The guys are
staying in a room down the hall from us."

"Oh, I don't want to impose..."

"No, please stay. It'll be fun."

Rob smiled at me.

"Um, okay, if you're sure?" Daphne said.

"I'm positive."

I expected anything Rob to do to be fast and
crazy. Maybe they'd be walking down the aisle before Bee and Mason.
I wanted to get to know Daphne. After our wedding we'd be leaving
for our honeymoon. It would be fun to get to know her tonight.

"I should probably go home real quick to grab
some stuff though."

"We can just stop on the way. Don't worry
about it."

"Get lost, boys," Bee said and kissed Mason
on the cheek. "It's time to get this party started!"

He laughed. "I'm going to need more than
that." I looked away as they started making out.

Melissa rolled her eyes. I was so happy that
she wasn't upset right now. She was handling the break up well. And
probably her anger toward me for my part in it.

"I need to get my beauty sleep," Matt said.
He stood up and stretched. "I need to be on my game tomorrow to
scope out the hot single ladies. Unless Melissa or Jen just wants
to agree to join me in my hotel room tomorrow night."

Jen laughed. "In your dreams, Matt."

Melissa just laughed and didn't say
anything.

"I'm taking that as a yes, Melissa."

"I did not say yes."

"But you didn't say no either." He grabbed
her hand and pulled her to her feet. He whispered something in her
ear that made her face flush. "And besides, I'm great at rebound
sex."

"You're such a tool." She pushed on his chest
so he'd let go of her.

He laughed. "I'll let you know my room number
tomorrow."

"Not necessary." She sat back down next to
me.

"Everyone ready to go?" James asked.

I glanced over his shoulder, but I didn't see
his father. He must have already slipped out. "Yeah. Ellen packed
our bags. I'll come grab them with you." I walked silently beside
him up the staircase. I thought he might say what he talked about
with his dad. But he wasn't saying anything at all.

"She left my dress and your tux in the
closet," I said. I opened up my suitcase really quick to make sure
I had everything. Of course, Ellen had packed it to perfection. I'd
need to thank her again tomorrow.

"Wow, this is heavy," he said as he lifted up
my dress. A cover was draped over it so that he couldn't see
it.

"You should have seen how heavy some of the
other ones were." I waited for another moment. "What did your
father say?"

"He apologized."

"Is that it?"

"I think you may have broken my dad."

I laughed. "He seemed different tonight."

"You mean like he didn't have a stick up his
ass? Yeah, I guess."

"I talked to him for awhile. He seemed
sorry."

"He should be sorry," said James.

"It's a start."

"I guess so." He wrapped his arms around me
and rested his chin on the top of my head. "Baby, I really just
want to focus on us right now. Everything else can wait till later.
But I'm glad he's trying. Thank you for that."

"You're welcome."

"Maybe we can keep the divorce to ourselves?
I don't want...my mom doesn't even know."

"I wasn't going to tell anyone anyway."

"Thank you." He continued to hold me. "Do you
want to just stay here tonight? I already had to sleep without you
last night."

I tilted my head back. "One last night apart.
And then after that, you never have to fall asleep without me
again."

He leaned down and placed a soft kiss against
my lips. "If that's what you want."

"It's tradition."

"Okay, baby. How's your stomach feeling?"

"So much better, thank you. I was just
nervous and hungry and," I sighed, "nervous."

"You said nervous twice."

"That's because I'm super nervous."

He smiled. "Nothing to be nervous about.
Let's get you and your heavy dress to your hotel room. Porter is
going to stay outside your room tonight to make sure you're all
safe."

"Is that really necessary?"

"I'd feel better if you'd let him."

"Okay. If that's what you want."

"What I want is to stay here." He gave me one
of his smiles that was hard to say no to.

I laughed. "I'll see you at the altar
tomorrow, James."

"What, you're not even sharing a car to the
hotel with me?"

"No, because I know you'll end up convincing
me to turn it around and come back here."

He laughed. "Well in that case." He grabbed
the back of my neck and kissed me hard. His other hand slid to my
ass as he pulled me against him. I ran my fingers through his hair
as his kiss deepened.

"Stop having sex you guys!" Rob yelled from
downstairs. "We're all waiting for you."

James groaned into my mouth. "I feel like we
just wasted time. They all thought we were having sex anyway."

"Tomorrow." I patted his chest.

He kissed me once more. "Tomorrow."

 


***

 


"Truth or dare, Daphne?" Jen asked.

"Um. Truth," said Daphne

Jen smiled. "Are you in love with my
brother?"

"Which one?" Bee asked. "You should really be
more specific." She grabbed the bowl of popcorn out of Jen's
hand.

Jen laughed. "Rob of course."

"It's so soon," Daphne said. "I mean, that's
crazy."

"I didn't ask if it was crazy or too soon. I
just asked if you loved him. Yes or no?"

Daphne pressed her lips together. It looked
like she was trying not to smile. "Yes."

Jen squealed. "I know I said it was just a
yes or no. But now I need to know everything. How serious are you
guys?"

"I don't know. He's talking about moving to
New York. I mean, he wanted me to meet all of you. I know it's
fast, but," she smiled, "I can't stop thinking about him. He just
has this positive energy about him. I really need that in my life.
He just makes me so happy."

"I'm so happy for you guys," I said. "You
just seem so nice and sweet and understanding."

"Can I ask you something personal, Penny?"
asked Daphne.

"Of course."

"Before you dated James, did you date
Rob?"

I laughed. "Wait, what? Why would you ask
that?"

"He just talks about you in a weird way. Like
super flirtatiously, I guess. I'm sorry, I didn't mean anything by
it. I was just wondering."

"No, I never dated Rob. We're just like...the
best of friends. That's just the way he is."

"It's true," Bee said. "You should hear some
of the inappropriate things he's said to me. But he doesn't mean
it. He's just being funny. We barely notice it anymore."

Daphne laughed. "Oh, good. I was just worried
you had all slept with him. I mean, not you Jen, obviously."

Jen pretended to vomit.

Melissa shoved a huge handful of popcorn in
her mouth and nodded along. I was hoping she wouldn't mention the
fact that she had slept with Rob a few years ago. Especially since
it meant nothing to Melissa or Rob. Surely Rob would tell her
eventually, but it wasn't necessary right now. I wanted us all to
be able to be friends.

"Okay, truth or dare, Penny?" Daphne
asked.

"Truth." None of us were choosing dare. We
all just wanted to talk. This was just a fun way to do it with a
new person in our group.

"Are you nervous at all about tomorrow?"

I had some unanswered questions about James.
But the answers wouldn't affect my decision to marry him. I had
wanted to be with him ever since I had run into him in that coffee
shop. It had always been us. There wasn't a doubt in my mind about
that. "Not about marrying him. More so just about everything going
smoothly. It's silly, but I don't want him to be thinking about his
first wedding at all. I want it to be perfect so that there is no
comparison."

"He won't be," Jen said and squeezed my knee.
"I'm pretty sure he was stoned when he married Isabella."

"Really?"

"Yeah. I doubt he even remembers it. He was
mess."

I thought about that for a second. "And even
that makes me a little nervous. I'm worried he's going to change
his mind at the last minute and not show up. I know it's
ridiculous. But you know, like if he realizes he's making a mistake
again."

"I don't think you have to worry about that,"
Melissa said. "James has been obsessed with you ever since you
first met. He wanted to marry you as soon as you moved to New York.
The only reason it took this long was because you wanted to
graduate first."

"I know." I shrugged my shoulders. "It's
still scary."

"Mason would never let him skip town," Bee
said. "I actually made him promise not to lose track of him tonight
after what happened this morning. "I got your back, girl."

I laughed. "Thanks. I have no idea why I'm
nervous, I just am. I feel like my stomach is filled with
butterflies."

"That's why you should be drinking with us,"
Jen said and raised her glass.

"No way. I don't want to have a hangover for
my wedding."

"I sure do."

I laughed. "Okay, Jen. Truth or dare," I
said.

"Since everyone is being super lame,
dare!"

"I knew you'd say that. I dare you to ask Ian
on a date tomorrow."

"Ian? As in, your driver Ian?"

"What other Ian would I be talking
about?"

She laughed and took a sip of her drink.
"Ian's not interested in me. Besides, even if he was, I live on the
other side of the country. And it would just never work."

"See. You didn't say anything about not
liking him."

"Of course I like him. He's sweet and funny.
And he always goes out of his way to help me. But that's his job.
He doesn't like me like that."

"Trust me, he likes you."

"Did he say that?"

"You should hear how excited he gets whenever
you're coming to visit."

"Stop messing with me, Penny."

"I'm serious! Besides, you have to ask him
out tomorrow. You can't break a dare."

"Fine, I'll ask him. But he's going to say
no. And then I'll be mortified and never be able to come back to
New York."

"He's going to say yes and then you'll be the
first ones running about with grandchildren for your parents."

Daphne laughed. "Good. That was too much
pressure for me."

We all laughed.

"Geez, kids," Bee said. "I can't even picture
that right now. That seems like a million years away. We should
seriously all plan to have kids at the same time. They can all grow
up and be best friends too."

"I'm not even dating anyone," Melissa
said.

"It sounded like Matt wanted to change that,"
Jen said.

"Matt isn't interested in a relationship. He
just wants sex. It seems like that's all anyone ever wants with me.
Tyler and I lasted for like 5 seconds. I don't even know how to be
in a relationship anymore. I really liked him. I thought...God I
don't know what I thought. He was such a nice guy. And even he just
used me. I'm such an idiot."

I knew that Tyler didn't use Melissa for sex.
He did like her. He just didn't love her. It still hurt to think
that Tyler wouldn't be at my wedding tomorrow. And it hurt to know
that he was hurting and Melissa was hurting and it was all because
of me.

"I'm so sorry," I said. "Melissa, I know you
said you didn't want to talk about it, but..."

"I'm not mad at you. It's not your fault.
It's me. Everyone always leaves me. I have some internal flaw that
disgusts people or something."

Daphne laughed.

Melissa glared at her.

"I mean, Melissa, I know I don't know you
very well. But couldn't your flaw be that you expect everyone to
leave you? So maybe you push them away a little bit?"

"I don't think I do that. Do I do that?" she
looked at me.

I shrugged my shoulders. "I don't know. Do
you?"

She bit her lip.

"I'm sorry," Daphne said. "It's just that
I've always been terrified of losing people. So I stopped getting
close to people. And if you're doing that too, you should stop.
You're going to miss out on someone great if you don't."

"Maybe I push people away. I don't know if
it's that exactly. I don't mind being alone. I'm kick ass at being
single."

"Here's to that," Jen said.

"I'm just worried about getting hurt. I'm
defensive. I hate feeling like I'm not in control of a
situation."

"Sounds pretty similar to me," Bee said. "I
think you should give Matt a chance. I know him better than you
guys because he is literally at our apartment all the freaking
time. He has a sweet side just like Rob. You just have to dig a
little deeper."

"I think that's true," Daphne said.
"Obviously I don't know him as well as any of you. But Rob told me
that Matt gets sad at weddings. Because it reminds him that he's
alone."

"Matt seriously said that?" Melissa
asked.

"That's what Rob said."

"Hm."

"Who's turn is it? Jen?" I asked.

"Guilty," she said.

"Dare Melissa to hang out with Matt
tomorrow."

"Too obvious," Jen said. "I'm pretty sure
she's going to do that anyway now that she knows he's not a
mindless sex robot."

Melissa laughed. "Yeah, maybe."

"Do you want a dare?" Jen asked.

"Sure, why not?" Melissa said.

"Okay. Then I dare you to go find our
Porter's first name. And do whatever it takes." She winked.

"I'm not going to give the security guard a
blowjob to figure out his first name."

"Oh, please, Melissa, I'm dying to know!" I
said.

"Ew. Then you go blow him." She tossed a
pillow at me.

I laughed. "I'm going to go tell him to come
in here."

"Don't you dare!" Melissa shrieked when I
stood up. "I'll go out there and ask by myself. No sexual favors.
I'm just going to ask."

"At least pull your shirt down," Jen
said.

"And your shorts up," Bee added.

Daphne laughed. "I'm so glad I keep picking
truth."

Melissa opened up the hotel door and stepped
out, closing it behind her. We all watched the door, especially
after a few minutes had passed. Finally she came back in.

"Did he tell you?" I asked.

"Maybe."

"Shut up, he did not," Jen said. "I swear the
only person that knows is James. And I guess Porter's mother."

"You're right, he didn't. And just for the
record, I was very flirtatious."

"Fine. I guess you met your dare." Jen
laughed.

"Truth or dare?" Melissa said and pointed at
me.

"Now I kind of want to pick dare just to see
what you'll come up with. But I'm going with truth because I don't
want to do whatever crazy thing you would come up with."

"So lame."

"Fine, fine. Dare."

"I dare you to go up to the roof."

"Of the building?"

"Yeah."

I laughed. "Why?"

"I don't have to have a reason. It's a
dare."

"Can you even get on the roof of this hotel?
I told James I'd stay in the room."

Melissa started making chicken noises and
flapped her arms.

I laughed. "You look ridiculous. Come on,
just make me do something else."

"The dare has already been announced," Bee
said. "Technically you have to do it now."

"Will you guys at least come with me?"

"Nah," Jen said. "You got this."

"I'll come if you want," Daphne said.

"Thanks, that would be..."

"Nope," Melissa said. "You have to go
alone."

"Why?"

She laughed. "Sometimes you're so clueless.
It's exactly midnight. All of us are trying to get you to the roof.
And we're all refusing to go with you. Think about it." She winked
at me.

I smiled. "James is up there?"

"Don't tell him I ruined it. Blame it on
Daphne."

"What? I didn't even know." She laughed.

"What's he doing up there?"

"I don't know. He just sent us all a text a
half hour ago about how we needed to get you on the roof at
midnight. And I didn't want to risk going up there with you in case
he's naked or something. Not that the sight wouldn't be great. It
would just be hard to hang out with him after I saw how he was
hanging."

I laughed. "He's very well-endowed."

Jen put her hands over her ears. "Gross! Stop
talking now."

I laughed.

"It's very tempting to text Ian while you're
gone." She reached over and grabbed her phone off the nightstand.
"But someone should probably stop me because I am officially
drunk."

I grabbed her phone and tossed it at Melissa.
"I'll let you guys handle that while I'm gone. I'll be right back."
I tied the sash around my new robe and walked over to the door. Bee
had given it to me right when we got to the hotel. It was silky and
said bride on the back. It was the most comfortable thing ever.

"Sure," Melissa said. She stretched the word
out tauntingly. "You're never right back when it comes to James.
And if you two uncontrollable love birds are banging, it'll be like
an hour."

Jen put her hands back over her ears as I
stepped out in the hall. Porter immediately stood up from the chair
he was sitting on.

"You don't have to get up," I said. "I'm
meeting James on the roof."

"Yes, ma'am. He asked me to escort you."

"Oh. Okay, then. Thanks, Porter."

He nodded.

As we made our way to the elevator he kept
trying to walk behind me. So I kept slowing down, trying to get him
to walk beside me. Maybe I imagined it, but I thought I saw him
smile briefly.

He hit the elevator button for me and folded
his arms.

"So what's your first name?"

He looked down at me. "I'd prefer to keep
this professional."

The doors dinged and we both stepped onto the
elevator.

"I know. It would just make me more
comfortable if I could use your real name. Like if there's an
emergency and I need to call your name. Your full name would get
your attention better."

"Porter will do just fine." There was a small
smile at the corner of his mouth again. There was no denying it
this time.

"Sorry about Melissa earlier."

"It's fine. She was just asking me random
security questions. I thought you were checking up on me to see if
I was qualified. I assure you that I am."

"She didn't ask you what your first name
was?"

"No, ma'am."

Melissa! I should have known she
didn't ask him for his first name. The doors dinged open to another
floor. "How do we get to the roof?"

"Right this way," he said and stepped out of
the elevator.

I followed him toward a set of stairs. "How
did you and James meet?" I asked.

He glanced at me out of the corner of his
eye. "It's not my place to say."

If I thought James used to be full of
secrets, Porter was on a whole other level.

"That's okay. I'll find out eventually, you
know." I stopped at the top of the steps and smiled at him.

"James said you'd try to get information out
of me."

"Did he?"

The corners of Porter's mouth curved up ever
so slightly again. "He did."

"I just think it would be nice if we got to
know each other."

"I already know everything about you." He
opened up the door.

I should have been shocked by what he had
said, but I wasn't. He probably did know all about me. If James
hadn't told him, he had been following me for God knows how long.
It was his job to know me. Besides, I was too distracted by the
view in front of me. The New York skyline stretched out in front of
me, the buildings all lit up in the dark, casting a magical glow.
James was standing with his back turned to me, staring out at the
view. He was still wearing his suit from earlier. His hand were in
his pockets and his hair was blowing slightly in the wind. The view
of the city was spectacular, but it had nothing on the view of my
future husband.

"I'll be waiting to take you back down,"
Porter said and closed the door.

James turned around when he heard the door
close. His smile was breathtaking. It had only been an hour since I
had said goodnight to him, but I had missed him. There was always
something missing when he wasn't with me. And I knew why he had
asked me up here. He had told me he wanted me one last time before
I became his wife. It was incredibly romantic. I wanted him one
last time as my fiancé too. We had been together for a long time
now. A marriage certificate wasn't going to change how I felt about
him. But it did make things different. We were going to be married
for the rest of our lives. He'd only be my fiancé for one more
night. There was something sexy about that.

I walked over to him, very aware of his eyes
wandering down my body.

"This is new," he said once I reached him. He
grabbed the strings of my robe and pulled.

"Bee got it for me." I pushed my hair aside
for him to see the word bride scrawled across the back.

"I like it. But you're not a bride quite
yet." He pushed the silky fabric off my shoulders. "You're a single
woman for one more night."

I wasn't wearing anything sexy underneath. I
was wearing an old baggy t-shirt and a pair of drawstring pajama
shorts. It was a classic slumber party outfit, but not an outfit
meant to excite anyone. But James was looking at me like he had
never seen me more appealing. It almost felt like we were back at
the University of New Castle and he was running into me for the
first time. He was looking at me in the hungry way that always made
me instantly wet. I swallowed hard.

"Tell me what you want to do on your last
night of freedom."

"I want you."

He smiled and grabbed my waist. He lifted me
up and set me on the ledge of the building. I should have been
scared of falling. But James would never let me fall. He'd never
let anything bad happen to me.

"Tomorrow I'm going to make love to you." He
slid his fingers up the insides of my thighs. "Tell me what you
want me to do to you tonight."

"Porter is right inside the door, James. What
if he comes up here?"

"The idea of getting caught has always made
you want me even more. Besides, he's blocking the door so we won't
have any unexpected visitors." He kissed the side of my neck. "I
want you to remember tonight. I want you to remember what it was
like to choose me because you wanted me, not because we had a slip
of paper that said you had to. But because you can't resist me.
Because I'm the only one that can make you scream. Because the
thought of my cock makes your pussy ache. Because you can't fucking
live without me."

I moaned as his fingers brushed against my
thong. I could smell the scotch on his breath. I knew he wasn't
drunk, though. He was just horny. And God, I was too.

"Tell me, baby. Tell me what you want."

I wanted to go back to where we started. I
never wanted that passion to fade. "Fuck me, James. Just like you
did in your office that first time."

"I was punishing you that day." His fingers
pushed my thong to the side and he gently touched my wetness. "Have
you been a bad girl?"

I moaned again as I spread my legs for
him.

"Tell me how bad you've been." The tip of his
finger slowly encircled me.

His dirty words just made me want him even
more. "So bad. Punish me, James."

He grabbed my waist and pulled me off the
ledge. He pushed my shirt up. In a matter of seconds I was
completely naked. I had only managed to undo all the buttons on his
shirt. His hands were still so much more experienced than mine.

"Turn around, Penny."

I stared at his chiseled abs that were barely
visible behind his tie. I wanted to reach up and undo it. I wanted
to run my fingers along the contours of his muscles.

"Penny. Turn around and put your hands on the
ledge. Now"

I loved when he talked to me like that. I
loved everything about him. I turned around and placed my hands on
the cold concrete ledge. Normally the view would have my full
attention. But I could feel him staring at me. It was like every
inch of my body was aware of his presence. I arched my back
slightly and he groaned from behind me.

He pushed my thighs apart

"You're so beautiful, baby." His voice
sounded tight. He slapped my ass hard.

I lifted my ass higher in the air. I loved
the sting of his palm. I loved when he took control of my body. And
he loved it too.

"And so fucking naughty." He spanked me
again.

I gripped the ledge.

His fingers gently traced where he had just
spanked. "You made me wait two and a half fucking years to marry
you." He spanked me again. "I hate waiting." He spanked me even
harder. His palm stayed pressed against my ass as his other hand
slipped between my thighs.

Fuck.

"You're dripping wet, baby." Two of his
fingers sunk deep inside of me.

God yes.

"I can feel how much you want me. Beg me for
my cock, baby. Tell me how much you need me." He spanked me
again.

"James." I was panting now. "Please."

He continued to slowly move his fingers in
and out of me. His palm landed on my ass harder than it ever had
before.

"James!"

"Tell me that you need me!"

Something was wrong. I could hear it in his
voice. I could feel it in the way he was holding me. Our
conversation from this morning hadn't calmed him down like it had
me. He still didn't believe me. If my surrendering to him helped
him understand, then fine. I'd always be willing to surrender
myself to him. "I need you."

"Then why did you walk out on me when I
needed you the most?!" He thrust inside of me hard.

Fuck! This morning he had been
distraught and lost. And now he was angry.

His fingers dug into my hips as he slammed
into me again. "Why did you not trust me enough to tell me what was
happening? Why do you leave me in the dark when I try so hard every
day to be your light?" He grabbed a fistful of my hair to make me
arch my back more.

"I'm sorry."

"Why do you refuse to let me protect
you?"

I don't know. Tears started to come to
my eyes.

"Why? Tell me why!"

"I don't know!" I clenched my jaw. He was
being rough, but it didn't hurt. What hurt was that he was right. I
hadn't realized I was doing it. But I purposely kept things to
myself because I didn't want to add to the constant burden he
carried. The one he wouldn't let me help him hold. I didn't want to
add anything else because I was worried he might slip. And I
couldn't lose him. I couldn't be the reason that he slipped.

His fingers eased on my hips and one of his
hands slid down my stomach. He gently massaged his thumb against my
clit.

"I don't like when you lie to me."

"I'm not lying to you. Keep fucking me,
James." I needed him to get whatever was in his system out. This
was the only way I knew how. I thought making love to him this
morning would fix this, but I was wrong. "Make me scream your name.
Show me how good this feels. Show me how much you need me too."

He groaned as he thrust into me faster.

"Harder!" I closed my eyes. The intensity was
too much. The weight of what this all meant was too much.

"Fuck." He slammed into me as his fingers dug
into my skin. "Come for me, Penny."

It was easy to follow his command. All I
could feel was him relentless fucking me. The mixture of pleasure
and pain had almost made me come when we had only just started.
"James!" I moaned and pushed back against him. I opened my eyes as
I started to come. And I had the strangest sensation that I was
flying. The city stretched out below me. And I knew as soon as I
came down from this high, the reality of what had just happened
would make it feel like I was falling. I wanted to fly for as long
as I could. I pushed back against the ledge. James hadn't cum yet.
I didn't have to fall yet.

But James immediately pulled out of me.

No.

He grabbed my arm and turned me around. His
other hand was slowly pumping up and down his erection. He pushed
down on my shoulders until I was kneeling in front of him. I
usually liked when he did this. And I knew he liked it. He had told
me he liked seeing his cum drip down my breasts. It made me feel
sexy too. But it didn't seem like that tonight though. He was doing
it because he felt insecure. As if this somehow claimed me. Why
couldn't he see that I was already his?

His first shot landed on the center of my
chest. There was no bliss on his face. Only agony. Two more hit
each of my breasts. After his last stream hit my stomach he turned
around and quickly started to get dressed. The silence was
unnerving.

I wiped off his semen with my t-shirt and
then pulled my robe on. "James." I stood up and put my hand on his
arm, but he pulled away.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I don't know what came
over me. You asked me to punish you and I was thinking of reasons
why I should. I got carried away."

Why wasn't he facing me?

He exhaled loudly. "Did I hurt you?"

"No." This time when I touched his arm, he
didn't flinch. I walked around him and looked up into his eyes.
"Talk to me."

"Why do you keep me in the dark?" He was
looking at me like he knew the answer. Like it had been part of the
burden he was carrying this whole time.

The thought made me feel so guilty. I had
been adding to it when I was trying to do the exact opposite.
"Because I'm scared you'll slip. I'm scared if anything ever goes
wrong you'll slip. And I won't be able to get you back."

"Well I did." He reached into his pocket. He
pulled something out and tossed it to me.

I caught it in my hand. It looked like a
small bag of baby powder. "What is this?"

He ran his hand through his hair.

"Tell me you didn't take this, James. Tell me
you didn't do this."

"You left me."

"You kicked me out! Tell me you didn't take
this!" I threw the bag back at him.

"I didn't take it."

An exasperated laugh escaped my lips. "Don't
just say that because it's what I want to hear. Tell me the
truth."

"I didn't take it. But the moment that you
left...that's when I knew I was addicted to you. That's the moment
I knew that I was still sick. I wanted to dull the pain. I wanted
something, anything to dull that pain."

"That means you wanted something because you
were hurting. That doesn't mean you're addicted to me."

"Don't you get it, Penny? My life sucks
without you. I don't need anything to dull the pain when I'm with
you because you dull it. You're my drug."

The way he said "you" made my chest hurt.

" It doesn't matter if it's this," he grabbed
the bag off the ground, "or alcohol or you. I'm an addict. I've
always been an addict. And I'll always be an addict. You hide
things from me because you're scared of what will happen if I slip.
I've already slipped. Every time I fuck you I'm slipping. Can't you
see that? Can't you see that I have no fucking control? I almost
hurt you..."

"Stop."

"Penny, I can't..."

"Stop!" My words seemed to echo in the silent
night. "You didn't hurt me. I love when you're rough with me. You
fucked me like that because I asked you to. Nothing has changed
from this morning. What you see as addiction, I see as love. And
the fact that you didn't take whatever is in that bag means you're
not an addict."

"Because it wouldn't compare to you! I'm
broken, Penny. I'm weak. I'm not worthy of you."

"James." I tried to keep my voice as even as
I could. "I'm not scared about you slipping because you're weak.
I'm scared because I don't know what that side of you is like. All
I've ever known is the you that I see in front of me. As far as I'm
concerned that's the only you that exists. I'm so sorry I kept you
in the dark. I'm sorry that I hurt you. I didn't mean to."

"I know." He walked past me and put his
elbows on the ledge.

When I had come out here, I thought this
moment was so perfect. I wish I could go back in time and ask him
to make love to me. Now I was just tired and upset and James was
refusing to look at me. This wasn't how it was supposed to be the
night before we got married.

"I thought when you found the right person,
things were supposed to be easy," he said more to the skyline than
to me. "Why does it feel like this relationship is always so much
work?"

"I know what you're doing. You're trying to
push me away. Again. Like you always do." I leaned against the
ledge beside him. "It's like you're stuck in reverse. Why do you
not believe in what we have? Why do you keep pushing me away? You
and I both know that I didn't walk away from you. This isn't about
me. This is about you being scared. And that doesn't make you weak.
I'm scared too."

He shook his head.

"Talk to me."

He turned his head to me. "Tomorrow, after I
say I do, that's it for me. It's my fresh start. You're my fresh
start. If something happens to that, I'm done. I can't live without
you. I can't even function without you. You say you don't care if
I'm addicted to you. That's your decision. I'm not going to stop
you from marrying me because I don't want to. All I've ever wanted
was for you to be mine. But yeah, it's fucking terrifying. Because
there are no guarantees in life. Who knows what'll happen the next
day or the day after that. I've given myself so completely to you
that there's nothing left of me without you. There is no me without
you."

"James, I feel exactly the same way. And I
didn't realize how true that was until our fight last night. And
that's why you're feeling that way. Because now you know what it's
like to lose me. But I'm not going anywhere."

"You don't know that."

"I'm healthy. And I'm careful. And we have
security guards following us around protecting us."

James shook his head. "I'm worried about
Isabella. I can't explain it. I just...I know she's planning
something. I can feel it. Maybe I'm just unsettled. I realize that
no one else thinks Isabella would hurt anyone. But she's out there
somewhere, and I'm scared that she'll try."

"We're going to be okay." I put my hand on
top of his. "Anything else you need to get off your chest?"

"I want to know that you'll let me protect
you."

"I'm letting Porter follow me around. They
can hang out with us all the time if that's what you need."

"No, I like being alone with you." He smiled
for the first time since we had sex. "I'm sorry." He sighed. "I
don't know what's wrong with me. Maybe I'm just finally getting
nervous about tomorrow too."

I ducked underneath his arm and let him wrap
himself around me. "I promise I'm going to show up."

He laughed. "What about you? Is there
anything you need to get off your chest before tomorrow?"

I thought about how I kept things from him
before. I wasn't going to do that anymore. "I was wondering if
maybe you should call your therapist? I know it's late, so in the
morning maybe? To talk to him about the fact that you think you're
addicted to me."

"We've already talked about it. He'll say
that I'm not."

"So why don't you believe him or me?"

"Because I can't properly express how it felt
when you left last night. I can't make someone understand when they
don't know how it feels."

"But that's what I've been trying to tell
you. I know how it feels. Because I love you."

"Your first reaction wasn't to go out and buy
cocaine though."

"Only because I've never done cocaine before.
Maybe it would have been. Who knows?"

James laughed. He ran his fingers through my
hair. "I'll call him in the morning if it'll make you feel
better."

"I just want you to go into tomorrow knowing
that what we have is love," I said.

"Okay. I'll call him. Anything else?"

I hated bringing up more stuff. But I had to.
This had become a night of confessions. There was no point in
holding back now. "At the precinct today, that cop said something
about how I'd probably have to fill out a lot of restraining orders
if I was marrying you. Or something like that. What have you been
arrested for, James?"

"Nothing that serious."

"Just tell me the list."

"Isabella filed a restraining order against
me after I beat up the guy she was screwing behind my back. She
said she was scared I'd come after her next. It was ridiculous. I
never laid a hand on her. She was just trying to pretend to be the
victim."

"Okay." That had to be what the officer was
referring too. But I wanted to hear it all. "What else?'

"Just minor things."

"Then tell me."

He released me from his embrace so he could
look down at me. "It was a long time ago."

"I promise I'm not going to judge you."

"Okay." He ran his hand through his hair.
"There were a few fights once or twice that got pretty ugly during
summer breaks of college. I hated coming home. I was angry all the
time." He shook his head. "I think I got something for peeing in a
bush in Central Park once. I don't even really remember. Public
drunkenness. I wrote some threatening letters to one of Jen's
ex-boyfriends. He deserved it. I don't regret that at all. That was
another restraining order. And I've been arrested for being in
possession of drugs. Nothing since the restraining order from
Isabella, though. Nothing since I've met you."

"How are you not in jail right now?"

"I have a really good lawyer. And a lot of
money."

I shook my head. "So no fights recently?"

"I don't have anything to be angry about
anymore."

"You punched Tyler in the face."

"Tyler fucking deserved that."

"He didn't take your money."

"But he wanted you the whole fucking time we
were together. And I trusted him. I let you hang out with him every
Friday night for the past year because I trusted him."

"He was trustworthy. And he still is. He only
ever said anything to me when he realized you broke up with me.
Which he found out about because you showed up at his place and
punched him in the face. I didn't tell him."

James raised his eyebrow at me.

"Please don't punch anyone else. And don't
yell at cops. And don't buy cocaine."

He sighed.

"I feel like those are things most people
don't need to be reminded of," I said.

"I'm not most people."

"I know." I touched the side of his face.
"You're so much better. Thank you for telling me. Geez, that cop
made it seem like you had a rap sheet of beating up women."

"I would never hurt you."

"It hurts me when you try to push me
away."

He pulled me back against his chest. "Then
I'm done pushing you away." He kissed the top of my head. "I'm
sorry that I ruined tonight."

"Tonight was perfect. It finally feels like
there's nothing left unspoken between us. Do you have any idea how
relieved I feel?"

"I feel it too."

"There is one more thing, though," I
said.

I felt his body tense.

"Does a small part of you just want to hop on
the next flight out of here and get married somewhere obscure?"

He laughed. "Maybe a small part. If it means
I could have you all to myself."

"You already have me all to yourself."


Chapter 13

 Saturday

"I have a gift for the bride," Rob said as he peered
around the door. "Everyone decent?"

I laughed. My hair and makeup were done, but
I was still in my robe. All I had left to do was put my dress on.
"It's just me and Jen. And we're both good." The rest of my
bridesmaids had gone for a coffee run. And my mom was on the phone
outside giving last minute directions to relatives.

He closed the door and walked in.

"How is James? Is he nervous?"

Rob smiled. "I think excited is a better word
for it. You look beautiful, Penny."

"Thanks, Rob. You look very handsome in your
tux."

"I better. Because this tie makes it feel
like someone is fucking strangling me."

I laughed. "I know James appreciates you
wearing one. And I do too."

"You know I'd do anything for you. What's
your dress like? Can I see it?"

"Did James ask you to report back to him
about that?"

"What? No. Psh. Your veil looks nice." He
gently touched the veil that the hair stylist had already gotten
perfectly in place.

"I'll take that as a yes."

Rob shrugged. "Worth a try. I figured you'd
already have it on, actually. I think he just wants to know whether
or not he's going to have to hide a boner or not."

"Ew, Rob," Jen said from behind us. "But
yeah, it's that kind of dress."

"Score." Rob winked at me.

"You really should be cutting down on this
whole inappropriate comments thing now that you're dating
Daphne."

"Boners are uncontrollable, Penny. Fuck, now
I'm worried I'm going to get one."

I laughed and took the box that he handed me.
There was a note folded beneath the ribbon. I couldn't wait to read
it.

"Is there anything else you need?" Rob asked.
"I have very specific instructions to give you anything you might
want." He raised his left eyebrow just like James always did.

"Oh, I think I'm good. Thanks, though."

"You sure? It's your last chance to take me
up on my offer. I'll fuck you right now, Penny. Just say the magic
word."

I scrunched up my face.

"The magic word is please. Just in case you
were wondering."

"Rob! Seriously, you have a girlfriend," Jen
said. "Stop being gross."

"She'd understand. Penny and I have both been
wanting this for so long." He winked at me again.

"You're ridiculous," I said.

Jen laughed. "Rob, get out of here. None of
us need anything. Go bother James."

"And that's why Penny is my favorite sister.
Seriously, Penny. You look gorgeous."

"Thank you. You're sure James is good? He's
still planning on showing up?"

Rob laughed. "He's good. You have nothing to
worry about."

"Okay." I took a deep breath.

"And I can tell him you're still planning on
walking down the aisle, right?"

I smiled. "Of course."

"I'd kiss your cheek, but I'd probably mess
something up. And I don't want to do anything inappropriate." He
frowned at Jen. "Fist bump?" He put his fist out to me.

I laughed and bumped his fist with mine.

He made an exploding noise. "See you girls in
a bit. Text me if you need anything. And open that in private,
Penny. James said it was personal."

"I won't look," Jen said and started
rummaging through her purse as Rob left the room. "Even though I'm
dying to know."

"I'm sure I can tell you. Just give me a
second." I walked a few steps away from her and pulled the note out
from under the ribbon.

 


Penny,

I can't believe this day is finally here.
I've been waiting my whole life to feel the way I do when I'm with
you. You're everything to me. And today I finally get to make you
mine.

I promise not to slip, Penny. I promise to
apply to another teaching job like you want. And I promise to love
you for the rest of my life. As long as I have you, I'll never need
this. And I like to think it's because you make me whole. Not
because I'm addicted to you. Give me time. Please don't give up on
me. Our love is forever. And I'll never do anything that would cut
our forever short."

I love you with all my heart, Penny.

-James

 


Need this? I pulled the string and
opened up the box. The bag of cocaine was sitting there. I hadn't
even seen him grab it back last night. What the hell am I
supposed to do with this? Luckily Jen was preoccupied on her
phone instead of staring at me opening the present. I quickly
excused myself to the bathroom and poured the powder into the
toilet. It mostly dissolved, but I flushed the toilet anyway. I
watched it spin away until it was gone. I tossed the bag in the
trash. The gesture was sweet, but he really knew how to give me a
heart attack when I was already nervous enough.

For the first time I saw that there was
something else in the box. I lifted up a picture. It was a picture
of a tattoo that looked like the lines on an EKG. The ones you see
on heart monitors. The beginning of it was flat and there was a
date on it, and then the lines started up and down. It was the date
of when we first met, two and half years ago in that coffee
shop.

I turned the picture over. It said, "My life
began the day I met you," on the back.

I grabbed a tissue and quickly blotted my
eyes. He got a tattoo. For me. If that wasn't permanent, I didn't
know what was. When had he gotten it? He had kept his shirt on last
night. Had he done that on purpose so that I wouldn't see it?

I walked back out into the room and grabbed
my phone to send him a text, but there was already one from him
waiting for me: "Thank you for the watch. I love it. And I love
you. One more hour until you're mine."

I smiled. The watch I had given him seemed so
lame in comparison to what he had done. An engraving on a watch
wasn't exactly on par with an engraving on your body. I quickly
typed out a text to back to him.

"James, that was the sweetest gift you could
have given me. I feel the same. That was the best day of my life.
Besides for today maybe. Where exactly did you desecrate your
perfect body?"

His response came almost immediately. "You'll
have to find it tonight. I'll see you soon, baby."

"What did he give you?" Jen asked.

I knew that James wanted me to open it in
private because of the drugs. But something felt private about the
tattoo too. He got it for me. And depending on where it was, I
might be the only one to ever see it. "Something personal."

"Sounds juicy." She smiled but didn't press
me for more information.

"Coffee!" Melissa said, carrying in a tray of
to-go cups. "What are you all teary-eyed about?" she asked and
handed me a cup. She looked funny carrying takeout in her fancy
dress.

"James gave Penny some top secret wedding
present," Jen said.

"What was it?" Bee asked as she set down a
bag of pastries.

I quickly closed the lid of the box. "Just,
something personal. Please tell me you got raspberry Danish."

"I know you well." She slid the bag toward
me.

I picked one up out the bag. We had been so
busy getting ready that we had all completely forgotten about
lunch. My mom had insisted that if I didn't eat I was going to
faint, which I really didn't want to happen. I took a big bite.

My mom came into the room. "Okay, Aunt
Margery is officially no longer lost. Oh my goodness, Penny, you
need to get dressed! We have to leave in fifteen minutes!"

"Mrs. Taylor, she's eating like you just said
she needed to," Melissa reminded her.

"Sorry," my mom said with a laugh. "I'm just
nervous."

"You're nervous?" I said. "I'm the one that's
going to trip down the aisle and faint in front of hundreds of
people."

"Finish your lunch," my mom said. "I'll go
get your dress." I heard her unzipping the bag it was in as I took
the last bite.

Bee handed me a napkin from the bag of
pastries.

"Thanks."

"Okay, shoes first." Melissa placed my
sparkly heels in front of me. "Or else you'll never be able to get
them on. Your dress is super tight. It's good that you and James
did some late night tangoing, or you'd be torturing him all
day."

My mom cleared her throat.

I would never be comfortable talking to my
mom about that kind of stuff. I lightly slapped Melissa's arm.

She just laughed. "What? The cat's kind of
out of the bag after tonight anyway," she whispered.

"Still." I strapped on my heels. Luckily my
mom didn't say anything about it when I walked over to her. I
stepped into my dress and she pulled it into place as I removed my
robe.

My mom immediately started crying after she
finished zippering the back.

"Mom, don't cry, you're going to make me
cry."

"I can't help it. You look so beautiful,
sweetie." She gestured for me to look in the mirror.

I turned around and stared at my reflection
in the mirror. James was going to love this. He liked me when I
just wore one of his shirts. I smiled to myself. Maybe he would get
a boner when I walked down the aisle. Those would be some hilarious
wedding pictures.

My red hair cascaded down my back in loose
curls. The makeup that the stylist did was better than anything I
had ever done myself. I barely recognized the woman staring back at
me. I was an adult. James was right about this being a fresh start.
I wasn't a student anymore. And he wasn't my professor. Today we
left our pasts behind us. I couldn't believe this was actually
happening.

Someone knocked on the door and then it
opened. Justin poked his head in. "All the hot studs have
officially left the hotel. If you're ready, we can head over." He
came in as soon as he saw I was dressed. "Honey, you look
gorgeous." He walked over to me and kissed each of my cheeks. "The
most beautiful bride I've ever had the pleasure of working
with."

I laughed. Justin worked with famous people.
I was just a lucky girl from Delaware. I knew he was just being
nice, but it still made me smile. "Thanks." I took a deep breath.
"I think we're all ready."

"Okay, ladies." Justin snapped his fingers.
"Grab your bouquets. And someone pick up Penny's train. You," he
said and pointed at Melissa. "That's your job."

"Aye aye," Melissa said and picked up the
back of my dress as she handed me my bouquet.

"Now hold my arm, Penny," Justin said. "If
you fall and break your ankle in those heels I will literally kill
myself."

I laughed at his poor use of the word
literally and grabbed his arm. I was happy to have the support.

 


***

 


I pulled back the lacy curtain and peered out
of the window. All the guests were seated in front of the big tree
outside the restaurant. I don't know how many times James and I had
eaten at a table right under that tree. And in just a few minutes
I'd be marrying him underneath of it.

James had just emerged from the restaurant. I
watched him walk toward the aisle. He greeted a few people as he
made his way up to stand beside the pastor. Normally the mother
would walk the groom down the aisle. But it was better this way.
James was independent. And his mother didn't approve of me. I
glanced toward the guests that were on his side. His mother and
father were sitting beside Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell in the front row.
I was happy to see that they had come.

There was an arch that hadn't been there the
night before. It had flowers and ivy hanging from it. The lights
dangling from the tree above made the whole scene even more
romantic. I held my breath as James stepped beneath it. He shook
the pastor's hand and they both laughed about something.

James smiled and turned toward the window
where I was spying on him from. Almost like he could sense where I
was. I felt that with him too. My eyes seemed to always gravitate
toward him. I closed the curtains before we made eye contact. I
didn't want him to see me until I was walking down the aisle.

"It's time, ladies," Justin said and walked
into the room. "Bridesmaids, follow me."

Jen gave me two thumbs up before she followed
Justin out.

"Don't lock your knees, it makes you faint,"
Bee said and gave me a quick hug. "I heard that somewhere."

I laughed. "Thanks for the advice."

"Take a deep breath. There's nothing to be
nervous about. You look gorgeous and everyone out there loves you
so much."

I took a deep breath and smiled.

"See you up there." Bee hurried out after
Jen.

"Penny," Melissa said. Her eyes were slightly
teary.

"Don't you dare cry, Melissa."

She laughed. "I'm sorry, I'm just so happy
for you."

"Miss maid of honor. You're holding us up,"
Justin said from the door.

Melissa quickly hugged me. "I love you,
Penny. And I may have found your vows in your purse and read them
last night. But don't be mad because they're great."

I laughed. "I'm still not really sure what
I'm going to say. Any last minute changes?"

"No. He's going to love them exactly as they
are."

"Now," Justin said and stomped his foot.

Melissa laughed and released me from her hug.
"Good luck." She lifted up the bottom of her dress and ran after
Justin.

I pulled back the curtain again and peered
outside. Jen and Matt were already standing on opposite sides of
the arch and Mason and Bee had just reached the front. I smiled
when he gave her a chaste kiss before they went separate ways. Any
day now he'd be popping the question. I could just feel it.

A knock on the door made me turn my head. My
dad was standing in the doorway. He smiled. "I was told to come get
you. Pen, you look so...grown up."

For the first time I was worried that maybe
my dress was a little too sexy. I had wanted to look sophisticated
and classy.

He shook his head as if seeing the worry in
my eyes. "It's just...I still picture you running around with grass
stains on your knees."

I laughed.

"You look absolutely beautiful."

"Thanks, Dad." I walked over to him.

"I just want you to know how proud I am of
you. For fighting for what you want. And not listening to all the
noise. You are strong and independent. Don't let anyone tell you
otherwise."

No one ever called me strong. My dad knew me
and he had chosen an adjective that I strived for. He saw my
struggles and fears and he believed in me. I didn't know weddings
were going to be so emotional. I hadn't even realized how much love
I had in my life. Especially after yesterday when I had felt so
alone. The contrast was too much. I felt completely
overwhelmed.

My dad handed me his handkerchief. He was one
of the only people I knew that still used them.

I quickly wiped under my eyes.

"It's time," Justin said. He was smiling from
ear to ear.

I heard the violins start playing the
processional.

"You ready, Pen?" my dad said.

I took a deep breath. "I'm ready." I grabbed
his arm. It felt like a dream as I walked out the doors. It could
have been a thousand degrees and I wouldn't have noticed. All I
could see was him.

And when we made eye contact, I had to blink
away my tears. I felt it in every fiber of my being. This was love.
This was the kind of love you read about in fairytales. And I
suddenly knew exactly what I would say in my vows. James smiled at
me as I walked down the aisle. That smile made me instantly less
nervous. There were so many things in my life that seemed
uncertain. But not him. James was everything to me.

We stopped and my dad turned me toward him.
"Penny, I love James like a son. You couldn't have made a better
choice." He kissed my cheek like Justin had instructed him to do.
But then he pinched it too, because that was us. It made me
smile.

"Thanks, Dad."

It felt like I was floating up to James. His
hands grabbing mine pulled me back down to earth. I didn't even
hear what the pastor said, but I heard people laugh. James rubbed
his thumbs against my palms like he did so often. It felt like it
was just us. His intoxicating brown eyes were staring at me so
intently, like he thought I might disappear at any second, as if
this whole thing was a dream. I squeezed his hands. We weren't
dreaming.

"You look beautiful," he whispered.

I smiled. He wasn't paying attention to
anything but us either. "You look so handsome," I whispered back.
And he did. Whoever made his tux should have been the only person
in the world allowed to design men's clothes. It fit him perfectly.
He was wearing an emerald colored bowtie that matched the
bridesmaid dresses. He looked even more like he had stepped out of
the pages of a magazine than he normally did. The thought made me
smile. It was one of the first things I had ever thought about
him.

He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "You're
shaking," he whispered and inched a little closer to me.

"I'm just excited." I swallowed hard when the
corner of his mouth turned up in a smile.

He glanced at the pastor and cleared his
throat. Apparently he had been paying better attention than I had.
Rob handed him something and he grabbed my hand.

"Penny," he said as he slid my wedding band
onto my finger. He paused for a second and I watched his Adam's
apple rise and fall. "You once asked me if I was
a believer in fate. I wasn't. But I
am now because of you. When you fell into
my arms, I had no idea that my life was about to change forever.
But you knew. You fought for me when I didn't deserve anyone on my
side. Your persistence and stubbornness and beauty brought me to my
knee after only knowing you for two months. And now we're
here. I know that we can get through anything together, I know that
we're strong enough together.

"I'm crazy about you and I
can't wait for our future. I can't wait for our lives together with
you as my wife. You showed me that our pasts don't matter. You see
a goodness in me that I was never able to see in myself. You make
me want to be a better man for you. You saved me, Penny. You are
the air I breathe. You are the dreams I dream. You are the light of
my life. I'm consumed by your beauty, inside and out. I'm the lucky
one. And I don't know why you picked me. But I'm grateful every
day. When I wake up every morning and see your face, I'm reminded
that I am the luckiest man alive.

" I will never push you away again. Penny, I
swear to you I won't. And I'm so sorry. I want you to be able to
rely on me. I need you to know that you can always fall into my
arms. I'll always be there to catch you."

He wiped away my tears with his thumbs.
"Don't cry, baby," he whispered. "It hurts me to see you cry."

I pressed my lips together and shook my head.
"I'm crying because I'm so happy."

He grabbed my chin in his hand. "It's your
turn."

I nodded. I turned around and took James'
wedding ring from Melissa. My throat suddenly felt dry. Public
speaking had never been my forte. And everyone was waiting on me. I
grabbed James' hand and slid the ring onto his finger. I knew he
could feel my hands trembling.

He stepped forward and put his hands on my
waist. "Don't be nervous. Just talk to me. Pretend it's just
us."

That was easier than he probably realized.
When we were together all I noticed was him. But it didn't make me
less nervous. Because I needed him to listen to me. I needed him to
understand. I took a deep breath and stared up into his eyes.

"James, I love you with everything that I am.
I could go on for hours about all the things I love about you. Days
probably. When I look at you, I still get stars in my eyes. I don't
even know how it's possible, but I love you more and more each
day."

He smiled.

"But what I need to tell you right now is
that I forgive you. I forgive you for not always believing in what
we have."

He lowered his eyebrows.

"Because I've always known why you push me
away. Deep down that fear was always there. I understand. But
you're wrong, James. You're always right about everything else, but
you're so wrong about this. Because this is love." I put my
hand on his chest. "This is all consuming, terrifying, heart
stopping love. It's the greatest kind of love. And I'm going to
spend my whole life proving to you that that's what this is. And
how good and honest and full of light you are."

A single tear slid down his left cheek.

"Forever and always, James." I reached up and
ran my fingers across his cheek, wiping away his tears. "There is
no me without you. I want you to protect me and cherish me and
whatever else normal vows say."

He smiled.

"I want it all with you. And only you. I love
the way we met. I would never change a thing. And I love the way
we've grown together. As long as you're by my side, I'm not scared
of the future. Because I've always known what I wanted." I touched
the side of his face. "You. You're all that I've ever wanted,
James."

"You're all that I've ever wanted." He pulled
me against him and kissed me. I knew it wasn't time. We hadn't said
our 'I do's.' But we had said everything that we needed to. We were
now one. Nothing would ever come between us again.

The pastor cleared his throat.

James removed his lips from mine, but he kept
me in his arms. "Penny, this is the best day of my life."

I smiled up at him. "Mine too."

"James, do you take Penny to be your lawfully
wedded wife? To have and to hold until death do you part?" the
pastor said quickly.

James smiled down at me. The playful smile.
The one I wished he always had. One not tortured by his past or his
fears for the future. "I do."

"Penny, do you take James to be your lawfully
wedded husband? To have and to hold until death do you part?

"I do."

"Then by the power vested in me by the state
of New York, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may
now kiss the bride," he said with a smile.

James laughed and leaned down to kiss me
again. Etiquette be damned. This was my first kiss with my husband.
I was going to make it count. I grabbed the lapel of his jacket to
deepen our kiss as his hands slid dangerously close to my ass.

Someone whistled. But nothing else mattered.
Just us. I was drunk on him. I had been since the day we met. I
pulled back and looked up into his eyes.

"James, we're married."

He shook his head like he couldn't believe
it. "We're married." He bent down and scooped me up in his
arms.

I laughed as he carried me down the aisle in
his arms. Everyone around us stood up and cheered. I heard laughter
and knew that the groomsmen were most likely giving the bridesmaids
piggyback rides, much to Justin's horror. And I wouldn't have it
any other way.

James carried me through the doors of the
restaurant and into the room he must have been in with his
groomsmen. "This dress? Really?" He set me down on my feet and
pushed my back against the wall. "Are you trying to kill me?

"Does that mean you like it?"

"Especially this part," he said and trailed
his fingers down the V in the front. "You are the most beautiful
bride. And officially all mine." His index finger stopped it's
descent when he hit the lacy fabric again.

"I've always been yours."

"Not like this." He leaned down and kissed me
softly. "Not as my wife." He kissed the side of my neck. "Not with
my last name." He kissed between my breasts. "You look so
beautiful, but all I want to do is rip this off of you." He kissed
between my breasts again.

I heard Rob's unmistakable laugh.

James' head was between my breasts. I
immediately pushed on his shoulders. He stood up and put his hands
on either side of me, effectively sandwiching me between him and
the wall. "We need a minute," he said to Rob while still staring at
me.

"I'd say," Rob said and laughed again. "I was
told to fetch you for pictures. I'll say I haven't found you yet.
It'll look suspicious if you're more than a few minutes, though."
He winked and walked out of the room, closing the door behind
him.

James leaned forward and pressed his forehead
against mine. "I meant what I said, Penny. This is the best day of
my life."

I put my hands on either side of his face. "I
meant it too." We stood there for a second, breathing in each
other's breaths. It felt like something was passing between us.
Some unspoken connection. I didn't think the words 'I do' could
make me feel any closer to him, but they did. After everything we'd
been through, this moment was pure perfection.

"Pictures," James said slowly and lifted his
forehead off mine. "If I'm not mistaken, that was one of the many
reasons you wanted a big wedding. The photographic evidence."

"I never said that."

He laughed. "Well, I wanted it. Let's go get
a million pictures of you in this dress so I can take it off you
even sooner."

I laughed. "Tonight at the hotel you
mean?"

"That's not what I mean at all." His playful
smile was contagious.


Chapter 14

 Saturday

"Perfect!" the photographer said and took what seemed
like the millionth shot. "Are there any other pictures you want
before I move onto all the candid shots of the reception?"

"Please no," Rob groaned as he loosened his
tie.

James laughed. "I think we're good. Right?"
he asked me.

I nodded and clasped my hands behind his
neck. "So good."

"Stop looking at me like that," he
whispered.

"Like what?"

"Like you want to make love to me." He smiled
and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

"I'm just looking at you like I am in love
with you." I took a second to savor this moment. We had been
walking all over Central Park taking pictures and now we were
outside the restaurant again. I could hear the buzz of excitement
of our cocktail hour behind us. James had his arms wrapped tightly
around my waist. I couldn't believe that we had finally gotten
married. I was officially Penny Hunter. Nothing could compare to
how I felt in this moment. Secure. Happy. Complete.

"Come on, you two," Melissa said. "They're
about to announce the happy couple."

I looked over my shoulder to see Jen and Matt
already walking into the reception area and people cheering.

James touched the side of my face so that I'd
look back up at him. "Thank you, Penny. For all of this."

"You helped plan it too."

He shook his head. "I mean for taking a
chance on me." His hand slipped to my shoulder. "For trusting me
with your future."

"It just so happens that there is no future
without you."

"I'm not going to mess this up. I promise
you, baby. I know I almost fucked everything up last..."

"It's okay. It was my fault too."

"No." He closed his eyes as if he was in
pain. "You were right about what you said in your speech." He
opened his eyes again, but his brow remained furrowed. "The doubt
had always been there. But I'm not going to slip, Penny. We're
going to grow old and gray together."

"Hmm." I ran my hand along his jaw line that
was already getting a 5 o'clock shadow. "I think you'll look very
handsome when you go gray."

He laughed. "And you'll look beautiful when
your hair turns white." He lightly tugged one of my loose curls.
"It's just you and me, baby."

"It's always just been you and me."

He nodded and placed a soft kiss on my
forehead. "Thank you for believing in me."

"James, there isn't any part of you that I
don't believe in. And even when you have pushed me away, I knew it
was because you cared about me. I'll never stop believing in you.
Never." I placed the side of my face against his chest.

"Time is going by too fast. I want tonight to
last forever."

"For the first time ever, may I present, Mr.
and Mrs. James Hunter!" the D.J. said from behind me.

James pulled back and smiled down at me. "Are
you ready for this?"

"I've been ready for this ever since we
met."

He smiled. "Come with me, Penny Hunter," he
said with a wink.

We walked into the space that had been
designed for our ceremony. It had been completely transformed for
the reception. Tables with elegant centerpieces had been arranged
around the area that would be used for dancing later. I knew the
restaurant had been hesitant to let us do this. They usually held
receptions inside, but I had really wanted it to be outside. Justin
said he could make it happen. He had definitely delivered.

James lifted my hand in the air as everyone
started cheering and clapping. All our friends and family were
around us. Hugs, smiles, and applause. We were so completely
surrounded by love.

"Penny!" someone called from behind me.

I turned around to see my fellow interns
walking toward us. Sierra and Zach were holding hands and she was
pulling him toward me. Tavon was a few paces behind them with his
arms crossed in front of his chest.

"I thought you might want them here," James
whispered. "One of the many surprises of tonight."

"Many?"

"Oh yeah. You're going to love Rob's
speech."

I laughed. "Thank you." I had felt so guilty
that I had finally gotten to know the other interns on the day that
I left. I knew they had wanted to come. James was so
considerate.

"Congrats, Fight Club," Zach said and gave me
a swift hug. He shook James' hand.

"That was the most beautiful ceremony I've
ever seen," Sierra said and gave me a hug. "I haven't been to many
weddings, but I know I'll never experience one like this
again."

I laughed. "I'm glad you're having fun."

"So much fun." She nodded her head discretely
at Zach.

I smiled. I had already seen them holding
hands. I was glad that she was happy.

"Ugh," Tavon said from behind her.

Sierra stepped out of his way to give James a
hug.

"Congrats, Penny," Tavon said. "Although, I
still think you're way too young to get married. Too late now, I
guess."

James laughed.

"No offense to you, of course," Tavon said.
"Congrats," he said and shook James' hand.

"I think they're about to serve dinner,"
Sierra said. "We should probably go find our seats. Thank you so
much for inviting us." The three of them walked off together.

"You're amazing," I said to James.

He kissed my cheek and escorted me through
the crowd of people. There was a long table where the altar had
been earlier. The bridal party was already seated and salads were
being passed out by the waiters. James pulled my seat out for me
and I sat down next to Melissa.

"You really know how to throw a party,"
Melissa said and picked up her fork. "I know speeches are about to
start, but I'm starving."

"I can't wait to see what you have to
say."

Melissa took a big bite. "When I'm not
stumbling over my words, it's good."

I laughed. "I'm sure you'll be great."

"Can the father of the bride, maid of honor,
and best man please meet me up here," the D.J. said.

"Do I have any lettuce in my teeth," Melissa
said and smiled.

"You're good."

"Remember, I'm totally getting you back for
this when I get married. I know how much you love public speaking."
She followed Rob over toward the D.J.

"Any idea what your Dad or Melissa are going
to say?" James asked as he put his arm around my shoulders.

"None. At least you know what Rob is going to
say."

"I was just kidding earlier. I wanted him to
surprise us."

"So he's uncensored?"

James laughed. "What, are you afraid he's
going to embarrass you?"

"Of course he's going to embarrass me. It's
like his life goal to mortify me as much as possible."

"That's why this is going to be so much
fun."

I scrunched up my face and James laughed
again.

My dad cleared his throat. "Pen, you know how
much your mother and I care about you. And all we've ever wanted
was what was best for your future. The road that you took with
James swayed a little from the path we wanted for you. But I'm so
glad that you veered right. I'm so proud of you for following your
heart. Thank you, James. Thank you for making our daughter happier
than she's ever been. We couldn't have asked for a better
son-in-law. Even if you are a Giants fan."

Everyone laughed and Mason yelled, "the
Eagles suck!"

My dad laughed. "We'll see about that this
year, Mason." He smiled. "I wish you both a lifetime of happiness.
And I'm confident that you'll have it. The two of you can get
through anything together. That's the sign of lasting love, having
each other's backs through thick and thin. You two have it. Savor
it and never let it go. Welcome, officially, to the family, James."
He lifted up his glass of champagne. "To the newlyweds!"

James and I clinked our glasses together.

"I'm glad you veered right too," James said
and squeezed my shoulder.

I leaned toward him and kissed his cheek.
"Thanks for being there to catch me when I fell."

He smiled at my reference to his vows.
"Always, baby." He placed a soft kiss against my lips.

"And there they go again," I heard Melissa
say into the microphone.

A few people laughed.

I'm sure my cheeks were red when I turned
toward Melissa.

"For those of you don't know me, I'm Penny's
best friend. We met freshman year of college. And I have to tell
you, when we met, I was almost certain she was doomed to a lifetime
of being a cat lady."

Oh please, God, no.

James laughed.

"Don't encourage her." I playfully hit his
arm.

"I had to drag her out to parties and had to
actively push her to be social," Melissa said. "And actually,
without poor influence, I'm not sure Penny and you ever would have
hit it off."

"Thanks, Melissa," James said.

She smiled. "When Penny told me she was
dating her professor, I didn't even believe her. I thought for sure
she was joking. I didn't understand how such a goody two-shoes
could take such a crazy leap. But then I met James. And it
instantly made sense. These two were made for each other.

"Penny, you're my best friend in the world.
You deserve the absolute best and I know that James is that for
you. And James, I'll say this again because sometimes you don't
take me seriously. I will literally kill you if you hurt her. So
stop doing it. I'm serious this time." She pointed at him.

He held up his hands, showing his
innocence.

Melissa laughed. "But seriously, the second
one is for keeps. I believe that counts for marriages too. Except
for in Penny's case. One is definitely enough. Because you two
couldn't be more perfect for each other. Here's to the happy
couple." She raised her glass in the air.

"I'm so sorry," I said as I clinked my glass
to his.

James laughed. "I loved her speech. I
wouldn't have expected anything less from her."

"She called me a cat lady and threatened to
kill you."

"It's the future lawyer in her."

I shook my head.

"How's everyone doing tonight?!" Rob said
into the mic.

"I'm sure I'll have to apologize to you after
this, though," James whispered to me.

"Man," Rob said. "I'm so much happier doing
this the second time around. For a girl that James is actually in
love with and excited to be married to."

I couldn't help it. I found James' mother in
the crowd. She was absentmindedly picking at her salad with her
fork. She couldn't have looked any more bored. I turned back to
Rob. I wasn't going to focus on any of that negativity.

"My brother is a hard person to get to know,"
Rob continued. "All of you probably think you know him, but you
don't. Just a handful of people really do. Me, Jen, Mason, and
Matt, and that's just because we grew up with him. The lovely Penny
is the only person to get to know him recently. She was the first
person to ever break down his walls. It's probably the really kinky
weird sex they have."

Holy shit.

A few people laughed.

"Or maybe the fact that she's sexy as
hell."

Fucking stop.

"Or maybe it was the whole student/professor
relationship they had going on. I mean...that's fucking hot. The
sneaking around. The forbidden aspect of it all. I mean damn, that
will get anyone turned on. I bet James went into the class he
taught her in with a hard-on every day."

James cleared his throat.

"Oh, sorry, I got distracted. Right, right.
Obviously it's deeper than just a physical connection. I've never
seen a couple that cares so unconditionally about each other. I
thought my brother was crazy when he left New York. Especially for
Delaware. I mean, what the hell is in Delaware? Well, drum roll
ladies and gentleman. Penny was in Delaware. He was meant to go
there to meet her. And I truly believe that. Because without Penny,
I'm not sure I ever would have gotten my brother back."

I didn't think most people knew what Rob was
referring to. And it didn't matter, because I did. James said I had
saved him. I knew Rob thought I did too. Maybe it was true. I liked
to think that I helped.

"I love you Penny. Not in a weird way. As a
sister and most importantly as a friend. I'll always have your
back. So don't you ever doubt that again." He turned to James. "And
now James. My favorite sibling."

"Hey!" Jen said.

"What? He's getting married, Jen. Let him
have his moment."

Everyone laughed.

"Seriously, James. I love you, man. I look up
to you. You've always been there for me. I'm so grateful for
everything you've given up for me. And I'm so happy that you
finally found someone that makes you happy. Because that's what you
deserve. A smoking hot girl that makes you happy all day long, if
you know what I mean."

James laughed.

This was so inappropriate in front of our
families.

"From a professor and his student to one of
the most adored couples in the city, you two are quite sensational.
And I wish you both a lifetime of happiness. And I cannot wait to
be an uncle to all the kids you're certainly going to have since
James never wears a condom." Rob winked at me.

My face had to be scarlet. Why? Why did he
think this stuff was okay to say in public?

James' arm seemed to stiffen around me. Just
the thought of kids entirely freaked him out. Rob was going to be
waiting a long time to be an uncle.

"I bet fifty dollars that they're going to
sneak off at some point during the reception to get it on. Talk to
me if you want in on the pool. And here's to the happy couple," Rob
said and lifted his glass.

James laughed and clinked his glass against
mine. "Wow, I'm sorry about all that."

"How do you not get mortally embarrassed
whenever he talks like that? Our parents are listening."

"We've been living together for over two
years, Penny. Everyone knows we're having sex."

I shook my head. "Still."

"And that's why I apologized on behalf of
him."

"That was way more embarrassing than
Melissa's speech."

"Maybe I can make it up to you and let Rob
win a bunch of money all at once?"

I laughed. "There's people everywhere."

"Leave the details to me. We can probably
sneak away for a bit when the dancing starts."

"You don't want to just wait until we get
back to the hotel?"

"I'm pretty sure this will be more
memorable." He was staring at me so intently.

I still couldn't say no to him. I'd bend over
backwards to make sure he was happy. And he was right, too.
Sneaking away somewhere here would be more memorable. "As long as
it's still romantic."

"When have you and I ever not been romantic?"
He lightly bit my earlobe.

I was completely, hopelessly in love. Just
his words made me want him right here on this table. I took a bite
of my salad to distract myself from the desire to rip off his
tuxedo. I looked out at all the people that had come to celebrate
with us. Everyone was laughing and smiling. Today couldn't be more
perfect.


Chapter 15

 Saturday

As the day slowly turned to night, the reception grew
even more magical. I could even just make out the stars in the sky,
which was a New York City miracle.

"Let's welcome the happy couple to the floor
for their first dance," the D.J. said.

James stood up and put his hand out for me.
Hands Down by Dashboard Confessional started when we stepped onto
the dance floor. I knew it was an unconventional wedding song, but
this was our song. We shared our first dance to this song the first
time I visited New York with James. Someone had been playing it on
their guitar in Central Park. And we had danced under the stars
just like this.

James spun me around and then pulled me in
close. We swayed slowly despite the fast beat of the song. I stared
up into his dark brown eyes. I had never seen him look more
handsome, or more perfect than in this moment.

"My heart is yours to fill," James said with
a smile, quoting the lyrics. He grabbed my hand and twirled me
around again.

I laughed as he pulled me back into his
strong arms. I loved the feeling of his hands on my hips. We went
to functions that had dancing all the time. James was an
exceptional dancer. And somehow he made me seem okay at it too. I
was elevated just from being near him.

"The words are hushed, let's not get busted,"
he whispered.

That was one of my favorite lyrics. It made
it seem like the song was made for us. Sneaking around with him
when he was my professor had been fun. But I loved now even more. I
clasped my hands behind his neck, savoring the feeling of his skin
beneath my palms.

"Hands down, this is the best day I can ever
remember," I said, quoting the lyrics back to him.

"Baby, you have no idea." His hands tightened
on my hips and he lifted me up in the air.

I laughed again as he slowly turned in a
circle. I heard a few cheers from our guests and a splattering of
applause.

James slowly slid me back down his torso.
Before my feet had even touched the ground, he kissed me. Full and
deep as he held me tightly in his arms.

I felt a little dizzy when he pulled
away.

"Find me after your dance with your
father."

"Where are you going?"

"I'll be setting up something romantic." He
kissed my cheek and slowly released my hand. I watched him wander
through the crowd of people and disappear into the restaurant.

 


***

 


"Jen?" I said when I walked down one of the
hallways of the restaurant I hadn't tried yet.

"Oh, hey, Penny," Jen said and looked over my
shoulder. She ran her fingers through her bangs and adjusted the
strap on her dress.

"Oh my God."

"What?" She awkwardly cleared her throat.

"You just had sex."

"I did not," she said and then immediately
laughed.

"I dared you to ask Ian on a date. Not to
have sex with him!"

She laughed. "Fine you caught me. You were
right about Ian."

I smiled. "You two didn't waste any
time."

"We're both adults and we've both liked each
other for years. What's the point in waiting when you know it's
right?"

"There is no point."

"Exactly. Besides, we're at a wedding. Of
course we were going to sleep together. I mean, have you seen him?
He's mouthwatering."

I laughed.

"Hello, ladies," Ian said.

"Hi, Ian." I smiled at the fact that Jen had
probably asked him to give her a head start so it wouldn't look
like they had just slept together. "I'm going to leave you two
alone." I stepped around them and walked down the hall. Love was
certainly in the air tonight. And I couldn't judge them at all. I
was about to do the same thing with James.

"James?" I whispered as I opened the door to
the room that he and his groomsmen had been in earlier today. I had
already tried the small room that I had finished getting ready in,
but it had been dark and empty. That wasn't the case here. Dozens
of candles were lit in the small room. It reminded me of when James
had proposed. The only thing missing was him.

"James?" I whispered again and slowly turned
around. He definitely wasn't here. There weren't even any places he
could be hiding. I couldn't explain it, but it felt like something
was wrong. James had to have been the one that had set this up. So,
where was he?

My pulse quickened. What if something had
happened to him? What if Isabella had shown up and...what? Hurt
him? I just had this awful feeling that something terrible had
happened. I tried to take a deep breath, but it just made my heart
race even more. I had passed Porter on the way into the building.
He would help me find James. I quickly opened up the door and ran
straight into Porter.

He grabbed my arms to steady me. "Are you
alright, Mrs. Hunter?"

It was the first time someone had actually
addressed me that way. But I was too upset to savor how great it
sounded. I shook my head. "Where is James?"

"Isn't he in there with you?"

Shit. "No. Porter, something is wrong.
Is it possible that Isabella is here? I just have this awful
feeling..."

"No," he said with a frown. "Briggs is doing
a border patrol and we have extra security posted everywhere. No
one is getting onto the premises that wasn't on the guest list. Mr.
Hunter must have just slipped past me. Give me a second." Porter
touched something on his watch. "Who has eyes on Albatross?" He
placed his finger on his earpiece.

I swallowed hard. Normally I'd find something
like that codename hilarious, but my stomach was twisting into
knots.

Porter nodded and let go of his earpiece.
"He's at the bar getting champagne, ma'am."

"Getting champagne?" Oh, thank
God.

"I'm sorry," Porter said. "He told me to keep
my eyes on you. I shouldn't have..."

"No, it's fine. I was just overreacting." I
wasn't sure why I was so on edge. Everything was fine. I took a
deep breath.

"I promise we have everything under control,"
Porter said. "He just slipped away from me."

"Thank you, Porter. I know you do. I'm sorry
that I bothered you."

Porter smiled. "It wasn't a bother. And here
he is now."

I turned my head to see James coming down the
hall. He was holding two glasses and a bottle of champagne.

I didn't want him to know how worried I had
been. This moment wasn't going to be tainted by a stupid fear. I
took a deep breath to calm my nerves and opened up the door for
him.

James walked into the room and placed the
glasses and champagne bottle down on the table. I heard the pop of
the cork. But I didn't want champagne. I wanted him.

I grabbed his arm so that he'd face me.
Nothing mattered right now except for us. We had both been waiting
for this moment for so long. "You're my husband."

The smile that spread across his face was
contagious. "And you're my wife."

I grabbed his tie and pulled him toward me.
"There's still one more thing we need to do before it's
official."

"And what is that? I just thought we'd have a
private toast and take a few moments to talk."

"Seriously?"

He laughed. "Fuck no." He grabbed my waist
and pulled me against him. "If it was up to me, I'd be making love
to my new wife for the rest of the night." He leaned down and
kissed me softly.

I wanted to make love to him too. But I was
amped up from worrying. I grabbed a fistful of his hair and
deepened the kiss. I was on edge and I knew that the only thing
that would calm me down was him deep inside of me. I reached down
and unhinged his belt.

He groaned into my mouth as he pushed my back
against the wall.

I made short work of his zipper and ran my
fingers to the waistline of his pants.

He grabbed my hands and lifted them above my
head. "Not so fast, baby." He pressed the backs of my hands against
the wall.

"You have your whole life to torture me." I
squirmed under his grip. I wanted to touch him.

I felt him smile as he kissed the side of my
neck. "I promised you that I'd make love to you tonight."

"At the hotel, later. Right now we're just
consummating our marriage real quick." I hooked my leg around his
waist.

"No, not quickly." He kissed the side of my
neck again and slowly left a trail of kisses down the front of my
chest and between my breasts.

"I need you, James. You have no idea how much
I need you."

"Then you know how I feel all the time." He
grabbed my ass and lifted my legs around him.

I could feel how hard he was. His erection
was pressed against my stomach as he lowered me onto the table.

"I've been waiting my whole life for this
moment. I'm going to savor every second of it." He bent down in
front of me and kissed the inside of my ankle as he slowly pushed
my dress up.

I wasn't going to be able to take his
torturous ascent. "James, please."

"Insatiable as ever," he said once he reached
the inside of my knee.

I knew my whole body was trembling with want.
All I could feel were his lips on my skin.

"I like this," he said and snapped my garter
against my thigh.

I squirmed and he tightened his grip on
me.

"It's hard to know how I should make my
lovely wife come first." His breath was hot between my thighs.

He grabbed the sides of my thong and slowly
lowered it down my hips.

"Your cock."

I felt him smile again as he kissed me just
beside where I needed him most. "That'll be the last of the three.
So you'll have to choose what's first. My fingers," he lightly
stroked his fingers against my wetness, "or my tongue."

I felt his hot breath again. I didn't want to
go slowly, but I did want that. There was never a moment where I
didn't want that. "Your tongue."

"I was hoping you'd say that." He placed a
long, slow stroke against my wetness.

Fuck.

He expertly swirled his tongue, hitting all
my walls. He knew exactly what to do to make me putty in his
hands.

I tilted my head back and moaned.

He responded by thrusting his tongue deep
inside of me. He gripped my thighs firmly in his hands and spread
them as far as they would go, allowing him to go deeper still.

God yes.

He was completely devouring me. I was moments
away from release. He wrapped his hands around my thighs and pulled
me to the edge of the table, changing the angle again. I could
barely control myself. And then he gently rubbed his nose against
my clit.

I came. Hard. I gripped his hair as I
screamed his name. It was almost embarrassing how fast he could
make me come. But I was never embarrassed about my reaction to
James. And I knew he loved it just as much as I did.

"There is nothing better than the taste of
you," he whispered and placed one last slow stroke against my
aching pussy. "And now for my fingers."

"James, please, I need you."

"Baby, trust me, I know exactly what you
need." He slowly encircled my wetness with one finger.

I whimpered as he sunk his finger deep inside
of me.

"And it makes me even harder each time you
tremble in my arms. The look on your face when you come makes me
want to do it over and over again to you." He thrust a second
finger inside of me.

"James," I moaned.

He began to massage my clit with his thumb.
"Penny Hunter. God, I love the sound of that." He kissed the inside
of my knee and then stood up so he could peer down at me. The new
angle just made his fingers go deeper. He moved his hand slowly at
first and then faster and faster, driving me toward the edge.

"I love how flushed your cheeks get when
you're about to come. And the way your lips part ever so
slightly."

He knew me even better than I knew
myself.

"Look at me when you come, baby." He curved
his fingers, hitting the spot that always made me come.

Yes! I could feel myself start to
pulse around his fingers. A small smile curled onto his lips when
he felt it too. I let myself collapse back onto the table, but
didn't drop his gaze. I could feel the heat of his stare. Each time
my pussy throbbed against him, it made him want me more and more.
And it was an intoxicating feeling. I loved that he got aroused at
my pleasure. It made me feel so sexy.

He slowly slid his fingers out of me and put
them in his mouth, sucking off my juices. "I've never seen you more
beautiful than in this moment."

The room was only illuminated by the
candlelight. His face danced in the shadows, somehow making him
look even more perfect.

He slowly lowered his pants, revealing his
massive erection. "And I've also never wanted you so badly."

I reached behind my back, searching for the
zipper on my dress.

"Keep it on," he growled and stepped forward.
He spread my thighs apart again. "I want you just like this."

"Then take me." I grabbed his tie and pulled
his lips down to mine.

He groaned into my mouth as he slowly sunk
into me.

Fuck, yes. Even though he had just had
me with his mouth and his fingers, his thick cock always seemed to
stretch me even wider. And I loved the feeling. I loved being
completely possessed by him.

"I was made for loving you, Penny," he said
against my lips. "I'll never stop. I'll love you until the day I
die." He grabbed my hips as he slowly started sliding his length in
and out of me.

All I could think about was the friction that
I had craved ever since I had stepped into this room. All I could
feel was the heat between us.

"You're so beautiful." His fingertips dug
into my hips slightly as he quickened his paced. "Fuck," he
groaned.

"Don't stop. Please don't stop." I wasn't
even sure if I was talking about right this second or our entire
future. I just wanted him forever.

"Baby, I'll never stop. I'm yours. Forever
and always." He kissed me hard as he slammed into me more
forcefully.

There were no doubts anymore. There were no
more what-ifs. He was mine and I was his.

His fingertips dug into my hips ever harder
as my toes started to curl. He exploded inside of me with a force I
had never felt before. And I came just as hard.

"My beautiful wife," he said and kissed the
tip of my nose. "I promise to love and cherish you every day."

I felt so full. Full of his love and everyone
else's that had come to our wedding. I couldn't stop the tears that
fell down my cheeks.

"I was made for loving you too, James. You're
my everything. My perfect husband." I put my hand on the side of
his face.

He rubbed his thumbs under my eyes to remove
my tears. "Thank you for saying no to Las Vegas. This was so much
better."

I smiled, remembering him asking me to run
away with him in my dorm. "This was perfect. Do you think we can
sneak away now, though?"

He laughed. "Let's cut the cake and throw
your bouquet and get the hell out of here." He grabbed my waist and
pulled me to my feet.

I quickly pulled my thong back on as he put
his belt back through the loops of his pants. I reached up and
straightened his tie and ran my fingers through his hair.

"What, you don't want me walking around with
sex hair for the rest of the night?"

"Rob's speech was enough inappropriateness
for one night, don't you think?"

James laughed.


Chapter 16

 Saturday

"Don't you dare do it, James." He was holding the
piece of cake close to my face and it was way too big of a piece
for me to eat.

"Do what?" He smashed the piece of cake
against my mouth.

I leaned forward so it wouldn't get all over
my dress and laughed. I immediately grabbed his piece and shoved it
against his lips, smearing the icing across his cheek.

He laughed. "Delicious. You have a little
something there," he said and touched the tip of my nose with his
hand that was covered in icing.

I laughed and grabbed a napkin. "Chocolate
cake was a terrible idea," I said. I licked the corner of my mouth.
But he was right, it was delicious.

"But it looks so good on you." He handed me a
cloth that a waiter had just given him.

I quickly wiped away the mess along with most
of my makeup. Luckily most of the pictures had already been taken.
"You missed a spot," I said and wiped my finger across his cheek. I
put my finger in my mouth and licked off the icing.

"Are you just trying to make me forgo the
hotel again?" He raised his left eyebrow and snatched the cloth
back from me.

 


***

 


The song had slowed down and I was swaying in
James' arms. I had been staring into his eyes the whole time. I
couldn't seem to stop. He was my husband. James Hunter was my
husband. It was hard to wrap my head around it. I was married to
the man of my dreams.

James smiled. "What are you thinking?"

"That I can't believe I married my
professor."

"Any regrets?"

I shook my head. "None."

The song stopped. I thought another would
start up, but instead, I heard the thump of the mic.

"It's time to see who's wedding we'll be
celebrating next!" the D.J. said. "Someone get a chair in the
middle of the dance floor."

Rob dropped Daphne's hand and pulled a chair
up to me and James.

"This should be properly embarrassing," he
said with a wink.

Embarrassing? There was nothing embarrassing
about this. Unless I threw the bouquet too hard or something. I had
seen someone throw it into the rafters before. But we were outside.
I'd be fine.

"Mrs. Hunter, take a seat and let your new
husband find your garter."

I laughed and sat down in the chair. James
kneeled down in front of me and lifted up my skirt slightly. He
bent down and his head disappeared beneath it. I hadn't even
thought about how horribly awkward this would be. God, Rob was
right. This was definitely embarrassing.

James kissed the inside of my knee and then
my thigh. He was purposely taking a long time just to mortify me.
He knew exactly where it was from earlier.

I felt his fingers slowly wrap around the
garter and he pulled it gingerly down my thigh. He reappeared a
second later and made a face like it had been hard work.

He laughed and smoothed my dress back into
place.

Everyone seemed to think it was hilarious.
"Ow, ow!" all the groomsmen yelled.

James winked at me and stood back up.

"All the single men please make your way to
the dance floor," the D.J. said.

"All those sexy bachelors!" Justin said and
clapped his hands.

I couldn't help but laugh.

"And all the single ladies, stand on the
other side of the dance floor," the D.J. said.

I saw all my friends make their way to the
dance floor.

"You or me first?" James asked.

"I'll go." I turned away from the group of
girls. I threw my bouquet behind my back and immediately turned
around to see who would catch it. It landed straight in Melissa's
arms without her even trying to grab it. She laughed awkwardly and
tried to hand it to Bee, but Bee shook her head.

Melissa shrugged and smiled at me.

As soon as I was back from my honeymoon, we
could have that conversation I promised her. Just thinking about it
made my stomach twist with guilt. And not just because of the fact
that Tyler had left her because of me. It was also because this was
the first time all day that I had even thought about Tyler. But it
was better that he wasn't here. It wouldn't have been right. Maybe
one day we could be friends again. The way I thought we had been
this whole time.

James shot my garter belt into the group of
bachelors.

Matt jumped up and caught it. He smiled as he
walked over to Melissa. He grabbed her waist, pulled her in close,
and kissed her.

A few people gasped. They were suppose to
share a dance, not a kiss.

But in a few seconds, Melissa grabbed the
back of his neck, ensuring that he wouldn't stop.

"Wow, I did not see that coming," James said
and put his arm around my shoulders.

I smiled. "I think they'd actually be really
good together."

"Yeah? They're both such strong personalities
though."

"I'm just saying I could see it."

Melissa laughed as Matt kneeled down in front
of her. He lifted up her skirt and slid the garter up to her thigh.
She put her hands on his shoulders to steady herself and squealed
when he kissed her thigh.

"Now it's time for the bride and groom to go
get busy!" the D.J. said.

"Oh God." I put my hand over my face and
James kissed my cheek.

When I opened my eyes again, everyone had
formed two lines for us to walk between. And everyone was holding
sparklers.

I thought the night already looked magical.
But with those, it was just perfect. James grabbed my hand and we
laughed and ran through all the smiling faces. When we reached the
end of the line, James grabbed me and kissed me. Everyone cheered.
It felt like I would never stop smiling. Like life could always be
this perfect. James let go of my waist and we turned to wave to
everyone.

I heard a loud boom. Fireworks! I
turned to look up in the sky. But nothing was there. Just the stars
that had magically appeared for our wedding. I felt James's hand on
my shoulder. A second boom rang out before I had even turned back
toward him.

When my eyes met his, I could see it in his
face. Terror. Pain. His hand on my shoulder grew even heavier as he
stumbled forward. He coughed and blood splattered onto my dress. I
looked down at the red that was spreading across his dress shirt.
No. No!

It wasn't like you see in the movies. He
didn't whisper my name and say he'd always love me. It was just
fear in his eyes. A terror that had to match my own. And time
didn't slow down. If anything, it sped up.

Everyone started screaming. Sirens wailed in
the distance.

"Get down!" someone shouted.

"James." A third shot rang out and he fell to
his knees, pulling me down with him. "James!" I screamed. I pressed
the skirt of my dress against the wound I could see. "Somebody help
him! James, stay with me." I pressed down more firmly on his wound,
but it just seemed to make it worse. His stomach was covered in
blood. His arm was covered in blood. His chest was covered in
blood. "Baby, please. Please." It wasn't desperation in my voice.
It was despair. Because he was no longer looking at me. He was
staring blindly at the stars.

The sparklers fizzled out as I watched the
life drain out of my husband's face. The darkness of the night
seeped in around us.


PART 2


Chapter 17

 Saturday

Someone pulled me off of him.

Porter bent down over James and ripped his
shirt open. I could see the hole in his stomach. I could see the
hole right below his chest. There was so much blood. Porter pulled
off his jacket and pressed it against both of the wounds as he put
his ear to James' chest. "Briggs!" he yelled.

Briggs released me from his grip. His hands
replaced Porter's as Porter began performing CPR.

James wasn't breathing. This can't be
happening. I felt frozen. I kept blinking, thinking what was
happening in front of me would change.

An ambulance screeched to a stop and
paramedics burst out of it.

Briggs stepped out of the way of the
paramedics and scanned the top of the buildings that surrounded
this side of Central Park as Porter shouted instructions.

"West side," Porter shouted. "Check the
rooftops."

Briggs cursed and took off running.

I closed my eyes. Please let me be
imagining this.

"Penny," Porter said and grabbed my arm. "Get
in the ambulance. We'll meet you at the hospital."

"Is he going to be okay?"

"You need to get in the ambulance."

That was a no. James wasn't going to be okay.
He was dying. James was dying. Tears streamed down my face. I
quickly climbed into the back of the ambulance as soon as they had
lifted James into it. I watched them press down on James' body with
electrical paddles. James' body jolted.

"James," I whispered and squeezed his shin.
"James, you can't leave me." I cringed when his body jolted again
beneath my hand. "James, please, wake up."

"Turn it up," one of the paramedics said as
the ambulance came to a stop outside of the hospital. His body
jolted again as the doors flew open. His gurney was lifted out of
the ambulance and he was rolled into the hospital.

I ran after the paramedics. A doctor leapt
onto the gurney and started performing CPR as they disappeared
behind swinging doors that stated personal only. I was left alone
in the empty hallway, watching the doors swing until suddenly they
stopped.

I fell to my knees and let myself cry. I had
sensed that something was wrong earlier. If I had told James that,
maybe he would have let us leave. Maybe we would have stayed inside
for the rest of the evening. My thoughts flooded with maybes. I
could sense that she was there somewhere. Isabella. And she was
still out there. She'd rather James be dead than with me.

Someone needed to come back through the
doors. Someone needed to tell me what was happening. Tears cascaded
down my cheeks and I didn't bother to wipe them away. Someone
needed to tell me he was okay.

"Penny."

I shook my head.

"Penny." Rob lifted my face so that I would
look at him.

"Rob," I sobbed and I started crying even
harder.

He put his arms around me and held me. He
didn't bother telling me everything was going to be okay. We both
knew that it wasn't. He ran his hand up and down my back. It didn't
calm me down at all.

I wasn't sure how long he held me, but
eventually he pulled back. "Come with me," he said and stood up.
"Maybe someone will have an update for us." His eyes were red too.
I had never seen Rob cry before. And it made me even more
unsettled. He was crying because he thought James was gone too. He
was crying because he thought he had lost his brother.

I grabbed his hand and he pulled me to my
feet. I turned back toward the doors James had disappeared through.
Please, James. Please don't leave me.

Rob put his arm around my shoulders and
walked me toward the front desk. I stood there listening to the
commotion of the emergency room as Rob was handed forms to fill
out.

"No," Rob said. "I asked how he was doing.
Not this," he said and slammed the clipboard down on the
counter.

"Sir," the woman said. "We will have someone
come talk to you as soon as we know."

"Can't you just check?"

"That's not my job."

"How about you get off your ass and..."

"Rob," Mason said and put his hand on his
shoulder. "How about you sit down and let me talk to them?"

Rob ran his hand through his hair. "They
won't tell us anything."

"Penny." I turned around to see Bee. She was
crying almost as hard as I had been. "He's going to be okay. He has
to be."

I shook my head. She was trying. But her
tears gave her away.

She immediately put her arms around me. "He's
strong. He'll pull through." She was one of the few people that
knew just how strong James was. But her words didn't calm me down.
Nothing could make it feel like I wasn't sinking.

I glanced at Rob in the waiting room. His
elbows were on his knees and both his hands were in his hair. When
he was distraught he looked even more like James.

I just felt numb. What if I never got to see
James upset again? What if I never got to see him happy again? I
pulled away from Bee's hug. Nothing would console me right now. I
needed to see him. I just needed to see him.

Mason was now arguing with the same woman
that Rob had been.

"You encouraged her!" Rob yelled.

I looked back over at the waiting room. Rob
had just shoved his father in the chest. "This is on you. James is
dying because of you!" He shoved his dad again.

A security guard started toward them.

"Rob!" I ran over to him and put my hand on
his shoulder. "Please calm down. You can't get sent to prison
tonight. I need you here. Please, I need you. Please."

He shook his head and wiped under his eyes
with the back of his hand. He grabbed my arm and pulled me to the
other side of the waiting room, away from his parents. "It's their
fault," he said and collapsed in a chair. "They fed her delusional
mind. Why aren't you angry?"

"Because I don't have room for that right
now. Because I'm upset and scared and..." my voice cracked.
"Because I'm trying so hard to be hopeful."

He was the only one that understood. He was
the only one that loved James as much as I did. "I'm sorry." He
pulled my head onto his shoulder and let me cry again. He kept his
arm wrapped protectively around me.

I tried to block out the sounds of Jen
yelling at the reception desk. Apparently they were taking turns. I
closed my eyes tightly. I pictured James saying his vows. I
pictured James proposing. I pictured him running into me at the
coffee shop. And it all just made my chest hurt even more. It all
just made the possibility of losing him that much more painful.

"Pen." I opened my eyes and saw my dad
kneeling in front of me. He was handing me his handkerchief.
"Melissa brought you a change of clothes. How about you go change
into something more comfortable." He put his hand on my knee.

I shook my head. I didn't want to change. I
wanted to make love to James in our hotel room because it was our
wedding night. I reluctantly grabbed his handkerchief.

"He's in surgery," Jen said and sat down next
to me.

That wasn't much of an update. I had assumed
that when time started to pass. "Does that mean he's
breathing?"

Jen grabbed my hand. "They wouldn't have put
him into surgery if he didn't have a pulse. It's a good sign."

I nodded. James was breathing again. That was
definitely a good sign. His heart was beating. He was alive.

"Sweetie," my dad said and patted my knee
again. "Your mom and I are here. Just let us know what you
need."

James. I need James. "Thanks, Dad." In
that moment I wanted to be a kid again. I wanted to go back in
time. I wanted someone to fix everything for me. Because the
thought had started to settle on me that all of this was my fault.
Isabella hated me. If James was single, this wouldn't have
happened. If I hadn't flirted with him in class, he wouldn't have
fallen for me. He wouldn't be in a hospital bed dying.

Stop. I closed my eyes again. He
can't die. He can't leave me.

 


***

 


Hours passed. Saturday turned into Sunday. A
doctor came out and I again lifted my head in expectation, but he
went to another family. I swallowed hard. I was losing my mind. I
needed to know if he was okay.

All I could hear was the ticking of a clock
on the wall. Seconds passing. James could be taking his last
breath, and I wasn't there with him. I needed to be with him. We
couldn't end like this.

I ducked out of Rob's arm. Like most of the
people in the waiting room, he had fallen asleep. But sleep wasn't
going to come for me. Not until I knew. I walked up to the front
desk. "Do you have any updates?"

She typed something into her computer. "He's
still in surgery."

"Is that a good thing?

She shook her head like she didn't know.

"You must know. You work here."

"I'm just a nurse. I've never even worked in
the E.R. portion of the hospital until tonight."

It was her first night. I thought about
everyone screaming at her. But at that moment, I didn't care. She
was the only person standing in my way of knowing where James was
and how he was doing. But I didn't have any fight in me. All I felt
was this sense of doom. Of loss. I couldn't shake the feeling. I
couldn't stop hearing the clock ticking.

"Please." I could feel the tears forming in
my eyes again.

"As soon as I know, I'll tell you. I'm
sorry."

"Can't you get someone to go check? Can't you
take me to go see him?"

"Once he's out of surgery."

"But what if that's too late?" My voice
cracked. What if that's too late?

"I'm sorry."

"Penny," Melissa said and touched my
shoulder.

I hadn't known that anyone else was still
awake. "Let's go get you cleaned up, okay? You'll feel better when
you change into something more comfortable."

Feel better? Nothing would make me
feel better except rewinding time. What if our first kiss as
husband and wife was one of our last kisses? What if our first
dance was one of our last?

"Come with me." She grabbed my arm and pulled
me toward the restroom.

I didn't want to change. James was supposed
to take off my wedding dress. We were supposed to be sharing one of
the best nights of our lives. Keep breathing, James. Please keep
breathing.

I stared at my reflection in the restroom
mirror. No wonder everyone kept asking me to change. I looked like
I was a bride from a horror movie. Blood was splattered on my dress
and chest. It had seeped into the bottom of my dress when I had
tried to apply pressure to James' wounds. It was on my hands and
arms. I was a reflection of everything bad that had happened
tonight. A walking memory. I couldn't bear to look at myself.

I pulled down the straps of my dress and
reached behind me to unzip it. My fingers were trembling and I
couldn't undo it. "Get it off me."

Melissa's hands replaced mine.

Tears streamed down my cheeks and I turned
away from the mirror. "Get it off!" I croaked. As soon as it was
unzipped I pushed the straps down my arms and let it pool around my
ankles. I bent over the sink and began scrubbing the blood from my
skin. Get it off.

"Penny, stop." Melissa said from behind
me.

I continued to wash my hands.

"Penny, stop, you're hurting yourself." She
turned off the water.

I looked down at my arms. My skin was red
from where I had been scrubbing it.

"Put these on." She handed me a pair of
leggings and a tank top.

It was what I almost always wore to my
college classes. I'd do anything to go back to those days. I
thought about James in my dorm, asking me to marry him in Vegas.
Why did I say no? If I had said yes, he'd still be beside me. This
was the wedding I had wanted. He was dying because of me.

"It's my fault."

"It's not your fault."

"He's dying because of me."

"He's not going to die." There was no doubt
in her tone. Melissa was strong. She always believed what she
believed. And she was usually right.

I needed to be strong right now. I needed to
borrow some of her strength. I looked up at her.

"He's not going to die," she said again.

I nodded my head. He's not going to die.
He can't die. I slowly changed into the clothes she had given
me. She placed a pair of flip flops on the ground as she folded my
dress and put it into the bag she was carrying. I wanted to tell
her to throw it out or burn it or cut it into a million pieces. I
never wanted to see that dress again. I wanted to pretend that
today had never happened. I unstrapped my heels and slipped my feet
into the flip flops.

"Good," Melissa said. "Now you're dressed so
that we can run around and try to find him."

"What?"

"If no one's telling us, we'll go find out
ourselves."

"Melissa?"

She turned toward me.

"Thank you." I put my arms around her.

"It's going to be okay." She rubbed her hand
up and down my back.

Her confidence was exactly what I needed. I
almost believed that what she was saying was true. I wanted to
believe it was true.

"Come with me," she said and looped her arm
through mine. She turned right toward the swinging doors. Someone
crying made me turn my head back toward the waiting room. It was my
mom. My family and friends were standing in front of a doctor.

My mom was crying. Why was my mom crying? I
let go of Melissa's arm and ran toward them. It felt like my heart
was beating out of my chest. "Is he okay?" My voice sounded strange
and high pitched.

The doctor turned to me. "He's stable," she
said. "But we had to put him into a medically induced coma."

"What does that mean?"

"One of the bullets punctured a lung. We were
able to repair it. We probably avoided the need for a transplant,
but the next few days will tell us for sure. Another of the bullets
ruptured his spleen and there was internal bleeding. He's had a
blood transfusion. We've removed his spleen without further
complications. The third bullet was just a flesh wound on his
bicep. It only needed stitches."

"Is he going to be okay?" None of what she
was saying made sense. I didn't know the severity of any of it. I
just needed to know if James was okay.

"We've done everything we can. We induced the
coma because he was unresponsive."

"What does that mean?"

"It means he needs to fight."

I swallowed hard. James was a fighter. He'd
always fight to be with me. He'd wake up. He had to. "Can I see
him?"

"Immediately family only, two at a time."

"Okay." I grabbed Rob's hand. I needed him
with me. I needed him to keep me calm. Because I couldn't afford to
break anymore. If I wanted James to be strong, I needed to be
too.


Chapter 18

 Sunday

It didn't seem like it was him. Maybe that's how I
was able to keep so calm. James looked pale and lifeless. A tube
was down his throat and he had IVs in his arm. More wires
disappeared underneath his hospital gown. He didn't look like
James. He didn't look like my husband anymore.

"What is the tube for?" Rob said quietly.

"To help him breathe," the doctor said. "We
want to put less pressure on his lung while it's healing."

"Is he breathing on his own?"

"Yes," the doctor said. "He's stable, he's
just unresponsive."

I didn't know what any of that meant. But I
didn't have any questions right now. I just needed James to know I
was here for him. That's what he needed from me. To know I was
here. To know I was being strong. "Can I hold his hand?"

The doctor nodded. I let go of Rob and slid
my hand into James'. It was warm, but lifeless. I was used to him
squeezing my hand back. I was used to him rubbing his thumb against
my palm. "James," I whispered. "I'm here. Wake up, baby. Come back
to me. Please." I knelt down and kissed the back of his hand.
"Please, James."

"If you'd like the next two people to come
in, I can go get them," the doctor said.

They couldn't make me leave him. I'd never
leave him. "I'm staying," I said.

Rob put his hand on my shoulder. "Do you want
me to send Jen in?"

I shook my head. "Please stay. He'd want you
to stay." Don't leave me too.

"Okay." Rob grabbed a chair and pulled it
toward me. I kept hold of James' hand as I got off my knees. I was
vaguely aware of Rob pulling a chair up to the other side of James
and grabbing his other hand.

And we both sat there, holding James' hands.
We didn't say anything else. There was nothing to say. James knew
we were here. That was enough.

 


***

 


I woke up with my stomach in knots. I was
going to be sick. I put my hand over my mouth and ran toward the
bathroom. I had just opened the lid of the toilet when I threw up
everything I had eaten last night. Fuck. I grabbed my
stomach as I hurled some more.

"Penny?" Rob said and tapped on the bathroom
door. "Penny, are you okay?"

Of course I'm okay. I'm not the one
sitting in a hospital bed with three gunshot wounds. Tears
stung my eyes again. "I'm fine." Be strong.

I choked as more vomit came up.

"Penny?" Rob banged on the door a little
louder. "I'm coming in."

I heard the door open. I looked away as I
grabbed some toilet paper to wipe my face off.

Rob kneeled down beside me and lightly
touched my shoulder. "I'm going to go get the doctor."

"No, I'm fine."

"You're not fine."

I swallowed down anything else that wanted to
come up. "I am." My stomached seemed to churn. Shit. I
turned to the toilet and threw up some more.

Rob rubbed my back and helped me stand up
when I had finally finished emptying my body of every horrid thing
possible. He left me alone as I washed my face. I knew he was going
to get a doctor despite what I had said.

When I walked out of the bathroom, James'
doctor was already standing there. She was looking at a chart and
jotting down something on James' monitor.

"How is he?"

She looked up. "The same." She set her
clipboard down on the counter by his bed. "How about you come with
me for a second?"

"I'd like to stay with him."

"He's more likely to get sick now without his
spleen. Spleens help fight bacteria. Right now he can't be exposed
to any viruses. We'll be giving him some vaccines if his condition
improves."

If. I looked at Rob. He was sitting
beside James again. I wasn't going to risk making James any worse.
It killed me, but I followed the doctor out of the room.

"My stomach has been upset the last few days.
But otherwise, I'm fine. And I feel better now that I threw up. I
think it was the wedding and then...this."

The doctor didn't say anything as she opened
a door for me.

I followed her inside.

"Please sit down," she said.

I sat down in the chair she gestured too.

She ran a thermometer across my forehead.
"Normal," she said. "Stick out your tongue for me." She poked my
tongue with a wooden thing. "Normal," she said. She pulled out a
small light from her coat pocket and checked the back of my throat
and my ears. "All normal." She frowned for a second. "You said you
feel fine now?"

"Yes." I did. After throwing up I felt so
much better. I just wanted to be with James.

"Have you been feeling any differently than
usual beside for the upset stomach?"

"A little emotional, maybe. But I was just
nervous about getting married. This whole week has been a little
overwhelming."

She nodded. "Okay, here's what I'm going to
do. Let's run a blood test and a urine test really quick. If you
come back clean, you'll be allowed to go see him again."

"And if I don't?"

"We'll give you whatever medicine you need to
improve your condition and once you're well, you can see him again.
It's just a precaution." She was already preparing a needle.

I turned away as she sunk it into my arm. The
last thing I needed was to be sick right now. James needed me.

She placed a band aid over the spot she had
just taken blood from and handed me a small cup. "Pee in that." She
gestured to the bathroom.

This was ridiculous. What sickness could they
see from my urine? I closed the bathroom door and quickly peed into
the cup. The sooner this nonsense was over with, the sooner I could
be back by James' side. I walked out of the bathroom and handed her
the cup.

"I'll be right back," she said and left the
room.

I went back into the bathroom and washed my
hands again. It still felt like I was covered in blood. I closed my
eyes and took a deep breath. Be strong. I scrubbed my hands
and arms until my skin was red again. I wiped away the tears that
had formed in my eyes. Be strong. James needed me. I wasn't
going to be sick. I wasn't going to do anything but be by his side
until he woke up. Not if. When. I took a deep breath and
walked out of the bathroom.

"Well, you don't have an infection."

"Thank God. Can I go see him again?"

"I think maybe you should take a seat."

I shook my head. I wasn't sick. She couldn't
make me stay in here. No, she didn't say I wasn't sick. She said I
didn't have an infection. Normally my mind would be racing from
possibilities. But I was tired. And upset. And completely focused
on James. Nothing she said was going to sway that. Whatever
horrible thing she was about to tell me, it wouldn't change that.
And I knew it was horrible. She was looking at me like she pitied
me. I didn't need her pity. I needed to see my husband. "Please let
me go see him. Whatever this is, it can wait." I started to walk
past her.

"It can't wait. I'm sorry, but it can't."

I folded my arms across my chest. "What's
wrong with me?"

She gave me a small smile. "Nothing's wrong
with you. Penny, you're pregnant."

Suddenly my throat felt dry. I tried to clear
it. "What?"

The doctor smiled again, but it didn't quite
reach her eyes. "You were experiencing morning sickness. And your
fluctuating hormones were probably the cause of you feeling more
emotional than usual."

No. This can't be happening.

"If you'd like, I can send a nurse in to do
an ultrasound to tell you how far along you are. But based on the
morning sickness, you're at least a few weeks."

"I'm not pregnant. Can you do the test
again?"

"Your blood test and urine test both confirm
it."

I can't be pregnant. Not now. How did this
happen?

"I can send in a counselor if you'd like. I
know this isn't exactly the ideal time for this news when your
husband is in recovery."

"No." I shook my head. "I just need to go see
him."

"Okay." She nodded. "Just tell me if you need
someone to talk to. You can go see him now."

My feet didn't move. Now I understood the
pity in her eyes. She pitied me because I was pregnant and my
husband was dying. She knows he's dying. "Is James going to
be okay?" I didn't have the courage to ask anyone that yet. But I
needed to know.

"It's up to him to wake up now. We've done
everything we can."

"What's the likelihood of that
happening?"

The doctor pressed her lips together. "In his
state, 50/50."

A fifty percent chance? I swallowed
hard. "Thank you." That was finally something I understood. There
was a 50 percent chance my husband would wake up. There was a 50
percent chance that my baby would meet his or her father.
Fifty/Fifty. "Thank you," I said again.

She may have said something else, but I
didn't hear her. I walked as quickly as I could back to James'
room. I needed him. And now this baby needed him. His baby.
I couldn't live without him. I couldn't raise a child without him.
The thought made me feel nauseous again. James didn't want this
baby. He didn't want to be a father yet. How did this
happen?

"Are you okay?" Rob said as I walked back
into the room.

"I'm okay," I said, and didn't look him in
the eye. I sat back down next to James and grabbed his hand.
Wake up. You have to wake up!

"I know you're lying."

I looked up at Rob.

He wasn't supposed to be the first person I
told that I was pregnant. It was supposed to be James. It had to be
James. "Wake up," I whispered. I started to silently cry again as I
clutched his lifeless hand.

"What did the doctor say?" Rob said.

"I'm not sick."

"Penny, what did she say?"

If I had learned anything the past few days,
it was that I had family and friends that I could count on no
matter what. I didn't want to cut anyone out anymore. And I needed
to tell someone before the agony swallowed me whole. Because now it
just wasn't me that needed James. It was this baby inside of me
that needed a father. I wanted to be strong, but I didn't know if I
was strong enough for all three of us. But I couldn't do it. I
needed to tell James alone.

Rob sighed. "You can talk to me. You can tell
me anything, Penny, you know that."

I nodded. I'd tell him soon, but I had to
tell James first. "Can I be alone with him for a second?"

"I'll go give everyone an update." Rob stood
up and stretched.

"The doctor said he has a 50 percent chance
of waking up." I didn't look up at Rob. I just stared at James'
face.

"He's going to wake up," Rob said. "I know he
will. I'll be right back." I heard the door close behind him.

My lip started to tremble and I pressed my
forehead against the back of James' hand. "James, please wake up. I
need you to wake up." The beeping of the machine was driving me
crazy. I knew it meant he was alive. But it was teasing me. He was
alive, but he wasn't here with me. "I know you can hear me," I
said. I lifted my head. "Baby, I know you can hear me." I stood up
and leaned forward, kissing his forehead.

I took a deep breath. James didn't want
children yet. But I knew if he was awake, he'd be excited. He'd
want this one. He or she would be good and kind and loving just
like him. I kissed his forehead again. "I'm pregnant." I ran my
fingers through his hair. "We're going to have a baby." My voice
cracked on the last word.

It killed me to see him like this. It made my
chest hurt. I wanted to see him smile again. I wanted to hear his
laugh.

"Come back to me. Please come back to
me."

 


***

 


I didn't hear what anyone said as they
filtered in and out of the room. I just kept my hand in James' and
continued to whisper to him.

"Mrs. Hunter, we need to have a word with
you."

I didn't look up.

"Mrs. Hunter?"

I slowly lifted my head. It was a police
officer. Not the same one as we had met from the precinct. But
similar enough. I immediately hated him. I had a tendency to blame
myself, but this was their fault too. They wouldn't listen to us
about Isabella. They wouldn't let us get a restraining order.

"I have nothing to say to you."

"Well, I have some questions for you."

"Get out."

"Excuse me?"

"Get out." I had never heard myself sound so
authoritative before. But the officer almost seemed to shrink at my
words.

"Another time then," the officer said and
retreated out of the room.

I saw Porter standing outside the room. He
turned his head and we made eye contact for a second. I could see
it in his eyes. He felt guilty for what happened. But I couldn't
talk to him right now. I couldn't talk to anyone. My own guilt was
eating me up.

I ran my hand across my stomach. How had I
let this happen? The pain was too much. I was sinking. Only James
could save me. I put my forehead on his hand. Please wake
up.


Chapter 19

 Monday

No change. I stared at James' handsome
features as the doctor walked out of the room. They weren't
strained with stress or worry. But he didn't look peaceful. He
looked lifeless. The thought chilled me to the core.


Chapter 20

 Tuesday

His hand felt colder. Or maybe mine did. It felt like
we were both slipping into the unknown. I was weak. I was so weak
without him. The fear of losing him was swallowing me whole.


Chapter 21

 Wednesday

"Penny, it's the tenth time he's called." Rob was
standing by the door holding my cell phone. I couldn't stand
hearing it ring so I had given it to him. I couldn't talk to the
press. I couldn't talk to James' lawyer. I couldn't talk to
anyone.

"Tell him I'll call him back."

Rob hesitated by the door. "He's one of your
best friends. Don't shut people out right now. The cops have been
hounding him. He just needs to know you're okay."

"Well, I'm not okay." I bit my lip to prevent
myself from crying again.

"Then tell him that." He held the phone out
to me.

I stood up and walked over to Rob. He handed
me the phone and left the room. I wanted to press the end call
button. But Rob was right. Tyler deserved to know what was going
on. Especially if the police were badgering him about this.

"Hi, Tyler," I said softly into the phone. I
turned to look at James.

"I saw what happened on T.V. I..." his voice
trailed off. "Penny, I'm so sorry."

I didn't say anything. I had heard so many
people say they were sorry. Sorry for what? This wasn't their
fault. Sorry for my pain? No. I wasn't who they should be feeling
sorry for. Sorry wasn't the right word. I looked away from James
and stared out the small window.

"Penny?"

"I'm here."

"How are you holding up?"

"I'm okay."

"You don't sound okay."

"What do you want me to say, Tyler? That I'm
dying inside? That I can barely look at him because it hurts too
much?" I put my hand down onto the windowsill. I couldn't hold it
together anymore. I couldn't do this.

"I'm coming back to New York."

"Don't do that."

"I want to be there for you."

"Come back when you're ready to come back.
Not like this. Not right now."

"I'm sorry," he said.

I cringed at the words.

"The police want me to come in for
questioning anyway. I have to come back."

"No. You don't." I couldn't imagine Tyler
coming to the hospital. I knew James wouldn't want him to be here.
My grip tightened on the windowsill.

"Of course I do. I have to do what the cops
want."

"Just ignore their calls. Stop picking up the
phone."

"I can't do that. It makes me look guilty."
His words hung in the air. "I'm not, Penny. I would never do
something to hurt you."

"I know. And James has people looking into
it. Just...don't come back. Don't answer their phone calls. I'm
taking care of it." I'm going to take care of it. After I sit
with James for a few more minutes. I just felt so tired. All I
wanted to do was wait for him to open his eyes. And I needed to be
here when that happened.

"He's going to wake up, Penny."

I nodded but didn't actually say anything
into the phone.

"Call me if you need anything, okay?"

"I will." I swallowed hard. "How...how are
you doing?"

"I'm okay."

He wasn't okay. I could hear it in his voice.
But I wasn't going to question him like he had me. Because I
couldn't handle anything else right now. I felt guilty enough as it
was. "Call me when you find the sunnier place you've been searching
for."

"Yeah. As soon as I find it."

"Bye, Tyler."

"Tell James he'd better wake up. Tell him to
fight."

Before I could say anything, Tyler hung up
the phone. I turned away from the window. James was my sunny place.
And I knew I couldn't exist in the dark.


Chapter 22

 Thursday

"She has an alibi."

I looked up. I hadn't even noticed Mason come
in. No one but immediate family had been allowed to visit him yet.
I wasn't sure if he had sneaked in or if they had let him back. I
was supposed to be taking care of everything like I had told Tyler,
but I hadn't left James' side. It felt like I was frozen in time. I
couldn't do anything. It was like time was standing still until he
came back to me.

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"I mean, someone vouched for Isabella being
in another state on the night of your wedding."

"That's impossible. I know it was her."

"I have some guys looking into it."

I didn't need to ask any questions about
that. I knew Mason would hire the best of the best. "Who vouched
for her?"

"Her boyfriend I think."

I took a deep breath. Austin? Was Austin her
boyfriend? I shook away the thought. I couldn't put any more blame
on myself. I was already drowning. "Why would they believe someone
close to her?" Austin and I hadn't ended on good terms but that was
on him. Why was he trying to ruin my life? Why would he do
this?

"We'll get her. In the meantime, you need to
go talk to the police."

"I'm not talking to them."

"You have to."

I squeezed James' hand. "They already had a
chance to listen to us. They chose not to."

"Penny, they just arrested Melissa."

"What?" I immediately stood up. "For what?" I
imagined her yelling and screaming in the halls of the hospital
demanding answers. I had been held up in here for days. I should
have been out there keeping everyone updated.

"Conspiracy to commit murder."

"What are you talking about?"

"They're saying it was her. Because of the
speech she gave. Because of her relationship with Tyler."

Fuck. "Stay with him." I walked past
Mason.

"Hey," Mason said and caught my arm. "We both
know it was Isabella. I'm going to prove it." He handed me an
envelope that was already opened. It was a manila envelope. The
same kind Isabella had been sending me. It was addressed to me.

My hand shook as I pulled out the note
inside. It was written in the same font as all the rest.

 


"I was aiming for you."

 


I couldn't seem to stop shaking. "Where did
this come from?"

"Melissa went to pick up your mail. This was
in with everything else. That was the last evidence the police
needed. They think she put it in with the rest of your mail. I
opened it because James had told me about everything that was going
on. I thought you needed to see it."

"She's trying to kill me."

"And I'm not going to let that happen. Go
talk to the police. And then I'll work on getting Melissa out of
jail. Penny, you have my word. I'm going to take care of this." He
put his hand reassuringly on my shoulder.

"Don't leave him."

"I'm not going to leave his side until you're
back."

I glanced once more at James and then ran out
the door. Isabella had been trying to kill me. The guilt I had
already felt weighed even heavier. My best friend was not going to
go down for this. Tyler wasn't going to go down for this. Isabella
was going to pay. Even if I had to kill her myself.

I recognized the detective that had tried to
talk to me a few days ago in the hospital waiting room. And
standing right next to him was Officer Daugherty, the detective
that wouldn't take us seriously at the precinct. They were both
talking to James' father.

"Penny." James' dad put his hand on my
shoulder when I reached them. "Penny, we're taking care of this. Go
back to him."

No. Everyone was "taking care of
this." Yet, Isabella was still out there. And my best friend was in
jail.

"You said you had a few questions for me," I
said to the detective that had tried to question me before.

He glanced nervously at James' father and
then nodded his head. "Yes. We wanted to talk to you about your
friend, Melissa Monroe."

I dug my nails into the palm of my hand to
distract me from my anger. I was going to lose it. I tried to take
a deep breath, but it just made me even more upset. "You mean the
fact that you're here to apologize for arresting the wrong
person?"

"Besides for Tyler Stevens, she's our lead
suspect in the threats and shooting..."

"Suspect? Isabella is the lead suspect. Why
isn't anyone listening to me?"

"Is it true that Miss Monroe threatened to
kill James during her speech at your reception?"

"What? No."

"And I quote, 'I will literally kill you if
you hurt her. So stop doing it. I'm serious this time.' " The
detective stared at me.

"She was joking." I thought about what
Melissa had said during the rehearsal dinner. How I should be
enjoying it while I could because it could disappear in an instant.
I knew she didn't do it. But she had been saying weird stuff. What
if Tyler had been in on it? What if he had told Melissa? What if
she had known this was about to happen? No. They were just
twisting my thoughts.

"Given the circumstances, we have to take her
threat seriously."

"And what about Isabella? Why don't you take
my concerns seriously given the circumstances?"

"We talked to Isabella this morning," Officer
Daugherty said. "She's on vacation in Maine. She wasn't even in the
state this weekend."

"And the only person who verified that was
the person she's currently having sex with? Check your
sources."

"Mrs. Hunter..."

"Don't you dare. Don't you dare show me the
respect you should have when we came to you with this problem in
the first place. My husband is dying in the next room because of
you. And your incompetence."

"You gave us a dead end. We're trying to
determine who was actually behind the threats and the shooting, but
you keep putting up road blocks."

"Just because Isabella wasn't here doesn't
mean she didn't hire someone else to do it. Of course I don't think
she was actually behind the gun."

"We're still trying to get a hold of Tyler
Stevens. And we already have Melissa Monroe in custody. The
investigation is going well. Go be with your husband. We'll
continue our discussion with the victim's father."

Fuck you. "Officer Daugherty, Tyler
didn't do this. And neither did Melissa. If you don't investigate
Isabella further and it turns out to be her, which it definitely
is, I will...sue you."

Officer Daugherty laughed. He was staring at
me like I was insane.

No, I didn't know if I could sue the police.
I didn't know if that was even possible. But how dare he laugh at
me. At my grief. At my pain. I would end him and the stupid
detective next to him that was trying to hold back a laugh too. My
hand was already in a fist. I tightened it even more and was about
to pull my hand back when James' father grabbed my arm.

"Penny, go be with James. Let me take care of
this while you go take care of my boy. He needs you."

But I'm not strong enough. I tried to
take a deep breath. "She'll never stop." I handed Officer Daugherty
the manila envelope. I had never felt so defeated. She's never
going to stop.


Chapter 23

 Friday

"Wake up, James." Tears rolled down my cheeks.
"Please. Please, I need you." I gripped his hand a little tighter.
It killed me that his fingers didn't intertwine with mine. I
dropped his hand and put my face in mine. My hope was fading. I was
drowning. Darkness was encroaching and I had nothing left to fight
it off. Nothing.


Chapter 24

 Saturday

A knock on the door made me look up. Everyone had
just been coming and going. No one ever knocked.

Porter slowly put his head in. "Can I come
in?"

I nodded.

He closed the door behind him and walked over
to the opposite side of the bed that I was on. His eyes locked on
the monitor that was showing James' pulse.

There had been no change. The doctor said
that each day that passed, the likelihood of him waking up again
went down. It had been a week. I didn't know what that meant for
the likelihood now. A fifty percent chance was bad enough. And I
didn't have the courage to ask. I tightened my grip on James' hand.
Wake up. You have to wake up.

"Cole."

I looked up at Porter. "What?"

"My first name is Cole." He gave me a weak
smile.

"Cole Porter? Like the composer?"

"Yeah." He laughed and sat down across from
me. "And Briggs' first name is Paul. Like the Australian
boxer."

I laughed. It sounded weird. I realized I
hadn't laughed since my wedding night. I closed my eyes.

"We really just go by our last names because
we both have embarrassing full names."

I shook my head. I was pretty sure that
wasn't true. But I could tell he was trying to cheer me up. The
only problem was that it wasn't working. Nothing could cheer me up
except James opening his eyes. "Thanks for telling me."

"James and I met in A.A. He knows those
things about me. You should know them too." He gave me another
small smile.

"This isn't your fault, you know." Maybe he
had just come in to tell me his first name and to help me preoccupy
my mind with anything but worry. But it seemed like he needed to
hear that the blame wasn't on him. Because it wasn't. It was on me.
It was all my fault. I bit my lip so I wouldn't start crying in
front of him.

"It is, ma'am."

And just like that, he was back to being
formal. "It's not. And please call me Penny."

He nodded. "All right, Penny. I just needed
you to know that I was sorry. I thought...well, I didn't think.
That was the problem. We had the perimeter checks and guest
list..."

"You couldn't have known."

"It's my job to know."

I didn't know what to say to that. We all
felt guilty about what had happened. It helped me to know that I
wasn't the only one.

"He'll want me to hand in my letter of
resignation once he gets out of this. And he will get out of it.
But I'm not leaving until then. I won't let anyone into this room
that doesn't have permission. I won't let anything happen to you.
That was always Mr. Hunter's first priority. You should know
that."

I did know that. But hearing it made my chest
hurt. Because it felt like he was lying in that bed because of me.
"You don't have to resign. I want you to stay."

He looked at me curiously for a second. Maybe
he didn't believe I had the authority to make that decision. I
probably didn't.

He nodded. "Thank you, Penny. But we'll see
what he has to say when he wakes up." His optimism sounded
forced.

I couldn't be the only one that believed he'd
wake up. I needed someone that believed in him as much as I did.
"Can you find Rob and tell him I need to see him?"

Porter nodded and stood up. "Of course. I'll
go get him for you." He gave me one last smile and left me alone
with James. Maybe it was just me, but his hand felt a little
cooler. The beeping of his heart rate monitor sounded just a little
slower.

"James, you need to be strong. Please wake
up." I kissed the back of his hand. "Please, James. I need you to
be strong for us." I ran my palm against my stomach. I was about to
be strong. I was going to tell Rob about the baby. Maybe if I was
strong enough to do that, James would be strong enough to wake
up.

"Hey," Rob said as he came into the room. He
looked exhausted. "Penny, I have some bad news."

Nothing could possibly be worse than what had
already happened. "What is it?"

Rob pulled up a chair beside mine. "You got a
call from James' lawyer this morning."

I had given Rob my phone. I couldn't handle
the endless ringing. And I couldn't bear to talk to anyone. "What
did he say?"

"Apparently James has a DNR."

"What's that?"

"Do not resuscitate. If his heart stops, he
doesn't want them to restart it."

"No, he wouldn't have that. Maybe before he
met me, but not now."

"I'm sorry, but he does have one. It was
written before he met you, but he didn't change it. And he has
updated his will since he's been with you."

I shook my head. "He was depressed. He had to
have been depressed when he agreed to that. He wouldn't do that
now. He must have just forgotten when he updated his will. Besides,
they already restarted his heart when he got here. They already
broke the DNR."

"They didn't know. It's not in his medical
record. But the lawyer is forwarding them a copy of his DNR
now."

I shook my head. "Rob, you can't let them
send that to the hospital. If something happens, they'll just let
him die. You have to do something."

"There isn't anything I can do. It's what
James wanted."

"No. He wouldn't want that. He wouldn't leave
me without fighting. He promised me he wouldn't leave me."

"Penny," Rob said and put his hand on my
knee.

I immediately stood up. "Don't I have some
say in this? I'm his wife."

"I'm sorry."

"You can't let them send it."

"I've tried everything."

"I need him. I can't. Rob, there have been so
many times I thought I lost him. And I know I can't. I can't live
without him. We can't live without him."

"If this is what he wanted, we can be strong
for him."

"Stop giving up on him!"

"I'm not giving up on him!" He stood up too.
"You think I want this? You think I want to watch my brother die
without anyone doing anything? Penny, this is killing me too. Like
you just said...we can't live without him."

"No. You don't understand." It felt like I
couldn't breathe. I swallowed hard. No one understood.

"What don't I understand?" He put his hands
on my shoulders. "What aren't you telling me? What have you been
hiding from me ever since we got to this fucking hospital? Why
won't you let me in? Why won't you let me help you?!"

"I'm pregnant." My voice was an exasperated
sob.

"Shit." He immediately put his arms around
me.

I wasn't sure if he had meant to say it out
loud, but his words seemed to echo around the small room.
Shit.

"I'm going to be an uncle?"

I nodded into his chest.

"I'm going to be an uncle," he whispered
wistfully. He sighed and rubbed my back before releasing me from
his hug. "Okay. Fuck James' wishes. I'm going to go burn down his
lawyer's building."

"What?"

"Unless you have a better idea."

"Find out when he submitted the DNR to his
lawyer. And hire your own lawyer to figure out if I can veto it as
his new wife."

"I'll do that first. You're right, arson
should never be the first option."

I smiled and sat back down. It seemed like
years had passed since I had heard Rob make a joke.

"I'm going to be an uncle." His smile was
contagious. "Do you know if it's a boy or a girl yet?"

"No, I haven't had an ultrasound. I'm going
to do it when James wakes up."

"Okay." He nodded vigorously. "Good thinking.
I'm gonna go make a few calls. I'm gonna fix this."

"I haven't told anyone else yet. Can you
maybe just keep it between us right now?"

"Of course." He was already at the door. But
he quickly rushed back over and kissed my forehead. "No matter what
happens, you're not alone, Penny. You'll never have to raise it
alone."

I nodded. His words were comforting, but they
made me cringe at the same time. I couldn't raise this baby without
James. I couldn't. "Thank you." I nodded again.

I watched him run out the door and then I
grabbed James' hand again. Telling Rob made it seem more real. I
was pregnant. James and I were going to have a baby. "It's time to
wake up now. James, you need to wake up. We need you."


Chapter 25

 Tuesday

Mason and James' father had done what they promised.
They had gotten Melissa out of jail on bail. But she wasn't allowed
anywhere near the hospital. I didn't ask Mason how much bail was,
but I knew it had to be a lot. She was still their prime suspect.
At least she was out, though. Shaken up, but out.

Unfortunately, I wasn't allowed to be
relieved. They couldn't find any evidence that Isabella was behind
the shooting. And each day that passed, I had this eerie feeling
that someone was watching me.

But the worst part was that nothing seemed to
be able to wake James up. Nothing.

Rob couldn't bury the DNR. The hospital had
gotten it this morning. I had told James' doctor that I wanted her
to disregard it. She had explained to me that she always has to do
what's in her patient's best interest. But I didn't understand. How
could it be in his best interest to leave this world? When he was
finally happy? When we were finally allowed to be happy? And what
the doctor didn't realize was that if James died, I'd die too.

It hurt so much, I couldn't even think
straight. And the longer James lay there, the worse I felt. I
couldn't eat. I couldn't keep going without him. I just
couldn't.

I let the tears run down my cheeks.

I felt so ashamed. I should have been
stronger for the baby. But I couldn't be. Not without James. He was
the only reason I was still breathing. And when he stopped, I knew
my heart would too. I was nothing without him. I was weak. Because
there was no me without him. There couldn't be.


Chapter 26

 Wednesday

I woke up in the middle of the night freezing cold. I
was hunched over in the chair beside James' bed, curled up in a
ball. My eyes blinked in the darkness. The only light in the room
was the medical equipment and the moon shining in through the
windows.

I felt like I needed to throw up again. But I
didn't have anything left to throw up. I was going to be a bad
mother. Because I was selfish. Because I didn't know how to live
without James. And every day that passed it seemed more likely that
I'd need to.

The beeping was all I could hear in the room.
The constant beeping. The beeping that was slowly driving me
insane.

I wrapped my arms around myself and stood up.
Despite how cold I felt, that wasn't why I had woken up. I was
dreaming of our wedding night and what could have been. I let a
small smile unfold on my lips. I pictured his hands on me,
whispering that I was his wife. And he had let me slowly take off
his tie and tuxedo jacket. I had unbuttoned his shirt and found his
tattoo. His wedding present. The present I had completely forgotten
about.

I glanced at the door. No one was going to
come in right now. I needed to find it. I needed to see his gift to
me. I slowly climbed onto his bed and lay down beside him.

He didn't smell like James. He smelled like
the cheap shaving cream they had let me shave his face with and the
soap I sponged him with. I ran my fingers down the scruff that was
already forming on his face again. I wanted to kiss him, but there
was a tube down his throat. Instead I gently ran my index finger
across his bottom lip.

"Wake up, James. Please. You promised you
wouldn't leave me. You told me this love was forever and
always."

Nothing.

Every time he didn't respond, it killed me a
little more inside. I slowly pulled down the front of his hospital
gown, revealing tons of wires attached to his chest, monitoring his
heartbeat. The tattoo wasn't on his chest. I kept pulling.

First I saw the bandage on his ribcage. Where
they had fixed his punctured lung. I gently kissed the bandage.
Then I saw the larger bandage on his stomach, the evidence of his
ruptured spleen. I gently kissed the second bandage. But there was
no tattoo.

I had the strangest feeling that maybe this
wasn't James. Maybe this was some imposter, and James was somewhere
happy and healthy. Somewhere away from me. Somewhere where no one
would try to hurt him. But I knew that wasn't true. I knew every
contour of his six pack. I knew the line of his happy trail.

I tried to swallow down the lump in my throat
as I pulled the gown down his arms. There was the bandage on his
arm. Stitches. I should have been counting my blessings, not my
husband's fatal wounds. All three, so close to his heart that it
broke mine even more.

Again, there was no tattoo. Where was it? I
moved his arm slightly and looked along the inside of his bicep.
And that's when I saw it. On the side of chest, hidden by his arm.
Because it was personal. It was only for me to see. Because he was
mine and I was his.

"James." I ran my finger up and down the
pulse of the tattoo. "You promised me forever. Getting married was
supposed to be our new beginning. Not the end." I was choking on my
words. "It's too soon! You have to wake up. I need you. I need
you!"

I splayed my hand on his chest. "Wake up! You
have to wake up! I need you. Baby, please, I need you." I pressed
the side of my head against his chest. I needed to hear his
heartbeat. I needed to know he was going to be okay. "Please,
James. You promised. Please don't leave me like this. Please don't
leave us."

And that's when I saw it. His index finger
moved.


Chapter 27

 Wednesday

"It's not like you see in the movies," the doctor
said. "It takes a long time to come out of a coma. Give him time.
Keep talking to him. And you need to eat something."

It took me a second to realize she was
reprimanding me. "Yes, absolutely," I said.

"Penny, I meant now. You're not doing James
any favors by starving yourself and your baby."

I stared down at James' face. He was going to
wake up. He was fighting to come back to me.

"His mother and father have requested to come
see him. Maybe head down to the food court and get some
breakfast?"

I didn't want to be anywhere near James'
mother. I couldn't handle her negativity and her harsh glances. She
never said it, but I knew she blamed me. I had somehow broken her
perfect daughter-in-law. What she didn't seem to realize was that
this was who Isabella was all along. Manipulative, conniving,
toxic. I didn't do that. And if anything, James' mother fueled her
behavior.

I looked back up at the doctor. "But he's
going to be okay? He's going to wake up?"

"It's looking good." She gave me a reassuring
smile.

I nodded. "Okay. I'll be back in a few
minutes." I glanced once more at James before leaving the room.

Porter and Briggs were both outside James'
hospital room, with their arms folded across their chests, looking
very much the part of security guards.

"Is it true?" Briggs asked. "He's
moving?"

"He's been tapping his index finger and
thumb. The doctor said it was a good sign. He's going to wake up."
It was the first time I had said those words, and a smile spread
across my face. He's going to wake up!

Briggs closed his eyes and leaned his head
back against the wall. For some reason I wouldn't have guessed he
was a religious man. But he seemed to be thanking God right
now.

"I'm going to go get some breakfast. Do
either of you want anything?"

"I'll come with you," Porter said.

"No, that's okay. I'm just grabbing something
to eat."

"I'm coming with you." He nodded at Briggs
and started walking toward the elevator.

Briggs smiled at me and I quickly followed
Porter. I was happy to have them both around. I still felt on edge.
Every now and then, I'd get this eerie feeling that someone was
watching me. I glanced over my shoulder before stepping onto the
elevator.

Porter was silent as the elevator
descended.

"Thank you," I said. "For staying outside the
room. And making sure no one came in."

He nodded and looked down at the ground.

"He's going to be okay, Cole."

He looked up at me and smiled. "I still
prefer Porter."

"James is going to be so surprised that I was
able to trick you into telling me your first name."

"I was trying to cheer you up."

I shrugged my shoulders. "It still
counts."

He shook his head as the doors dinged
open.

"What would you like to eat?" I asked as I
stepped off the elevator.

"I've already had breakfast, Penny." He
leaned against a wall and folded his arms.

For some reason I had thought he'd be eating
with me, not just watching me. But he had called me Penny instead
of ma'am or Mrs. Hunter. That was a good start. "Are you sure?"

"Rob is over there," Porter said and nodded
toward a table in the center of the cafeteria.

I turned my head. I knew the doctor had told
everyone the good news already, but I hadn't seen Rob yet. I had
requested to be alone with James while she told everyone. I just
needed to be close to him. I always needed that.

Rob was sitting with Daphne. She had her hand
on the side of his face and they were smiling at one another.
Seeing Rob like this made me so happy. I liked Daphne. She seemed
so grounded and that was exactly what Rob needed. I had never seen
him look at anyone the way he was looking at her right now. He was
in love. I would never ask him if he was, because I wouldn't want
him to freak out about it. But that's what I was witnessing right
now. Love.

I didn't want to intrude on their moment. I
had already monopolized his time in the past week and a half,
begging him to stay with me and James. I hadn't even thought about
the fact that he was probably missing her. Actually, I hadn't
thought about anyone else at all. I touched my stomach. I needed to
eat. When James woke up, I wanted to tell him that we were having a
healthy baby. After breakfast I'd ask to have the ultrasound.

I turned toward the line of food.

"Penny!"

I turned around to see Rob running toward me.
When he reached me, he immediately wrapped his arms around me and
lifted me into the air. "He's going to be okay!" He laughed as he
spun me around in a circle. "Oh, shit." He immediately set me back
down on my feet. "You don't think that hurt the baby?"

Not more than me not eating for the past
week. "No. Of course not." But I really had no idea what I
could and couldn't do while I was pregnant. I knew literally
nothing about being a mother. And I suddenly felt completely
unprepared.

"Hey," Daphne said and gave me a hug. "Let me
get you something to eat. You must be starving."

I could have imagined it, but it seemed like
she had glanced down at my stomach. I stared at Rob as Daphne
walked away.

He looked guilty.

"Did you tell her?"

He shrugged. "I'm sorry. You can't tell me
something like that and expect me to keep it to myself. It's
exciting news. Everyone should know."

"And everyone can know as soon as James
does."

Rob nodded and gave me a big smile. "I'm
going to be an uncle."

I laughed. "Yes. So who else did you
tell?"

"Just Daphne, I swear. I have this thing
where I don't want to keep anything from her. Everything just kind
of spills out."

I smiled. "That's good." In a lot of ways Rob
was like James. I was glad to know that they didn't share the
keeping secrets from their loved ones trait. Nothing good ever came
from that.

"Yeah. But I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said
anything."

"No, it's okay. It's sweet that you wanted to
share the good news with her."

"And she won't tell anyone. She's always just
hanging out with me anyway."

"Rob, that's incredibly sweet."

He shrugged. "Why does everyone seemed
surprised when I do something sweet? I'm a sweet guy." He winked at
me.

"Because usually you're acting
inappropriate."

"Me?" He pretended to look shocked. "What are
you talking about, my new favorite MILF?"

"And there it is." I rolled my eyes at
him.

He laughed and pulled me in for another hug.
"He's really going to be okay?"

"The doctor said it was looking good. He's
waking up. It's going to take a few days, but, he's waking up." I
could feel myself getting teary eyed. He's coming back to
me.

Rob kissed my forehead and then released me
from his hug.

"I have a favor to ask. At first I thought I
should wait for James. But I haven't been eating and I'm worried
maybe...I don't know if...I just want to make sure the baby is
okay."

"I'm sure it's fine."

"Right. Yeah, never mind. I was just being
silly."

"No, what were you going to ask me?"

"Would you maybe come with me for the
ultrasound? I know it's a strange thing to ask, I'm just kind of
scared to do it by myself. And if something's wrong I'm going to
need..."

"Me?"

I smiled. "Yes."

"Just tell me when and I'll be there."

"Okay. I was going to talk to the doctor
after breakfast. If it's too weird, you don't have to come. I don't
want to make you..."

"I told you I'd always be there for you." He
lightly tapped the bottom of my chin. "I want to come see my
nephew."

"Why do you think it's a boy?"

"I just want it to be a boy."

"What would be so wrong with a little me
running around?"

"One of you is quite enough, thank you."

I scowled at him.

"See. You're so dramatic."

I lightly punched his arm.

"Here you go," Daphne said and handed me a
bagel. "I heard you're a big fan of bagels."

"I am. Seriously, this is perfect." I took a
huge bite.

"What were you two talking about?" Daphne
seemed a little nervous.

"It's okay," I said. "Rob told me that you
know about the baby."

"Oh, thank God. I'm so sorry, Penny. He was
acting all frantic a couple nights ago and he wouldn't get off the
phone and I made him tell me what was wrong. It wasn't his
fault."

I smiled. "It's okay. Really. I'm glad you
know too. Now I just need James to wake up before he's the last one
to know."

Daphne smiled. "I promise I won't tell
anyone. And I'm so excited for you. I can't wait to have kids." Her
eyes suddenly grew wide. "You know, like way in the future."

Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Rob was
smiling at her. I had been trying hard not to talk about labels and
love or anything like that around Rob. But maybe I was wrong about
him being scared to settle down. Maybe he just hadn't found the
right person yet. He was excited to be an uncle. Maybe he'd be just
as excited if he was finding out he was going to be a dad. The
thought made me smile. It would be nice if my friends had kids soon
so that our children would grow up together.

Rob slipped his arm behind Daphne's back.
"Way in the future? Who will my new nephew grow up playing with
then?"

Daphne immediately blushed.

"You don't know if it's a boy, Rob," I
said.

"It's definitely a boy."

I shook my head and took another bite of the
bagel. "This is so good." I hadn't realized how hungry I was.

Daphne laughed.

"Rob? Penny!"

I turned around to see Bee running toward us.
Her eyes were red and I could see the fresh tears on her
cheeks.

No. I knew what she was going to say.
I had this horrible feeling in my gut. I had left James for a few
minutes and now...and now...

"Something happened," Bee said. She looked
distraught. She could barely get the words out.

"What?" My voice came out as a croak.

"I don't know. God, I don't know. He stopped
breathing. Something about his lung. You have to come." She grabbed
my hand and pulled me toward the elevator.

James couldn't die without me by his side.
He'd think I had abandoned him. Why had I left him? It felt like
everything was in slow motion as the elevator rose.

When the doors opened, I saw them wheeling
James away. I started to run after him. But someone grabbed my
waist, preventing me from pushing through the doors.

"Penny. Penny, you have to stop!" Mason
said.

"No." I was sobbing now. "She said he was
going to be okay. No!" I struggled in Mason's arms until I fell to
my knees.

Mason knelt down beside me. "His lung
collapsed. They're going to fix it. Just like they did before."

I shook my head. "She said he was going to be
okay."

"He's going to be okay."

"I left him. I thought...I thought..."

He put his arms around me. "You didn't leave
him. Penny, he knows you didn't leave him."

"They're going to let him die. They're not
going to save him."

"His heart didn't stop. He was just having
some trouble breathing."

"What if it does? You can't let him die.
Don't let them do this." My tears streamed down my cheeks. "I
thought he was going to be okay."

"He is." He pulled my face to his chest and
didn't flinch as I soaked his shirt with tears. "He is," he said
soothingly.

"I need him."

He continued to rub my back. "Penny, the
waiting room is full of people who are here for you and him. Come
talk to everyone."

"I can't." I had been doing my best to avoid
the waiting room. Everyone's sad stares. Everyone giving up on him.
This morning I thought we could all be happy in the good news. But
now... I squeezed my eyes shut. No.

"These are the times when you're allowed to
lean on others. Penny, you're not alone. We're all here for you."
Mason wasn't philosophical. It sounded more like something James
might say.

I slowly looked up at him. "You sound like
James."

Mason smiled. "That's because James said that
to me once."

I wiped away the tears under my eyes.
"Why?"

"He was sitting in a room like the one all
your friends are in when my dad had a heart attack. We all thought
we were going to lose him. I'm used to being strong. And I felt so
weak."

"I feel weak."

He nodded. "So lean on us." He gave me a
small smile.

I looked down at my lap and realized that
Mason was wearing sweatpants. I had never seen him in anything less
fancy except when he went for runs with James. I looked back up at
his face. For the first time ever I saw the worry lines around his
eyes and the scruff on his face for forgetting to shave. He looked
exhausted, like he hadn't been sleeping either. I saw the pain that
reflected in my own eyes.

I wasn't the only one hurting. I wasn't alone
in my grief. Why was I acting like I was alone?

"I'm sorry, Mason." I put my hand on his
forearm. "Thank you."

"Come with me." He slowly stood up and put
his hand out for me. He pulled me to my feet.

As soon as we walked into the waiting room, I
was embraced in hugs. But nothing seemed to warm me. An icy feeling
had covered my entire body. I squeezed my eyes shut. He'll be
okay. He's fighting to come back to me. I tried to slowly
breathe in and out as everyone said encouraging things to me. But
it felt like I couldn't breathe. He won't leave you.

"Penny?" Daphne saying my name seemed to pull
me out of my trance. She put her hand on my shoulder. "Take a deep
breath, okay?"

I nodded. I tried to focus on my
breathing.

"Do you want me to go get you something else
to eat? Or maybe some water or something?"

I shook my head. She wasn't saying it was
going to be okay. She wasn't throwing out meaningless words to try
and make me feel better. And for the first time I realized why. She
knew what loss was. James had said she had lost her brother. She
knew this suffocating feeling. The first thing I wanted to say was,
"I'm okay," but I knew that was almost as bad as hearing it from
someone else. Instead, I said, "I feel like I can't...
breathe."

"Sit down," Daphne said and gestured to a
nearby seat. "Try to take another slow breath."

I nodded my head.

"Here, this might help distract you.
Something just came for you." She handed me a manila envelope.

"Where did you get that?" Mason said. I
hadn't realized he was standing next to us.

"The UPS guy dropped it off a few minutes
ago."

"Where did he go?"

"He left through the doors he came in
through." Daphne gestured to the door that led to the exit of the
hospital.

Mason sprinted toward the doors.

"What was that about?" Daphne asked.

But I barely heard her. I opened up the
letter and pulled out the note. It read:

 


"If I can't have him, no one can."

 


I put my hand over my mouth. Did she know his
lung collapsed, or was it just impeccable timing? It felt like she
knew. It felt like she was watching me. I looked over my shoulder.
How does she know everything?

"Penny?" Daphne put her hand on my shoulder.
"Penny, what's wrong?"

"Who's telling her?" I whispered.

"Who's telling who what?" Daphne said.
"Penny, breathe in for five seconds and then release."

"Who's telling her?!" I screamed.

"Hey," Daphne said and put her hand back on
my shoulder. "Please take a deep breath."

Mason came back into the waiting room and
shook his head.

"No." I pushed Daphne's hand away and stood
up. "One of you is telling her. One of you is telling her!" It felt
like I was breaking.

"Hey, Pen, calm down, okay?" my dad said and
lightly touched my arm.

I flinched and stepped back. The cops
suspected Tyler. They suspected Melissa. Mason knew about the
envelopes. Had James told him? Or was he a part of it? Daphne had
given me this one. Austin had given me one. Who else had? I tried
to remember. There had been one at the office. A switch seemed to
go off in my head. Zach. Zach had been the only one at the office
when I had gotten one of the manila envelopes there. And he had
continuously badgered me about James being abusive. He had been at
our wedding too. And James had a fucking list of people who were
potential threats. What if the cops were right? What if this wasn't
Isabella? What if it was someone else? And what if it was someone
in this room? "No."

"Pen."

I didn't trust anyone. I took another step
away from my father. "It's one of you."

"Sweetie," my mom said. "What are you talking
about?"

"Someone call Officer Daugherty right now. I
need to speak with him."

"Okay," my mom said and pulled out her phone.
She put her cell to her ear and started talking on it. But I didn't
hear what she was saying.

"Hey." Rob gently touched my back. He was the
only one I knew for sure wasn't doing this. He loved James. He
loved me.

"It's one of them. She knows. How else would
she know?" I handed him the note.

He quickly read it. "That doesn't mean she
knows what just happened. This could have just been because James
is here. There's no way she could know about his lung collapsing.
It just happened."

"Unless someone told her."

Rob frowned. He grabbed my arm and pulled me
out of the waiting room and into an empty hallway. "So you're
accusing one of our closest friends and family of conspiring with
Isabella?"

"I don't know. How can we know? She just
keeps sending me stuff. And James is in surgery again. And...I
don't know." I shook my head. It felt like I was losing my mind.
But what if I was right. What if someone was feeding her
information?

"No one out there would do that."

"How are you so sure? The cops aren't sure.
I'm not even sure anymore."

"Penny, you're just upset about what
happened. This," he raised the note in the air, "is still Isabella.
She's the one behind all of this."

"But what if it's not even her?"

"Penny, what are you talking about?"

"What if it's someone else? One of them knows
something. Rob, I can't explain. I just know. One of them is lying.
One of them is talking to her. They're telling her everything.
She's not doing this alone."

Rob ran his hand through his hair. "No one
else would write this note though."

"I know." I tried to take a deep breath like
Daphne had instructed. I nodded my head. "I'm sorry, I'm just
freaking out. I just..." I let my voice trail off.

"But I don't think you're wrong either."

Goosebumps ran up my arms at his words.

"I've been feeling like someone's watching
me. What if...fuck, what if you're right?" He turned his head
toward the waiting room.

"I've felt it too. I just have this eerie
feeling. She watched me before with this undetectable camera. Maybe
that's it again. Maybe it's not another person." I noticed Officer
Daugherty walk into the waiting room.

Rob sighed. "Let's go tell the cops to
question everyone. And to search for a camera. If you're right,
maybe that's what will finally lead us to her."

"But you've felt it too?"

He lowered his eyebrows as he nodded. He
didn't realize that all his small gestures killed me inside. The
similarities between him and James hit me the hardest.

"I need to tell you something," he said
slowly. "It's been bothering me. And now that you're questioning
things, I feel like I need to tell you."

I looked up at him. "Tell me what?"

"James asked me to take care of you if
something ever happened to him."

I didn't doubt that James would do that. But
I did have one question. "When did he ask you that?"

"He asked me twice actually. Once right
before you two moved to New York. I didn't know you that well, but
I was already grateful for what you had done for him. I don't think
you realize how happy you made him."

I tried to blink back my tears.

"And he asked me again the night before you
two got married."

That was sweet. But it made my stomach
unsettled. Why would James ask him again?

"I just need you to know that he didn't need
to ask me. I'd never let anything happen to you."

"Rob."

"But..." he let his voice trail off.

"What?"

"I'm wondering why he reminded me. I'm
wondering if he knew something was going to happen."

I shook my head. "I mean, he was worried
about what Isabella might do. But he didn't know. If he knew, he
wouldn't have let us get married. He wouldn't have put himself in
danger."

"Penny, the night before your wedding, he
also told me that he'd die for you."

"That's a figure of speech."

"But what if it wasn't? What if he just
wanted to marry you? As the last thing he could do? As the last
choice he could make?"

I shook my head. No.

"What if he was getting notes too? What if
she had threatened him? What if he knew?"

"He would have told me. Especially after I
told him." But would he have? He was always trying to protect me.
He was always keeping me in the dark. Oh my God. I thought
about the words James whispered against my lips on our wedding
night. I'll love you until the day I die. Did he know it
would be soon? Had he known all along?

"But what if he didn't? What if there's
evidence somewhere else? Somewhere in your house? Or in his
office?"

"What does it matter? That won't save
him."

"But it'll get him justice. We have to get
her put away. She can't get away with this. If he dies..."

I tried to swallow back my tears.

"Think, Penny. Is there anything else that he
said to you? Did it seem like he was holding something back?"

No. It felt like he had given me every piece
of him. And then I remembered. "She did send him pictures. Like she
sent me. Compromising photos. He made it seem like she gave them to
him in person. But maybe she sent other thing like she did with me.
Which means maybe she threatened him too."

"Okay. You go talk to the cops. I'm going to
go to your apartment and search for the pictures and anything else
that might help. Call me if you get an update on James."

"Wait." I grabbed his arm. "Can you stay for
a second? I'm having trouble catching my breath."

"I'll go get the doctor."

"No." I closed my eyes and leaned my back
against the wall. "Just tell me something good. Tell me something
that will calm me down."

"You're having a baby."

Possibly without a father. I opened my
eyes. "Something else. Tell me about you and Daphne. Distract
me."

He smiled. "What do you want to know?"

"How serious are you guys? Do you really like
her?"

"I more than like her. She gets me in a way
that no one ever has before. She laughs at my jokes. She...grounds
me. I feel more centered ever since I met her. And more useful,
more needed, like I finally have a purpose in life. Making her
smile makes me happier than I've ever been. And I get this weird
feeling in my chest when we're apart. I haven't even told her this
yet, but I know that I love her. Penny, I'm going to marry that
girl. Shit, why are you crying?"

"I don't know." I tried to wipe away my
tears. "I'm just really happy for you."

He laughed and pulled me in for a hug. "James
is going to be okay, you know. We're going to be going on double
dates in no time."

"Yeah." But my heart wasn't in my words.
James was in surgery. And if he didn't make it, I wasn't going to
make it either.

"I have to go, Penny."

"Can't it wait? He needs you here. I need you
here."

"If Isabella did threaten to kill him and she
didn't succeed, she's not going to give up. She's always been
determined to get her way. It can't wait. She'll come here. And
they'll let her, because the cops aren't even fucking looking at
her. They haven't even asked her to come back to the city for
questioning. And if someone out there is talking to Isabella..." he
let his voice trail off. "Don't tell anyone about this, okay?"

I nodded.

"No one."

"I won't."

He gave me one more swift hug. "Call me the
second you know anything." He handed me my phone that he had been
holding onto for me. "Don't look at me like that. You don't have to
answer any of the calls except the ones from me. Ignore the press.
Ignore it all, okay?"

I nodded. "Call me when you find the proof
that we need."

"I will." He patted my back and left me alone
in the hallway with my thoughts. I didn't want to believe that
James knew Isabella was going to try to hurt him. But it made
sense. Normally I would have been mad at him for something like
this. But not today. Today, all I could think about was how sweet
it was if it was true. How he wanted to marry me so badly he put
himself in danger. And how much guiltier it made me feel. Rob was
right. We needed to get to the bottom of this. We needed to make
sure that when James woke up, everything was taken care of. And he
could just focus on healing.

I looked back at the swinging doors. When.
Not if. My husband was going to come back to me. He had to.


Chapter 28

 Wednesday

"No one else would have sent me this message," I
said.

Officer Daugherty shook his head. "This could
be any bachelorette in this city. They're all jealous of you.
There's a lot of crazy people out there."

"You're kidding right?"

"No. This doesn't mean anything." He handed
the note back to me.

"What other evidence could you possibly
need?"

"Solid evidence."

I tried to stay calm. Rob was working on
getting that. Hopefully he'd find something. I had pulled Officer
Daugherty into the hallway that I had been talking to Rob in so
that no one would overhear us. But this wasn't going the way I
would have hoped. Maybe he'd listen to what I had to say next. "Rob
and I have both felt like someone's been watching us."

"We have a team outside the hospital. Melissa
isn't allowed within 50 feet of the building."

Still not working. "What I mean is
that someone in the waiting room is feeding Isabella information.
Or there's a camera or something."

"Mrs. Hunter, I don't know how many times I
have to tell you that Isabella isn't..."

"Okay. Fine. Then not Isabella. But someone
is telling whoever has been sending me these notes what's been
going on here." And it's Isabella!

He nodded. "Could be. I'll ask everyone a few
questions. See what I can turn up."

"Thank you."

Officer Daugherty glanced at his phone.
"Looks like there was no record of that shipment with UPS. It must
have just been someone that was dressed like a UPS guy."

"Aren't there cameras in this hospital? You
could probably get an angle of his face. Run it against your
system?"

"You've been watching too many crime shows.
How about you leave the detective work to us? And I recommend you
get some sleep."

Condescending asshole. "Thanks,
Officer Daugherty."

 


***

 


"I heard what you said to Mason. You're not
weak," James' father said as he sat down next to me.

I kept my eyes on Officer Daugherty. He was
having a conversation with Jen. It definitely wasn't Jen. Or anyone
else here. What had I been thinking? None of these people would
betray me. I sighed. "You don't know me very well." It was a cold
response. But I was trying to focus. I was trying to see if anyone
was texting or slipping away too often for the restroom.

"James came to our house once a month for the
past two years trying to convince us to meet you. I know more than
you think."

I turned toward him. "Really?"

"He didn't tell you?"

I was starting to think that James still
didn't tell me a lot of things. "Not exactly. He told me he was
trying, though."

"He was pretty relentless, in fact."

I smiled. "That sounds like James."

Jon shifted in his seat. "I owe you an
apology."

"You don't. It's between you and James." I
wasn't going to interfere anymore. I just wanted James to wake up.
I just wanted him to be happy.

"No." He shook his head. "Well, yes, but I'm
not talking about that right now." He awkwardly cleared his throat.
"When Susan and I were in the room with James, something came up. I
know it wasn't the time or place to confront her, but at the moment
it seemed necessary."

"You were arguing in his room?" I had left
James alone to hear his parents screaming at each other. To hear
the chaos that he grew up with and so badly wanted to escape.

"Yes, but..."

"Why would you do that? The doctor
specifically said to talk to him quietly. Not yell."

"I'm sorry."

"Why? Why couldn't you put your son first for
five seconds?"

"It's not what you think. I was
trying..."

"No, that's exactly the point, Jon. You
weren't trying."

He lowered both his eyebrows. I hated how
much it reminded me of James. I hated how that small action made me
want to forgive him, to comfort him. But Jon wasn't James. Rob
wasn't James. James was back in surgery. With a DNR and no more
chances. My husband was dying. And his own father's yelling caused
it. His parents screaming at each other. I refused to sit here and
listen to Jon's lame apology. Because I didn't have it in my heart
to forgive anyone.

"I don't think he stopped breathing because
we were arguing. What I was trying to apologize for was that we
moved our argument out of the room."

"He was alone when it happened?"

"I'm so sorry."

He was alone? Tears pricked at my
eyes. Mason was wrong. I couldn't lean on any of these people.
Because none of them seemed to have James' best interests in mind.
Any one of them could have been conspiring alongside Isabella. Any
one of them could be the enemy.

"Penny, if you would just let me explain,"
Jon said.

But I was already walking away. I needed to
be alone in my grief. I needed to be alone in my weakness.


Chapter 29

 Wednesday

"Penny?" my mom said and knocked on the stall door.
"Can you please open the door?"

There was no escaping in this hospital. And I
couldn't leave. I needed to be here. I needed to be close to him. I
clenched my eyes shut. I couldn't do this right now.

"You know," my mom said, "when you were
little and you got upset, you used to lock yourself in your room.
No matter what we said to try and console you, you refused to come
out. Until you got hungry."

I shook my head. I wasn't a kid anymore. And
I wasn't refusing to come out because I was upset. I was refusing
to come out because it felt like my life had stopped. It felt like
my legs wouldn't work. It felt like my world was black. I was
drowning in my grief. I was drowning in my weakness.

"Sweetie, I know you're in pain. Please come
out and talk to me."

"I can't talk about my fears because it makes
the possibility that much more real."

"Sweetie." My mom touched the stall door.

For some reason the door between us made it
easier. It reminded me of going to confession when I was little. I
was always so terrified of talking to the priest. Not because I was
upset about anything I had done. I was just terrified of him
judging me.

I looked down at the notebook on my lap. I
had been reading my vows to him again. And trying to make sense of
the scribbled, tear stained notes of how he made me feel. The day
before our wedding I thought I needed to capture those moments on
paper because he had broken up with me. I had actually written
quite a bit. But the notes didn't do him justice. And this was so
much worse than just us being broken up. Maybe I could have kept
going knowing he was out there, alive and happy. But not like this.
I couldn't keep going if he died. I couldn't do it. I stifled my
sob. "What if he dies, Mom?" It came out as a whisper. It really
did feel like I was in confession.

There was no response. My mom just
sighed.

"What if I lose him?"

"Then you have to choose to keep living."

Everyone had been telling me that he wouldn't
die. That everything would be okay. No one was able to confront the
possibility of James dying. "I can't keep living without him."

"You can. And you will."

No. "You don't understand."

"Of course I understand. I love you with all
my heart. And I love your father the same. The possibility of
losing one of you is terrifying."

"He's my whole world. He's everything."

"Penny, you have family and friends that love
you dearly. I understand how it feels like he's everything. But
that's the whole reason you keep living. You keep going in order to
keep the memory of him alive. And your family and friends help to
make that happen."

I touched my stomach. To keep the memory
of him alive. If James didn't come out of this, I had to keep
living. So the memory of him wouldn't die. I couldn't let the
memory of him die. So why did I feel like curling up in a ball and
dying beside him? Why was I so weak when I was begging him to be
strong and fight his way back to me? I took another deep breath. I
needed to shake this feeling. I needed to be stronger than this. I
wasn't sure I could keep going without him beside me. But I needed
to try. I needed to stop giving up. I needed to stop being so
pathetic. "I think I'm hungry now."

My mom laughed. "Then come out and let's go
down and get some dinner."

I stuffed my notebook back into my purse.
Maybe I wasn't strong enough to keep living without him. But maybe
I could write more down. More memories, more feelings, more words
to eternalize how wonderful he is. So that no one could ever
forget. So that the memory of him would stay alive, even if I
couldn't. I took a deep breath and walked out of the bathroom
stall.

My mom had tears in her eyes. And somehow I
felt closer to her than I had in years. We had grown apart when I
went to college and when I moved away to the city. But I was still
her child. I was still allowed to need my mom. And I really needed
her right now.

"Mom, I'm pregnant."

"What?" She put her hand over her chest.
"Does James know?"

I shook my head. "I found out here. I had
been feeling nauseous and emotional and...well, I guess that was
why."

She embraced me in a huge hug. "Sweetie, this
is the kind of news that allows you to keep fighting."

But it had made me feel weak. Be
strong.

"Now we definitely need to get you something
to eat."

 


***

 


I sat in the waiting room with my eyes
closed. All I could hear was the clock.

Tick tock.

Tick tock.

Tick tock.

"Penny." Bee nudged my arm.

I opened my eyes and saw the doctor walking
toward us. She looked exhausted. Her face was completely
unreadable. Time seemed to slow down as I stood up.

"As you know, James' lung collapsed," she
said. "We thought that we had fixed the puncture before, but it
wasn't strong enough. We've repaired it again and removed the air
from his chest cavity. There was no tension in his chest, which was
a good sign. But his heart stopped during surgery."

It felt like my heart stopped while I was
listening. I felt Bee grab my hand. I felt someone else touch my
shoulder. Without their support I would have been falling. But it
didn't stop the despair inside of me. No. This can't be
happening.

"You are all aware that James has a DNR. In
all cases we have to respect the patient's desires."

No. God, please no.

"But, it's also a judgment call on our part.
The DNR was written a few years ago. And..." she glanced at me,
"there were other factors to consider. With that said, we did not
follow James' desires. We restarted his heart. And he woke up." The
doctor smiled.

I put my hand on my chest. It felt like I
could breathe again. He's awake. Even before she said it, I
could feel him. Despite everyone around me, I fell. I fell to my
knees and cried away my fears. I cried away the feeling of
despair.

Everyone around me started cheering and
laughing. And I just continued to cry. "Can I see him?" I croaked.
"I need to see him."

The doctor crouched down beside me. "He's
asleep right now. He needs his rest. But you can go be with
him."

"Thank you." I tried to wipe my tears away,
but I couldn't seem to stop crying. All my worries from the past
few days seemed to seep out of me. And I was filled with this
underlying hope.

She nodded. "It's in his best interest to
meet his baby."

"Thank you," I said again. I threw my arms
around her. "Thank you so much."

"You can thank me by not letting him sue the
hospital."

"He wouldn't. I know this is what he
wanted."

"I'll need you to get him to sign a few
papers when he wakes up saying that's true. But how about right now
you go see him?"

I nodded and slowly stood up. I didn't feel
weak anymore. I felt strong again. Like I could face anything. And
the realization hit me hard. I was strong because of him. James
gave me strength. He really was my everything.

I followed the doctor to the door.

"Don't wake him up, Penny. It's very
important that he gets rest."

"I won't." I went into the room.

There was no longer a tube down his throat
and the color was back in face. He looked like James again. He
looked like my husband.

I didn't say a word. Right now he needed rest
and silence. Thank you. Thank you for coming back to me. I
let my tears fall again. I thought marrying him was the happiest
moment of my life. But it wasn't. This was.


PART 3


Chapter 30

 Thursday

"Penny," James whispered.

I was dreaming again. James and I were
sleeping in our bed. I didn't want to wake up. I didn't want the
memory to fade. The sun was streaming through the windows. He
tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear and kissed my forehead.
I was surrounded by warmth. The sun on my face and his body
intertwined with mine. But nothing came close to the warmth in my
heart. The simplest of moments were my favorites. The lazy
mornings. Making pancakes for him on the weekends while he
pretended to help. I closed my eyes even tighter. I didn't want the
memories to fade. I couldn't let the memories fade.

"My beautiful wife," James said and touched
the side of my face.

And the realization hit me hard. It wasn't a
dream. He had never gotten to wake up in the morning and say those
words to me. Until now. My eyes flew open. He was staring at me.
James was awake. "James." I didn't try to hide the worry in my
voice or the tears in my eyes. And especially not the joy in my
heart.

"You haven't been eating," he said slowly.
His voice was hoarse. He barely sounded like himself.

"Neither have you."

He laughed and then immediately groaned.
"Stubborn as always, I see."

"You're awake." I had almost forgotten the
curves of his lips. And the dimples in his cheeks. And that
intoxicating way that he looked at me.

"What, you thought I'd leave you?" He smiled
again, but it didn't hide the grimace. He was in pain.

"Let me go get the nurse, okay?"

"No." He grabbed my hand.

It felt like a lifetime since he had grabbed
my hand. I relished the warmth of his skin and the strength behind
his fingers.

"Don't cry. It hurts me to see you cry."

I quickly wiped my tears away. Be
strong. "I thought I lost you." I thought you had left
me.

He shook his head. "Come here." He patted the
bed beside me.

I didn't hesitate. I was tired of dreaming of
his arms around me. I thought I'd never get another one of these
moments.

He cringed as I climbed onto the bed.

"James, let me get the nurse."

"No. I just need you." He moved his arm so
that I could rest my head on his shoulder.

I slowly lay down, trying not to hit any of
the wires that were attached to him.

He groaned softly. I wasn't sure why he
wouldn't let me get the nurse. But I wanted this moment too. I just
hoped I wasn't hurting him too badly.

"Does it hurt?" I asked.

"I'm okay."

It didn't really answer my question, but I
knew what he meant. Everything was going to be okay now. We were
both alive. That's all that mattered.

"Am I thirty yet?"

Is he? I tried to count the days in my
head. I had lost track of time. I had lost track of everything.

"Did you forget my birthday?" He ran his
fingers through my hair.

"No. No, it's on Sunday. Today's only
Thursday." I closed my eyes and listened to his heart beating. I
had a million questions for him. I wanted to know why he still had
a DNR. I wanted to know if he had known Isabella was planning on
hurting him. But right now, I just wanted to hear his heart
beating.

"I guess I woke up just in time to get those
meggings?" He laughed and then coughed. "Ow."

"James, I'm going to go get the nurse.
They'll give you something for the pain."

"I don't want anything for the pain." His
words hung in the air.

"I don't want you to hurt. James, I don't
want..."

"I made you a promise in my vows. That you
could always rely on me. I won't ever jeopardize that. You're all I
need right now. I mean that."

I lifted my head up and ran my palm against
the scruff on his chin. "I don't like seeing you in pain."

"Now you know why I hate to see you cry." He
gave me a small smile.

I nodded. No more tears. If he was being
strong, I could be strong too.

"That wasn't how I pictured our wedding night
ending," he said.

"No. I pictured it very differently."

He smiled. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry that I
ruined..."

"You didn't ruin anything. I'm just so glad
you're awake." I'm so glad you came back to me.

We stared at each other in silence for a
moment. I hadn't felt this content since our wedding. And I knew
that James couldn't just walk out of the hospital right now. He'd
have to recover. He needed to heal. A part of me wanted to tell him
about the baby. But I wasn't sure how he'd react. Right now he
needed to stay calm. So I let the perfect silence settle around us.
I stared into his dark brown eyes and let everything slowly shift
back to us. Back to that night when he was almost taken from me.
Back to what I should have been feeling at that moment. I had this
sense of peace. And I knew he had woken up because of me. And he
knew I would have died without him. We didn't have to say anything
at all. This moment was all that we needed.

"You should eat something," James finally
said, breaking the silence.

I smiled. "I don't know how you're worried
about me when you're the one with three bullet holes."

"I can barely feel it." He pressed his lips
together. "But I could use some water."

"I'll go get you some."

"No, don't...please don't leave."

We locked eyes for another moment. I had no
idea what it was like to be in a coma. Had he felt alone? Had he
known I was by his side the whole time?

"I think there's a button somewhere." He
nodded with his head toward the nightstand.

I reached over and pressed it. "I was with
you the whole time, James. Except when they forced me to go shower
and eat." I gave him a small smile.

"I know. I must be in major need of a
shower."

"No, actually. They let me sponge bathe
you."

"That's slightly demeaning." He raised his
left eyebrow at me.

"The nurse offered to do it. But you're my
husband. I don't want anyone else to see you naked."

"Your husband." He smiled. "Well, you did
marry an older man. You better get used to it."

I laughed. "Not that much older than me."

He kissed my forehead. I took a moment to
breathe in his scent. It was still diluted by hospital soap, but
now that he was awake, it was almost like I could smell him
again.

"I could feel it," he whispered. "I don't
really know how to explain it. I just...I knew you were there. And
I could feel that you needed me."

"You know that I always need you, James."

He kissed my forehead again. "I'm sorry,
baby. I'm so, so sorry."

Why did he keep trying to apologize? I
thought about what Rob had said. That maybe James knew Isabella was
going to try to hurt him. But before I could ask him, the nurse
walked into the room.

She immediately frowned at me.

I sat up and stepped down off the bed.

"How are you feeling, hon?" the nurse
said.

"Thirsty. And tired."

"You need to let him get his rest," she said
and looked at me.

James laughed and then coughed again.

She handed him a glass of water.

James took a long sip. "When can I get out of
here?" He tried to sit up and clenched his teeth together.

"Not anytime soon." The nurse grabbed the
glass from his hand. "Not if you don't get your rest."

"I'm fine, really." He grimaced again as he
readjusted himself on the bed.

"On a scale of one to ten, how is the
pain?"

James shrugged. "Ten as the worst?"

"Mhm."

"Maybe a three then."

She looked at him like she didn't believe him
at all. "Go back to sleep, hon. Maybe you'll start making sense
once you get some proper rest. The doctor will come in shortly,
she's just finishing up a surgery."

James nodded. It looked like he was already
about to fall back to sleep.

"And you stay off his bed, missy," she said
to me before she left the room.

"Really, how much does it hurt?" I asked and
slipped my hand back into his.

"It's not so bad." He yawned and grimaced
again.

"James."

"It hurts like hell."

I pressed my lips together. "Go back to
sleep, James," I said and kissed his cheek.

"Come back up. I want to hold you."

I wanted to follow the nurses instructions,
so I sat back down in my seat. I wanted him to get better. "I'm not
going anywhere. I'll be right here when you wake up."

"Promise you'll stay?" he asked as his
eyelids grew heavy.

"Of course." I squeezed his hand.

"I love you, Penny." It was almost a
mumble.

"I love you." I watched him slowly fall
asleep. For the first time in a long time, I realized how tired I
was too. I laid my head down next to his hand. I felt at peace. I
felt safe. I felt whole again.

 


***

 


Something buzzing woke me up. When I realized
it was my phone, I quickly grabbed it and slid my finger across the
screen so that it wouldn't wake James. But it wasn't a phone call,
it was just a text. I clicked on the message that Rob had just
sent.

"Penny, I've got it. You have to come see
this."

I looked down at James. He had asked me to
stay. But settling this mess would give him such a sense of peace.
I didn't want him to have to worry about anything while he was
recovering.

Another text came through. "It's enough to
put her away for a long time even if they can't link anything else
to her. It's over."

I let a breath escape that I hadn't realized
I had been holding. It's over. I leaned down and kissed
James' forehead. "I'll be right back," I whispered.

He moaned in his sleep.

No one would ever hurt him again. Ever. I
left the room as quietly as possible.

"How is he doing?" Porter asked once I was in
the hall.

"Good. He's sleeping. I'm going to run by our
apartment real quick. I'll be back in half an hour."

"I'll come with you," he said.

"You don't have to. I'm meeting Rob there. He
thinks he found evidence to convince the cops that Isabella was
behind all of this."

Porter was already talking into his watch. He
touched his earpiece. "Briggs will be here in a minute and we can
head over."

"I think it's better if you both stay here."
I felt guilty for leaving James alone when I had told him I'd stay.
I wanted to make sure he was okay while I was gone.

"You're always our first priority, Mrs.
Hunter. Mr. Hunter has made that very clear."

Briggs ran up to us. "How is he?"

"He's sleeping. But he's good." Porter
clapped him on the back.

Briggs nodded. He looked relieved. "Have you
asked him about us?" he asked.

"He's not going to fire either of you." Not
after he knew how protective they had been since our wedding night.
Not after he found out how much they cared.

"I'm taking her to the apartment," Porter
said. "No bathroom breaks."

"I'm feeling much better today," Briggs
said.

Porter nodded. "You ready?" He started
walking before I had even answered.

"What was that about bathroom breaks?" I
asked as I caught up to him.

"Briggs' stomach got really upset yesterday
and he kept leaving his post. I have it under control."

"You guys are allowed to take breaks."

"Not at the same time, though. Would you like
me to call Ian or would you like to drive with me?"

"I'll drive with you." Every time I went home
to shower he'd ask me the same thing. And I always said I'd drive
with him. He had even started letting me sit in the front seat with
him. Besides, I knew Ian and Jen were spending time together before
she had to fly back to California. I didn't want to interrupt
that.

Porter opened up the passenger door for me
and I climbed into his SUV. It was strange driving through the city
today. The last few days had been hell. Everything looked bleak
around me. But today I noticed how green the grass was in Central
Park. And how happy the joggers looked. Soon that would be James
again. He'd be better in no time, I knew it.

"Are you married, Cole?"

Porter barely winced when I called him by his
first name. And he didn't reprimand me anymore either. There was no
way I was going to let James fire either one of these guys. They
had only just started to warm up to me.

"No, I'm not married."

"Are you dating anyone?"

He glanced at me for a second as he hit his
turn signal. "You're asking a lot of questions today."

"I just feel like when James is all better
you're going to get all serious again. It's my last chance to get
to know you." I saw a small smile on his lips.

"I have a girlfriend. We've been together for
almost five years now."

"What's her name?"

"Last name or first name?" He smiled
again.

"First name, of course."

"Julie."

"I'm sorry we've been keeping you away from
her. Everything's going to go back to normal soon."

"Briggs and I both wanted to be there. You
never even asked us to stay. As far as I was concerned, we were
volunteering."

"We're going to pay you for your time."

"That's not necessary. It's my fault that he
was in there in the first place."

"That's not true." I looked out the window.
"It was mine."

"I don't think so, Penny."

I liked that he was continuing to call me by
my first name. "We agree to disagree then."

He gave me a small smile. "I guess so." He
pulled up in front of our apartment building. "Do you want to just
call him and tell him to come down? When James wakes up he'll be
wondering where you went."

"Good idea." I wanted to get back to James as
soon as possible. I clicked on Rob's name in my phone. It went
straight to voicemail. "His phone must have died. I'll just go up
real quick. I'll be back in a minute."

"Let me come up with you." He unbuckled his
seatbelt.

"No, it's fine. His phone dies all the time.
He never charges it. Sometimes I'm surprised he even has a cell
phone at all. Besides, I wanted to go up anyway to grab a few
things for James in case he's allowed to change out of his hospital
gown."

"Okay." He nodded at me as I climbed out of
the car.

For the first time in ages I was actually
happy to enter our apartment building. Cliff, the man at the front
desk, didn't stare at me like I was a charity case this time.
Someone must have reported that James had woken up. It was probably
all over the news.

"Good afternoon, Penny," Cliff said with a
smile. "I have some mail for you."

"Good afternoon, Cliff." I grabbed the mail
from his hand. No manila envelopes. No more Isabella. Soon this
would all be behind us.

"And just to let you know, Rob and your
cleaning lady are both in your apartment. They were both on the
list that Mr. Hunter wrote up so I let them in."

"Yes, that's fine. And her name is Ellen." I
hated when people addressed her in any way as our help. She wasn't
that to me. Ellen was family. She had stopped by the hospital every
day. I had told her she didn't need to work at all, but she
insisted that it kept her mind off worrying. And that she wanted
the apartment to be perfect for when James came home. She was one
of the sweetest people I had ever met.

"Right, yes I have her name listed here.
Ellen. I'll make a note to call her that. Actually," he said and
cleared his throat. "I was wondering...do you know if she's
single?"

My first reaction was to laugh. Cliff was
even younger than me. And Ellen had to be at least 60. But of
course, there was no way he was asking for himself. He was probably
asking for his father or some older relative. "She's single."

"Oh wow. Okay great." He looked slightly
embarrassed. "I'm happy to hear that James woke up."

I smiled. I couldn't even express to him how
ecstatic I was. "Thanks, Cliff." I walked toward the elevator with
the mail. I thought about Bee and Mason, Rob and Daphne, and Jen
and Ian. And possibly even Melissa and Matt. Love was in the air.
Ellen loved James like a son, but she didn't have any children of
her own. She had never married. Maybe there could be some love in
the air for her too.

The last week and a half I had felt so
depressed walking into our apartment. It felt empty and lifeless
without James. It wasn't a home without him. Really, the hospital
felt more like home than this did. Wherever James was, that was
where home was.

I stepped off the elevator and grabbed my
keys. I walked into the apartment and tossed the mail and my purse
on the kitchen counter. "Rob?"

There was no answer.

"Ellen?" I couldn't wait to tell her that
Cliff had asked if she was single. Her first reaction would
probably be to giggle too.

But again, there was no answer.

They must have both been upstairs. "Rob?" I
called again as I walked out of the kitchen. I turned the corner
toward the staircase and saw him. He was lying at the bottom of the
stairs. There was a pool of blood under his head and his leg was
twisted at an awkward angle. "Rob!" I ran toward him and crouched
down. "Oh my God, Rob." I was afraid to touch his body. I didn't
want to injure him any more than he already was. There was so much
blood underneath his head. And it was smeared around beneath his
hands like he had tried to get up and failed. No.

"Wake up. Rob, you have to wake up. Ellen!" I
screamed up the steps. "Ellen, help!" I gently put my fingers to
Rob's neck, trying to find a pulse. My eyes were blinded by tears.
"No, Rob, wake up."

"Don't move."

Her voice made my whole body turn cold.
Isabella.

"Stand up, Penny."

I let my fingers fall from Rob's neck. I
hadn't had time to find a pulse. Or maybe I just didn't want to
believe what I had really felt. Nothing. There was no pulse. And I
suddenly felt so weak. I didn't want to stand. I wanted to throw
myself on Rob to protect him. A million thoughts flashed through my
mind, but what stuck with me were some of the last words Rob said
to me. "I'm going to marry that girl." He had finally found
himself. He was finally happy. He couldn't die now. He just
couldn't.

"Put your hands in the air and turn
around."

"Where's Ellen?" I thought about Ellen lying
somewhere else in the house. Unconscious. Or worse. All I could do
was stare at the pool of blood expanding around Rob's head. This
can't be happening. Rob can't be dead. Tears streamed down my
cheeks. He can't be.

"I said put your hands in the air and turn
around."

For a second I thought about running. It
wasn't just my safety I had to think about anymore. But I couldn't
escape this. There was only one door out of the apartment. And she
was in my way. And I couldn't leave Rob. I stared down at his body.
Please be okay. I slowly stood up, lifted my hands in the
air, and turned to face her.

A cruel smile crossed her lips. She looked as
perfect as ever, even though she was wearing something I never
thought I'd see her in, a pair of faded jeans, a tattered t-shirt,
and yellow latex gloves. She was dressed like a cleaning lady. Yet
not a single strand of her hair was out of place and her makeup
looked like a professional had done it for her. I always felt
insignificant around her. I thought that feeling might fade after
James and I got married. But it hadn't. Or maybe it was just the
fact that she was pointing a gun toward me.

"I never much liked him," she said and nodded
toward Rob's body. "It's a pity though, I didn't expect anyone else
to be here."

"Is he dead?" I needed to know if Rob was
okay. I needed to know if he was breathing.

"How should I know? He certainly doesn't look
good. Luckily I always come prepared. Although, I certainly didn't
expect to see you. Shouldn't you be with your new husband?
Especially after you left him alone the last time?"

How does she know about that?

"One thing I do love about you is how utterly
transparent you are," she said. "You think I don't have
connections? You think I had no idea what was happening to my own
husband in the hospital? Think again."

Her own husband? She had lost her
mind. She was completely insane. "Who's feeding you
information?"

"The question was, who isn't, dear. God, this
was all too easy."

I swallowed hard.

"So, let's see. Hmmm. How should I have this
play out? I originally just came here to plant evidence to frame
you. But this is so much better. I'm thinking a lover's quarrel.
Maybe the two of you were sleeping together behind James' back?
Maybe the baby is actually Rob's?"

"How do you know that I'm pregnant?"

"Weren't you listening? I know every move you
make."

"Who were you working with?"

"The press will report anything I tell them,"
she said, ignoring my question. "But I do love a scandal. Poor
James. His new bride and his letch of a brother screwing around
behind his back. And the worst part is James will believe it.
Because I'll be by his side helping him recover. And I'll be
reminding him every day how awful you were. How you only wanted to
be with him for his money. And how his brother lived off his
wealth. How Rob always resented his big brother's success."

"That's not true. You were the only one that
was ever after his money."

She made the same noise with her throat that
James' mother always did. "I have my own inheritance. I don't need
the Hunters' fortune. And you won't be there to trick him anymore,
putting false ideas in his head about me. Besides, James certainly
doesn't believe that you could possibly love him if he doesn't even
love you."

"He does love me."

"No. That was the problem the whole time.
He's addicted to you."

"He's not addicted to me."

"Yes he is! And now that I know the only way
he's capable of a connection, I can easily win him back. I'll make
him crave me in a way he couldn't possibly crave you."

"He's not addicted to me," I said more
forcefully. I was sick of hearing that. James was not addicted to
me.

"You're so naive. I almost feel sorry for
you, if it wasn't for the fact that you fucked my husband while I
was still married to him." She lifted her gun a little higher.

"And you're delusional."

"Is that what you think? That my trying to
win my husband back is delusional? I'm fighting for him. I'm
fighting for us."

"There's nothing left to fight for!"

She shook her head. "It was always me and
James. Always. Ever since we were children our futures were set in
stone. We have the greatest kind of love story. Yes, we've had our
issues. And that was on him, not me. He projected his problems on
me. He wouldn't touch me. He made me feel awful about myself. So
yes, I found solace in other men. But he pushed me there. Because
he couldn't face the fact that he was sick. And now he's gotten
help. Now he's better. And now he can truly love me in a way I
never thought possible. The way that you did. So it's only fair
that he comes back to me. It's only fair."

"Life isn't fair, Isabella." I wanted to
lunge for the gun. My mind was racing. What was the best way to
reach for it?

"You think I don't know that? If life was
fair I wouldn't be standing right here with you. I wouldn't be
arguing with an immature girl about my husband!" Her hand was
shaking.

For the first time I thought she might
actually not shoot me. Maybe she was realizing how crazy this whole
thing was.

"Isabella, we don't have to be arguing about
this." I took a step forward.

"Don't move." She grabbed the gun with her
other hand to steady it.

My phone started vibrating in my purse.
Isabella glanced over toward the kitchen counter.

"Who's calling you?" she asked.

"I don't know."

She pulled my phone out of my purse and
looked at the screen. "Is Porter still at the hospital?"

"No. He was waiting in the car
downstairs."

"Shit." She tossed my phone down on the
counter. "Enough chatting. Stand next to Rob." She raised her gun
again.

"Isabella, you don't have to do this."

"Of course I do. I've already tried to kill
James. And I failed both times. Now I'm going to kill you
instead."

"Both times?" She tried twice?

"Kneel down next to Rob," she said, ignoring
me.

"Isabella."

"Now!"

I heard the click of her gun being cocked.
Fuck. "Okay." For some reason my fear hadn't switched on
until that moment. I was worried about Rob. But now, now I realized
what was going to happen. She was going to kill me. She was going
to get her way. I was going to die. My baby was going to die. I
tried to blink back my tears. I tried to think of anything I could
do to prevent this from happening. But there was no hope. I glanced
down at Rob's lifeless body. This was it. James and I were never
supposed to happen. I was his student and he was my professor.
Everything had always been against us. We weren't allowed to be
happy. Life was a cruel joke.

I looked back up. I noticed the front door
slowly opening. Porter! Oh, thank God. "You don't
have to do this," I said. I needed to distract her. I couldn't let
her hear him coming in. "We can just tell the cops it was an
accident. You won't have to go to jail."

"Nothing I do will send me to prison. People
like me don't end up in jail."

Criminals? I thought about James' rap
sheet. He never ended up serving time. Maybe she was right. People
like her didn't end up in prison. I needed to think of something to
stall her. "Who's been telling you everything?"

"It's not just one person, Penny."

"Who then?"

"This is really what you want to know on your
deathbed? As your whole meaningless life flashes before your eyes?
I pity you."

"At least tell me how you got up here."
Please let this be working. Isabella seemed happy about the
way she had tricked everyone. She seemed to like to brag about her
connections and tricks.

"You really are quite dense. Why do you think
I'm dressed like this?" She gestured to the yellow gloves. "It's
crazy what a little flirting at the front desk will get you. Men
have always been easy for me to manipulate."

"Of course they have."

She laughed. "Flattery isn't going to save
you, Penny."

I glanced at Porter who was slowly turning
the corner into the kitchen. I didn't even realize my mistake until
it was too late.

Isabella smiled and shook her head. She
quickly turned around.

"Porter!" I yelled.

Three shots rang out and Porter fell to his
knees. Three holes appeared on the front of his shirt.

"Porter!" I choked. I didn't want to be weak
in front of Isabella. But I had just gotten to know Cole. He was
sweet and kind. He had a girlfriend that he was missing. He stood
by James' hospital door every day to make sure he was safe. I owed
everything to him. He put himself at risk every day for me and
James. And now... I watched Porter's lifeless body fall forwards
and hit the ground with a sickening thud. Now, he was dead because
of me. I let my tears fall down my cheeks. I let the guilt swallow
me whole. Because nothing mattered now. Porter was my only chance
at surviving this. Isabella was going to kill me next.

"Kneel on the fucking ground, Penny." She
grabbed Porter's gun and slid it into her pants pocket.

I knelt down in the ever expanding pool of
blood by Rob's head.

"Porter's body complicates things slightly."
Isabella sighed. "We'll need a new scenario now." She tapped her
gloved finger to her lips. "Okay, here's what happened. You and Rob
were fighting upstairs. You didn't want him to tell James the
truth. So you shot him at the top of the steps." A shot rang out as
she shot Rob in the shoulder.

"No!" God, Rob.

Isabella laughed. "Don't worry. Odds are he's
already dead." She cleared her throat. "And after you shot him, the
force of it made him fall down the stairs. Dead. Porter rushed in
because he heard the gunshot. So you decided to shoot him too.
Because you're the fucking worst! God, you really are a bitch. And
then you realized you made a terrible mistake. You realized that
you just murdered two people in your crazy rampage. There's no
coming back from that. Such an awful feeling. It just ate you up
inside. Your only redemption was to kill yourself after it's all
said and done."

She smiled her cruel smile. "And the best
part? Everyone will think you were the one that tried to kill James
on your wedding night. Maybe Rob persuaded you to run away with
him. And then after your plans went south, you changed your mind.
This bloodbath was the only way out in your delusional mind."

"I'm not the delusional one."

"In the eyes of the whole world, you're about
to be." She lifted her gun.

"Okay. Okay, Isabella, you win."

"Of course I win. I wouldn't have played this
game if it was possible to lose. Everything is always stacked in my
favor. I'm Isabella fucking Hunter."

"I'll divorce him. You don't have to kill
me."

"Maybe that would work if you didn't get
knocked up like the slut that you are. But James has a soft spot
for children."

She really didn't know him at all. "He
doesn't. He doesn't even wants kids. And he doesn't know I'm
pregnant. He doesn't need to know. I'll disappear. You'll never see
me again." I was lying through my teeth. If she let me go, the
first thing I would do would be to find a police officer at another
precinct. One that she wasn't in bed with.

Isabella eyed me coolly. "He really told you
that he doesn't want kids? That's rather ironic since it was the
only reason he married me."

My heart seemed to skip a beat. "What?"

She laughed. "He never tells you anything,
does he?"

Don't listen to her. My last thoughts
would not be about James lying to me.

"I told him I was pregnant. He always
believed everything I told him. That's probably why he has such a
hard time trusting you."

"Were you actually pregnant?"

"Of course not. I would never risk my figure
for children. That's what surrogates are for." She waved her hand
dismissively. "And when I told him I lost the baby, it brought us
closer together. That was the happiest time in our marriage."

"When he was depressed about losing a
child?"

"No. When he leaned on me. When he needed
me." She took a step forward. "And it all made sense when I found
out you were pregnant. He was marrying you out of obligation
instead of love. It gave me the hope I needed."

"He doesn't know that I'm pregnant."

"You're a terrible liar."

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Porter
stir. He's alive. Oh my God, he's alive! "I'm not lying.
James doesn't know. And he never has to."

"Exactly." She took a step forward.

"You don't have to do this."

"It's already done." She smiled. "Your fate
was set as soon as you slept with my husband. As soon as you
decided that you were more important than the rules. As soon as you
gave into temptation."

As she inched closer, I knew it was now or
never. This was my one shot at escape. I had to grab her gun. But I
didn't have to do anything.

Porter had stood up. He quietly stepped
forward and grabbed Isabella's gun from behind.

"Get off me!" She yelled and pulled the
trigger.

I closed my eyes as a shot rang out. But I
didn't feel anything. My eyes flew open.

Isabella was squirming in Porter's arms. And
I did the first thing I could think of. I grabbed a pan off the
kitchen counter and whacked it hard against the back of her head.
Isabella went limp in his arms.

"Jesus Christ." Porter shoved her off of him
and she fell to the floor. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine." The pan fell to the floor with a
clang. "But Rob..."

"Call 911." Porter was already crouching down
next to Rob's body.

I fumbled with my phone, spilling out all the
information to the operator on the other side.

Porter lifted one of Rob's eyelids.

"Is he okay?"

Porter didn't respond.

Rob couldn't die. Not like this. I didn't
know anyone as full as life as him. I didn't know anyone as kind
and selfless as him.

Sirens wailed in the distance.


Chapter 31
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I stared down at the blood. But it wasn't the puddle
of it that wrenched my heart. It was Rob's bloody handprints on the
wooden floor. Where he had struggled to get up. Where he had been
knocked back down. That's what the detective said. Rob had gotten
hit on the head at the top of the stairs and fallen. He had tried
to get up at the bottom but Isabella had hit him in the head again.
I couldn't seem to stop staring at Rob's bloody handprints.

A flash made me blink my eyes. The crime
scene investigators were taking photos of the blood.

"Penny." Porter lightly touched my shoulder.
"Let me take you back to the hospital."

"This was my fault." I put my hand over my
mouth.

"This was not your fault."

"It was my fault!" I shrugged away from his
hand. "There were a million signs. There was no reason for Rob to
ask me to come here. He would have just brought the evidence to the
hospital. And the texts didn't sound like him. He didn't even use
any funny jokes. And even the guy at the front desk asked if Ellen
was single. I thought he was asking for his dad or something. I
never thought..." I was choking on my tears. "It is my fault. What
happened to Rob..."

"You're acting like he's dead. He's not. He's
just unconscious. He may already be awake."

"I just...he's one of my best friends." I
hadn't realized it before that second. But it was the truth. There
was no one else I could ever confess my worries to as much as I
could Rob. Sometimes it was even easier to talk to him than it was
to talk to James, because he understood my fears about James being
an addict. He understood me. And he always had my back. He was
always there for me.

"And he's going to be okay." Porter touched
my shoulder again. "He's going to wake up. Just like James
did."

He didn't know that. "If you hadn't been
wearing a bulletproof vest, you'd be dead. I never could have
forgiven myself."

"You can't live your life in what-ifs. I'm
not dead. I'm fine. And Rob's going to be fine too. None of this
was your fault."

"I should have seen it."

"You can't blame yourself for not thinking
like a criminal."

I shook my head.

"Look, it's not your fault because it's mine.
And Briggs. Aren't you wondering why I came up?"

"No. I just assumed you were worried when I
didn't answer my phone."

"Yeah. Partially. But I was calling to tell
you something. When you didn't answer, I did assume the worst.
Because while I was waiting in the car for you, I got a call from
Briggs. Apparently after some digging from the investigators that
James and Mason hired, the hospital announced that there was a
malfunction with the ventilator that was helping James breathe. It
randomly stopped working. That's why his lung collapsed. Briggs
made them pull the video footage of when it happened. I was on
break at the time. And Briggs had gone to the bathroom because his
stomach was upset. He thought James' parents were going to stay
with him. He never would have left his post if he knew James was
going to be alone.

I already knew where this was going. Isabella
had said she tried to kill James twice.

"There's footage of Isabella slipping into
James' room right before the malfunction," Porter said. "And she
left the room right after the ventilator apparently stopped. There
are no cameras in the actual hospital rooms, just in the hallways.
Her timing was so impeccable that we're almost positive that
Isabella somehow slipped something into Briggs' coffee so that he'd
need to use the restroom. Especially since he feels so much better
today. He'd still be sick if it was the bug that's been going
around.

"This," he said and gestured to the blood on
the floor, "is enough to put her away for a long time. There still
isn't proof that she was behind the shooting. Her being in James'
room when the ventilator malfunctioned is suspicious, but not
damning. But she's still going to prison for what she did today.
She's still going to pay."

"She told me she had tried to kill him twice.
She said she had failed both times she tried. That must have been
the second time. Isn't that proof enough?"

"It's her word against yours. I believe your
word will hold better in court due to what happened today, but it's
still not guaranteed."

"She tried to kill my husband."

"And there is no hard evidence to support
that."

I thought about what she said. That people
like her didn't end up in jail. "They'll send her to a hoity-toity
prison. She'll get off soon for good behavior. She'll come after us
again. Rob thought that there might be evidence here. What if he
found it? Or what if it's still here?"

"Then we'll talk to Rob when he wakes up.
Right now, I'm taking you back to the hospital."

"Just give me five minutes. I think I
might..."

"I'm sorry. I have strict instructions to
bring you back immediately. James has been calling me nonstop for
the past half an hour. We're leaving now."

"Excuse me," the detective working with
Officer Daugherty said. "I found this at the top of the stairs.
Does this mean anything to you? Possibly about why the assailant
may have attacked the victim?"

I took the crumpled slip of paper from his
hand and quickly read the brief note:

 


"If you marry her, I will end you. There is
no coming back from this."

 


"He knew," I said in a whisper. James fucking
knew. Rob was right. James knew and he let it happen.

"Penny, as far as we knew it could have been
about ending his reputation," Porter said.

"You knew about this?" I held up the
note.

"We were briefed on it, yes." Porter quickly
explained its significance to the detective.

The detective agreed to run it for prints.
But I wasn't listening to their exchange.

Of course Porter knew. Of course Briggs knew.
Because why would James tell me? He never told me anything.

I had been avoiding going back to the
hospital. But it wasn't because I was shocked by what had just
happened. Or that I was horrified that my new apartment was now a
crime scene. I was still standing here because I was furious. The
whole time James was unconscious, I blamed myself. I thought that
it was somehow my fault.

But Porter was right, this wasn't my fault.
It was James'. He had hidden something from me again and I was so
angry I could almost feel the anger pumping through my veins. Rob
came here because he could feel it to. The secrets. Rob was hurt
and unconscious because James hid something important from both of
us. And I knew there was no solid evidence of that, or whatever
people kept telling me. But I had a piece of paper from Isabella
saying she'd try to kill him if he married me. That was the
interpretation. And I knew James. I knew that he thought that's
what it meant too, but he decided to keep it from me. And at this
moment, I hated him for that. I hated him for what had happened. I
hated that he always tried to protect me when I didn't need
protecting. All I needed was the truth.

And I wasn't just mad about that either. I
was mad at him for having a DNR. I was mad at him for thinking he
could control everything in both our lives and that he'd just be
willing to leave it without asking me. He had changed his will
after he met me. He had left me all his money. But that was the
whole problem. He had decided to leave it to me because he decided
that if he got hurt he'd leave me without trying to fight. He
willingly decided to give up on the life we created together
without even asking me what I thought.

And the worst part was that he'd lied again.
Because that's all he seemed capable of. It hurt me to the core
that he was still keeping things from me. Yes, maybe he didn't want
children because he thought he'd be a bad dad. His father had been
awful to him growing up. His role model was crap. I understood
that. I understood that he was worried his addiction problem might
put his children in jeopardy. I understood it all because that was
the crap that he fed me. But it seemed to me that he didn't want a
child because he thought he lost one. That he was still silently
grieving a baby that never existed. And I hated him for not sharing
that with me. I hated him for not sharing his pain with me. I loved
James more than I thought I could ever love another human being.
But I fucking hated him too.

"You're right. Let's go back to the
hospital." I needed to have a word with my husband.


Chapter 32
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When I arrived back at the hospital, James was
arguing with the nurse. He was trying to stand up and the nurse
kept telling him to stay in bed. He looked pale from the effort. I
wanted to be able to comfort him. I wanted to be able to tell him
that everything was going to be okay, but I didn't know that it
was. I didn't know that it could be.

He glanced at the door and spotted me.
"Penny! Are you okay? I've been trying to reach you."

I swallowed hard and walked into the
room.

"You need to sit down, Mr. Hunter," the nurse
said. "This is your last warning or I'm going to have to sedate
you."

James stopped trying to get past her and sat
down on the edge of the bed. He was breathing heavily when I
reached him.

"Are you hurt?" He winced as he reached up to
touch the side of my face.

"I'm fine."

"Is Rob okay?" he asked. "Is he going to be
okay?"

I could hear the pain in his voice. But all I
could think about was the fact that he shouldn't just be upset. He
should feel guilty.

"I don't know. He's unconscious. His leg is
broken and he has a bullet in his right shoulder. There was so much
blood." I pressed my lips together. I wasn't going to cry right
now.

The pain wasn't just in James' voice. It was
all over his face. He did feel guilty. He knew this was his fault.
But he wasn't saying anything. He wasn't telling me the truth. And
he certainly wasn't letting me in. I wanted to hug him and slap him
at the same time.

"Do you know why Rob was there in the first
place?" I didn't give him a chance to answer. "Because he thought
his big brother was dying. And he wanted justice for you. He was
searching for evidence that Isabella was behind the shooting.
Because of something that you said to him. About how you wanted him
to watch out for me if something happened to you. And that you were
willing to die for me."

"Penny..."

"Because you knew what Isabella was planning
to do! You knew." My voice cracked on the last word. "You knew,
James."

He didn't say anything.

"Rob got hurt trying to find evidence to put
Isabella behind bars. He got hurt trying to protect you. Because
you thought lying to us protected us. It didn't, James. It only
ever hurts me. It hurts me."

"Penny..."

"No. James, I spent every day by your bed
torturing myself. Blaming myself. Agonizing over my mistakes. It
almost killed me. Every time you tell me something new, I feel like
it's the last secret you have. That you finally trust me
completely. But that's not the case. It's never the case. Now's the
time for you to throw out insults and push me away. Go ahead. Tell
me to leave. Kick me out of your life. Tear me down like you love
to do. Because pain is easier for you than love."

"Penny." He coughed. "Damn it." His knuckles
were turning white, holding himself up on the bed.

I should have gone to him. I should have
comforted him. But I couldn't. "We're broken, James. You broke
us."

He didn't look sad anymore. He looked angry.
"What was I supposed to do, Penny? I wasn't going to let Isabella
dictate how I lived my life. I wasn't going to let anyone do that
ever again. I'm so sick of people telling us we can't be together.
Choosing to be with you is the only good decision I've ever made in
my whole fucking life. No one is ever going to tell me that we
can't be together. Fuck that."

"Then why would you risk your life knowing
you had a DNR? You basically signed your death certificate. You
never really wanted this. That hurts even more than the secrets and
lies. The fact that you'd leave me without fighting. The fact that
you'd throw this all away. How could you?"

"I don't have a DNR."

"Stop lying to me. I thought we were finally
on the same page. I thought we were finally okay. I'm going to go
see how Rob is."

"Don't walk out like this. You told me you'd
stay with me. You shouldn't have been in our apartment anyway. Why
did you go when you said you wouldn't?"

"Because I was trying to take care of
you!"

"And that's no different than anything I
did."

"I didn't purposely put myself in danger,
James."

"Well you were in danger anyway. Penny." He
reached one of his hands out to me. "Please."

"And you should have told me about why you
really married Isabella."

"I did tell you."

I shook my head. "I know about the baby."

He sighed. "You don't understand. Give me a
chance to explain."

"I've given you a million chances." I
couldn't look at him anymore. I couldn't see him in pain and feel
so much anger toward him. It was too hard. I couldn't do this.

He called after me as I closed the door.
Nothing he could say could make me understand.

 


***

 


"Are you going to come in or just stare at
me?"

I hadn't realized that Rob had seen me. I was
lost in thought. I smiled and walked into his room. The doctor told
me that he had woken up as soon as he got to the hospital. They had
put a cast on his leg and taken the bullet out of his arm. He had a
concussion and a lot of blood loss. But he was going to be okay.
And he already looked more animated than James. "How are you
feeling?"

"Like shit." He laughed. "I can't believe I
got beat up by a girl."

"I heard she took you by surprise and whacked
you in the back of the head."

"Still. It's embarrassing."

"Does it help to know that I knocked her out
with a frying pan?"

He smiled. "A little, yeah." He stared down
at the cast on his leg. "The doctor said I would have bled out if
someone didn't find me."

I wasn't a hero in this scenario. I had been
so blind to not see what had been unfolding. "Rob." I sat down next
to his bed and grabbed his hand. "I thought...I thought you were
dead. I've never..."

"Being beat up by a girl is embarrassing
enough. Being murdered by one? Now that's an awful way to go."

I laughed. "I'm being serious."

"I hate serious."

I shook my head. "Still. I was so upset that
I'd never get to tell you that you're one of my best friends."

"One of your best friends? I'm honored. Does
that mean I get to sleep with you like Tyler did?"

"Ugh." I removed my hand from his and gently
slapped his forearm. "Seriously, I didn't have siblings growing up
and I just feel like you're the brother I never had."

"Stop getting sentimental on me, sugar
tits."

"You're the worst," I said with a laugh.

"Is that the kind of thing you say about one
of your best friends?"

I sighed and leaned back in the chair.
"Where's Daphne?"

"Getting me pizza."

"Are you allowed to be eating pizza?"

Rob shrugged. "Ow, fuck." He looked down at
his shoulder. "When have I ever not done something I wasn't
supposed to?"

"Fair point."

"So..." he let his voice trail off as he
looked at me.

"So, what?"

"Did you tell James that he's going to be a
dad?"

"We didn't get around to that yet."

"What? How could you have not told him that
immediately when he woke up?"

"He was supposed to be resting. And I didn't
want to upset him. And now...now I'm too mad at him. He knew, Rob.
He knew Isabella was going to try to hurt him."

"I knew that he knew. That was the whole
reason why I was looking for the evidence."

"You could have been killed."

"But I wasn't." He flashed me a smile. "So
what's the problem?"

"I'm so mad at him."

"Then why are you in here talking to me
instead of fighting with him?"

"I don't want to fight with him. He's
supposed to be resting."

"And when has James ever not done something
he's not supposed to?"

I put my chin in my hand. God, they were so
similar. "I want to tell him on his birthday. All the presents I
got him suck."

"You've never been good at getting him gifts.
I'm telling you, for the hundredth time, all he wants is head."

I rolled my eyes.

Rob smiled. "But telling him you're pregnant
might beat it."

"Yeah?"

"I'd do both just to be safe."

"You're the worst."

Rob laughed. "I love you too."
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"I'm sorry," James said as soon as I walked back into
his room. He was lying in his bed again. He looked completely out
of energy.

"Me too." He didn't invite me, but I climbed
up onto his bed anyway and rested my head on his shoulder.

He immediately put his arm around me, placing
his hand firmly on my hip. I hadn't realized how much I had missed
this. I needed his touch. Somehow it was the only thing that
sustained me.

"I'm so sorry," I said. "With everything
that's happened...I was just so overwhelmed. But all that really
matters is that everyone's okay."

"What about us? Are we okay?"

"Just because I'm mad at you doesn't mean I
don't love you. I'll always love you."

He stayed silent. I listened to the sound of
his heart beating. It seemed to be the only thing that could calm
me down recently. My emotions were everywhere. The doctor had said
that was normal. Apparently my hormones were crazy right now. She
had even said the word crazy, which made me feel even crazier.

"I should have told you about the baby,"
James said. "I don't like to think about that time in my life. It's
hard for me. And when Isabella lost the baby, that was hard too.
Especially because I never really believed her. I thought she had
been lying about being pregnant. And when she lost the baby I felt
so guilty for never accepting it in the first place. For being mad
at it. That baby was just another reason why I had to marry her. I
still feel awful about what happened. I still feel guilty for never
wanting it in the first place."

"James, she was never pregnant."

"She was. And I'm sorry I didn't tell
you..."

"No, she lied. She told me that she faked it.
All of it."

He exhaled slowly. "God, I'm such an
idiot."

I lifted my head so I could face him. "She's
very convincing. I understand why you believed her."

"I should have known. I had already suspected
it. But then I was so blinded by my guilt. Fuck, she must have seen
that too." He looked up at the ceiling.

"You would have been a good father."

He laughed, exasperated. "No. That's the
whole thing, Penny. I didn't even want it. I think I proved that
I'd be a terrible father. Everything else I told you is true too,
though. How I'm worried about being like my dad. How I'm worried I
won't be present because of my own issues. I'd make a shitty
father."

"That's not true."

"I like it just being the two of us. Father's
have to be selfless. And I'm too selfish. I want you all to
myself." He kissed the top of my head.

I blinked away my tears. "James, you are
selfless. Everything you do is to protect me. That's kind of the
whole reason we were fighting in the first place."

"I'm not selfless. Being an addict has put my
family through so much pain. A selfless person wouldn't have done
that. I wouldn't have been so consumed with my own pain that I
stopped caring about everyone else."

"Everyone makes mistakes."

"You don't. You're perfect."

I laughed. "I'm not perfect."

"No." He tucked a loose strand of hair behind
my ear. "If you were perfect, you'd be kissing me right now.
Because we haven't kissed since our wedding day."

I put my hand on the side of his face.
"James, I'm sorry about earlier. I'm just so happy that you're
awake. I'm so happy that..."

He grabbed the back of my head and lowered my
face toward his until our lips met. It was everything I had been
missing. He had looked completely spent, but his kiss made it seem
like he wasn't. I let myself melt into him. I tried to completely
forget the horrific events of the day. But there was still one
thing bothering me.

I pressed my forehead against his and
breathed him in. "James, why did you have a DNR? It hurt me so much
to find that out. I just don't understand why you'd have that."

"I don't know why you keep saying that." He
ran his finger across my lower lip. "I don't have one."

I lifted my face away from his. "You do. Your
lawyer had the forms."

He lowered his eyebrows. "I had one. Years
ago. Before I met you. Because I wasn't happy in my life. Because I
didn't have anything I cared about. But I got rid of it when I
moved to Newark and filed for divorce. I was trying to start over.
I'd never have one now. You know that."

"I don't know what to tell you. You do have
one. The hospital is worried that you're going to sue them for
restarting your heart. I had to beg the doctor. And if she didn't
know..." I cleared my throat. I'd tell him on his birthday. Not
right now. "If she hadn't made that decision, you would have
died."

"Well, the lawyer was wrong."

"Rob basically harassed him trying to get him
to change it. He was rather insistent that he couldn't." Isabella's
words came back to me. When I had asked her who was working with
her. "Does Isabella have the same lawyer as you?"

"No. I got a new lawyer during our
divorce."

"I bet she somehow convinced your lawyer to
change it."

"He'd get disbarred. There's no reason why
he'd agree to that."

"Yes there is. Money."

James nodded.

"We need to talk to the police."

"Isabella is in jail. Right now we're safe.
And I'm exhausted. We can talk to them in the morning. Please."

"Of course." I rested my head back down on
his shoulder.

"Don't leave this time." He yawned.

"I won't. I promise."
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"Hey, lovebirds," Mason said.

Bee laughed.

I slowly opened my eyes. James was smiling.
He looked so handsome. He looked just like himself again.
Everything was going back to normal. Everything was good again.

"Hey, guys," I said and sat up. "It must be a
good sign if they're letting non-family visit."

"I think so," Mason said. "Although we would
have snuck in either way. Doctors are the worst." He looked so much
better than he had the other day.

I knew it was his investigators that had
helped find out that Isabella had snuck into James' hospital room.
It was because of him that Porter had come up to my apartment. It
was because of him Rob and I weren't dead. But before I could say
anything, James cut in.

"Congratulations, you two," James said and
tried to sit up. He grimaced a little less than he had yesterday.
"I'm so sorry I missed it. Tell me everything."

"What?" Bee said.

Mason was rapidly shaking his head.

"Still a little out of it?" Bee asked and sat
down on the edge of the bed.

"Yeah, I guess."

"We were so worried about you. You really
didn't miss much. We've just been waiting for you to wake up." She
smiled at him.

"Yeah, man," Mason said. "We only left the
hospital to eat and sleep. He put his hand on Bee's shoulder. When
Bee turned back toward us, Mason shook his head again and
repeatedly mouthed what I thought was, "Shut the fuck up."

James yawned. "It's so good to see you guys.
Thanks for sticking around. Sorry I made you wait so long."

"Nowhere we'd rather be," Mason said with a
smile. Whatever he had been secretly trying to tell James, he
seemed content that James had gotten the hint. "You gave us all a
scare."

"Getting shot will do that, I guess."

"It's seriously too soon to joke about it,"
Bee said. "Can we get you anything?"

"No. You guys should go home. Spend some time
just the two of you."

"What the fuck?" Mason mouthed silently at
him.

"Are you sure?" Bee said. "We thought maybe
we could all have breakfast together.

"We have to talk to the police anyway," James
said. "There's still a few more things we need to sort out."

"I think we're being dismissed," Bee said
with a laugh.

"Yeah," Mason said and gave James a death
stare. "Let's go home. I really am exhausted." He wrapped his arm
around Bee's waist. "And I could use some alone time." His hand
slipped to her ass.

"Oh my God." She shoved his hand away. "We'll
be back later. Stay out of trouble, you two."

"Maybe we should be saying that to you," I
said with a laugh.

Bee laughed and Mason pulled her to the
door.

"I'll be back in one second." I slipped off
the bed and ran after Mason.

"Mason!" I said. He turned around and gave me
a small smile. Almost as if he had put on a show for James. So that
James wouldn't really know how much Mason cared. I'd never
understand men.

"Thank you, Mason. For everything." I gave
him a big hug.

He patted my back. "What exactly are you
thanking me for?"

"Porter came up to the apartment because of
what your investigators found out. If it wasn't for you..."

"You mean, if I hadn't interfered James would
be single right now? I finally could have had him all to
myself!"

"Mason!" Bee said and lightly shoved his
shoulder.

"I'm just kidding, Penny."

"And thank you for being here. For both of
us."

"I meant what I said. There was nowhere else
I'd rather be." He squeezed me and then released me from his
hug.

"And thanks, Bee." I gave her a hug too.

"These past few weeks have been such a
rollercoaster ride," she said and hugged me back. "I hope that you
know you can count on me now."

"I know. And I already knew it." I stepped
back. "I love you guys."

Bee smiled. "We love you too."

Mason nodded. "Go back to your husband. I'm
feeling weirdly emotional and if you ever saw me cry I'd never live
it down."

"Maybe if Rob saw you cry. I wouldn't judge
you."

"Not a risk I'm willing to take." He winked
at me.

I laughed. "I'll see you guys later." I
watched them walk away toward the waiting room. James and I were so
lucky to have them in our lives. I slowly walked back into James'
room and sat down on the bed beside him. "So, what was that
about?"

"What was what about?"

"You congratulated them. And then Mason kept
shaking his head."

"Yeah, I don't know. I guess I must have had
a weird dream or something."

"I know that you're lying. And now that we're
married you said you could break bro-code." I lay down next to
him.

"I probably should have never agreed to
that."

I laughed. "Come on, tell me. I'm not going
to stop nagging you until you do."

He smiled. "I thought they'd be engaged."

"What?"

"They were supposed to meet us in Venice last
Saturday. Bee's always wanted to go to Italy too. I'm guessing they
didn't go?"

"They've been here this whole time, waiting
for you to wake up."

"Shit. He's been planning it for over a year.
Or at least, he's been worrying about it for over a year."

"You know, he said there was nowhere he'd
rather be than here."

James laughed. "Yeah that was nice, but he
didn't mean it. I fucked everything up."

"James, he did mean it. You should have seen
how upset he was when you were in your coma. I've never seen him
like that."

James' lips parted like he was about to say
something, but then he closed them again.

"Besides, I'm sure he has a backup proposal
plan," I said.

"I don't think he thought he'd need one. And
he's been so nervous about it."

"Why would he be nervous? Bee is definitely
going to say yes."

"That doesn't make it any less scary. I was
terrified when I proposed to you. I thought you'd say yes, but it
had only been two months. And even if we had been dating for a few
years, I still would have been nervous."

"I would have said yes no matter when you'd
asked." I looked up into his dark brown eyes. "And I don't think
you need to worry about ruining anything for Mason and Bee. This
city is where they met. It means so much to both of them. He really
should be proposing here. I mean, isn't it nice that we can go
visit Main Street whenever we want to reminisce? You even bought
the coffee shop so that it would never change."

He smiled. "That's true."

"Actually, I have a bet for you."

"And what is that?"

"I bet you that he ends up proposing at the
top of the Empire State Building. Whenever Bee and I pass it, she
still gets stars in her eyes. She told me that everything changed
for them when he took her there on the Valentine's Day after they
met. Actually, she said she had been worried he was going to
propose and that it was too early. But I bet she wouldn't be
worried this time."

James laughed.

"I feel like I should text Mason and tell him
that."

"That would be cheating on our bet. Besides,
I've been interfering in their relationship since the very start.
Let him do this his way."

"He probably will propose there without me
saying anything at all. It just makes sense. Besides, if I've
learned anything the past couple weeks, it's how sweet and caring
Mason is. Behind that rough exterior. I still remember when I first
met him. When we ran into him in that hotel. His gaze chilled me to
the bone. I'm pretty sure Bee saved his soul."

"Saved his soul?" James looked like he wanted
to laugh.

"Yes. Like I saved yours."

"Is that so?" He raised his left eyebrow.

"Don't look at me like that, James."

"Like what?"

"You know like what. You're in a hospital
bed."

"I'm pretty sure last time we were in a
hospital bed together and the roles were reversed, I told you that
I loved you for this first time. And then I made love to you." He
lightly touched my cheek. "I like that I can still make you
blush."

"I'm not blushing." I tried to hide my
smile.

"You are." His fingers slid to my neck.

"James, you're supposed to be resting."

"I'm tired of resting." His hand slid down my
neck.

"The doctor hasn't cleared you for that
yet."

"Have you asked?"

"Of course I haven't asked."

"You're blushing again." He gave me one of
those smiles that instantly made me wet.

Damn it. "Don't be ridiculous."

"You're allowed to ask when you're allowed to
make love to your husband."

"Yeah, when we leave the hospital. You only
just woke up. And you can't even stand up without grimacing in
pain."

"I'm pretty sure that will make me feel
better."

I laughed and stood up as a someone knocked
on the door of James' room. My smile faded when someone I didn't
know walked in.

"Excuse me Mr. and Mrs. Hunter. I'm Detective
Lee. I've been assigned to your case after the arrest of Isabella
Hunter. I have a few questions for you."

"Of course," James said. He didn't look like
he was in nearly as much pain as he pushed himself up into a
sitting position.

"After yesterday's incident and a statement
from Cliff Stern, we know that Isabella impersonated your maid,
Ellen Price, in order to gain access to your apartment. Rob Hunter
arrived at the scene after Isabella was already inside. He was hit
in the back of the head with her gun and proceeded to fall down the
staircase where he struggled to get up and was then shot in the
shoulder and hit again in the back of the head until he lost
consciousness."

"He was shot after he was already
unconscious."

"You were present for the shooting?"

"Yes. I already told Officer Daugherty all of
this. Isabella was trying to stage a scenario that made it look
like I was the one that was behind James' shooting."

Detective Lee scanned his notes. "Officer
Daugherty must have left that out of the notes. Or maybe I'm
missing a page. I'll give him a call this afternoon. Isabella is
currently being questioned by him at the precinct. For now, could
you just run through said scenario again for me real quick?"

Shit. I had already told Officer
Daugherty all of this. He had talked about how the scenario didn't
make any sense because they would have found out that I wasn't
pregnant during my autopsy. So I had to tell him that I was
pregnant. I didn't want James to find out like this. "Could we
maybe talk in private?"

"Of course," Detective Lee said.

"Baby, it's okay," James said and lightly
touched my back. "I want to know what happened."

I exhaled slowly. This didn't really matter.
Officer Daugherty already had my official statement. I wasn't even
sure why Detective Lee needed to know this. "Yeah, of course. She
just wanted to make it seem like Rob and I were having an affair or
something. The whole thing was ridiculous."

"Got it," the detective said and jotted
something in his notebook. "After you left the crime scene
yesterday, we located a duffle bag underneath your bed with a
sniper rifle in it. There weren't any prints on the bag or gun and
the rifle wasn't registered. Does it belong to one of you?"

"No," James said. "I would never own a
gun."

I shook my head. "Isabella was wearing
cleaning gloves. That's probably why there weren't any prints. She
had broken into the apartment to frame me."

"So there was no premeditation for
violence?"

"No, but she didn't hesitate at all to
escalate it to that. She tried to kill both Rob Hunter and Cole
Porter. And if it wasn't for Cole, she would have killed me."

"Okay," he said and jotted something else
into his notebook.

"She mentioned that she had a lot of
connections. It made it seem like there were a lot of people
working with her. And James and I both found it odd that his lawyer
insisted that he had a DNR, since James is insisting that he does
not. Could you look into that? Maybe he's one of them?"

"What's your lawyers name?"

"John Litt," said James. "He's a name partner
at the law firm Ellis Litt. I really can't imagine him being behind
any of this."

"But we'd appreciate you looking into it," I
said.

Detective Lee looked back and forth between
us and jotted something in his notebook. "I'm going to try again to
get a hold of Officer Daugherty to get the rest of the paperwork
and an update on the questioning. Hopefully Isabella will be
willing to cut a deal to name some of her accomplices."

"A deal? What kind of deal?" Isabella had
been right. She'd never end up in prison. We'd never be able to get
away from her.

"We'll have to see. I see the situation with
Mr. Porter and Mr. Hunter as attempted murder, but there are
defenses against that. Your brother, Mr. Hunter, not you Mr.
Hunter." He suddenly looked a little flustered. "We're still trying
to link her to the other crimes. Was there anything else that you
forgot to mention to Officer Daugherty yesterday? Anything at
all?"

I frowned. "What about the note where
Isabella threatened to end James if he married me? That was a
blatant threat. Isn't that enough to prove that she tried to kill
James? She even told me she tried to kill him twice."

"We're still looking into it. Unfortunately,
like all the other notes in evidence, there were no prints. Is
there anything else?"

Neither James nor I said anything.

"Very well. Your doctor wanted to have a word
with you. I'll let her know I'm done questioning you. Thanks for
your patience with this. We're doing everything we can to sort all
of this out."

I found his statement ironic. Because I
wasn't being patient at all. And I was furious with the way they
were handling this. When he left the room I turned to James. "What
if they let her go? What if..."

"Penny. It's going to be okay. We have to let
them do their job."

"Since when do you trust them?"

"I don't have the energy to not trust them
right now."

It broke my heart to see him in his hospital
bed. It broke my heart that I couldn't fix this. "But you have
enough energy to have sex?" I wanted him to laugh. I wanted him to
not worry about anything. I needed to step up and handle this.

He gave me a small smile. "That's
different."

I shook my head. "How about we focus on
getting you out of here, okay?"

"That sounds like a great idea," the doctor
said as she walked into the room. "How are you feeling today,
James?"

"Great." He sat up and kept a level face, not
showing his pain at all. But I could see it in his eyes. "Much
better. When can I get out of here?"

She picked up his chart and looked at it.

"His birthday is on Sunday," I said. "Is
there any way he could be home for that?"

"I think we can arrange that. Even though you
were unconscious, your body has been healing for two weeks."

"What about Rob? Will he be able to get out
of here soon too?" James asked

She smiled. "I've already agreed to discharge
your brother tomorrow morning. He won't stop pestering me to come
see you, but I told him I'd change my mind if he refused to rest.
But the injuries you sustained were much more serious than your
brother's."

"How is he doing?"

"He's acting like he's perfectly fine. The
bullet in his shoulder had a clean exit and the break in his leg
was also fairly clean, but it's pretty miraculous how quickly he's
recovering. I'm sure he'll be stopping by first thing tomorrow
morning."

James nodded.

"I'm going to have the nurse come in and give
you a few vaccines. And according to your chart you're also behind
on some of your regular immunizations. We'll have her administer
those too. It's important that you stay on top of those from now
on. After a splenectomny, it's much more likely to contract
infections. You're at a much greater risk now."

James nodded again.

"And we need to discuss your blood
pressure."

"What about it?"

"I have your most recent checkup information
from your primary care physician. Which was from six years ago.
Your blood pressure was already borderline then. And he had
recommended you come in the next year for a follow up. Which you
did not."

"It's hard for me to get time off work."

The doctor gave him a stern stare. "Well,
James, it's not borderline anymore. You have stage 1 hypertension.
Although it is not proven that stress causes long-term high blood
pressure, before you woke up, your blood pressure was fine. As soon
as you came out of your coma it skyrocketed again. So in this case,
I feel like it is related. If you don't make active changes, this
is going to become an issue."

"This situation has been stressful. That's
all."

"And six years ago? Most people in your
physical condition in their early twenties don't have this
problem."

James pressed his lips together.

"There are medications we can prescribe to
lower..."

"No," he said. "I don't want any
medication."

"Then you need to actively pursue a less
stressful lifestyle. I'm recommending that you take at least the
next two weeks off to fully recover from your splenectomy anyway.
And we'll continue to monitor the healing of your lung. Take things
slowly. You'll be able to tell when your body can resume normal
physical activity. You'll be running again in no time, I'm
sure."

"And what about intercourse?" James said
without a hint of embarrassment in his voice.

I was mortified.

"As newlyweds, I don't think anything I could
say would dissuade you from that," she said and smiled. "But maybe
keep it to positions where you exert less effort, though."

Oh my God.

"I'll send the nurse in."

As soon as she walked out I lightly slapped
James' shin.

He smiled and slowly put his hands behind his
head. "I think reverse cowgirl counts, don't you?"

"What is wrong with you?"

"I'm pretty sure she just said we could do
that."

"She also said the nurse was about to come
in."

"I stopped listening after that. But maybe
that would be good. You always have been excited by the thought of
people watching..."

I ignored his last comment. "Well, she also
said your blood pressure is too high. That you're too stressed out.
I think we need to talk about that."

"I was thinking we should do something
besides talk."

I laughed as he pulled me down into his
arms.

"I was stressed out when you left me. And I
was worried when I woke up. That's it." He put his hand on my
cheek. "I'm not stressed out now. I'm sure if she took my blood
pressure right now it would be excellent."

"Excellent, huh?"

He pulled my face toward his. "Excellent."
His lips gently brushed against mine.

I immediately scooted off the bed when the
nurse walked in. I held his hand and looked into his eyes. He
didn't even flinch when the nurse started to give him his first
shot. For a second I wondered if he had ever taken drugs that way.
But I didn't really want to know the answer. That was who he used
to be. The man in front of me right now is who he truly is.
I was optimistic that nothing would get in the way of our future
again. I was still worried about how he'd react to hearing about
the baby. But I knew he'd eventually be excited. He had to want
it.

 


***

 


James had fallen asleep early. When he was in
his coma, it had been agonizing to watch him. But it wasn't like
this. Now he looked peaceful and happy. Whenever I woke up before
him, I always asked him what he had been dreaming about. He always
said he had been dreaming of me. I knew that couldn't really always
be true, but I loved when he said it.

My phone buzzed and I looked down at the
screen. I quickly answered it before it buzzed again. "Hey,
Tyler."

"Hey. I heard he woke up."

"Yeah." I smiled at James and then walked
over to the window so I wouldn't disrupt his sleeping.

"How is he doing?"

"Good. He's a lot better today than he was
yesterday. And I think they're going to discharge him for his
birthday."

"And how are you holding up?"

"Better now that he's awake."

He was silent for a second. "The cops stopped
calling me. I saw what happened on the news. How Isabella broke
into your house. Are you okay?"

"I'm good. And yeah, they arrested her. They
shouldn't be bothering you anymore."

"Thanks, Penny."

"How are you?" I held my breath as I waited
for his response. Please be good. Please don't be hurting
because of me.

He was silent again. "Better. Actually, I met
someone."

"Really?"

He laughed. "Don't sound so surprised."

"I'm not. Any girl would be lucky to be with
you."

"Oh, no, we're not dating or anything. She
actually just needed a ride to the west coast. We're just
friends."

"What's her name?"

"Hailey."

"So you're on a road trip with a relative
stranger. Are you trying to get yourself killed?"

He laughed again. "No, just learning how to
live again."

"You're having fun then?"

"Yeah. I'm having lots of fun."

"Good."

"This was exactly what I needed."

"Hailey or the trip?"

He was silent again for a second. "Both,
maybe. I should go, Penny."

"When do you think you're coming back?"

"I don't know. I'll stay in touch, though.
Tell James I said I hope he makes a speedy recovery."

"I will. And don't pick up any scary
hitchhikers."

"I think I'm good with just the one. Bye,
Penny."

"Bye."

It wasn't our normal flow of conversation,
but he did sound better. I wondered what Hailey was like. Hopefully
she was sweet and caring and loyal.

"Who was that?"

I almost jumped at James' voice. I thought he
had been sleeping. "Tyler. He wanted me to tell you that he hopes
you have a speedy recovery." I sat down on the edge of James'
bed.

"I shouldn't have punched him."

"Next time he calls I'll tell him you're
sorry."

"I never said I apologized. I just said I
shouldn't have done it."

"What's the difference?"

"I should have had enough control not to do
it. It doesn't mean he didn't deserve it."

"I don't think you're going to be getting
into any fights for awhile."

James smiled. The way the moonlight shining
through the blinds hit his face made him look even more
handsome.

"And it sounds like he's met someone."

"Yeah?"

"Mhm. Her name is Hailey. He didn't actually
say it, but I could tell that he really likes her."

"That's good."

I lay down next to him. "James, you're all
that I think about. There's never been enough room in my heart for
anyone but you. You never had anything to worry about. And now that
we're married? It's a done deal." I smiled up at him.

"A done deal?" He yawned and kissed my
forehead.

"I'm sorry that I woke you."

"It's okay. Actually, I almost forgot to ask
you. How did you find out Porter's first name?"

I smiled. I had been wondering when he'd ask
me that. "I'm just very persistent."

"He's a rock. I know that's not it."

I shrugged. "He could tell how upset I was.
He was trying to cheer me up."

"Hmm."

"He told me how you two met too."

"He wasn't supposed to divulge any personal
details about his life."

"Have you ever thought that you may have too
many rules? It's probably stressing you out."

He laughed.

"I'm more comfortable with first names. And
he saved my life. Calling him Porter is way too formal."

"I haven't gotten a chance to thank him
yet."

"It's the middle of the night. Go back to
sleep."

"He's out there, isn't he?"

"Paul and him have been taking turns watching
your door, yes."

"And you're calling Briggs Paul now?"

"That's his name."

"Well, if Porter is out there, he's already
awake. Go tell him to come in."

"He was worried you were going to fire him,
you know." I slid off the bed.

"Really?"

"He probably thinks you don't like him
because you call him by his last name."

"He asked me to call him by his last name.
And I'd never fire him. He saved your life."

The way James said it made it seem like there
was nothing in the world that could outdo that. Because he felt the
same way I did. He was my whole world. And I was his.

"I'll go get him." I opened up the door. The
hallway was completely empty except for Briggs. And he was sitting
on the floor. Crying. I let the door close behind me.

"Paul, what's wrong?" I put my hand on his
shoulder.

He cleared his throat and stood up. But he
didn't look any less exasperated.

"Are you okay?"

He shook his head. "Penny, I'm so, so
sorry."

"I already told you that there's nothing to
be sorry for. You couldn't have known what was going to happen.
Please don't be upset about that."

"No." He pulled out a handkerchief as he
shook his head. "I'm sorry for this." He placed his hand with the
handkerchief in it over my mouth and pushed my back against the
wall.

I tried to scream, but his hand muffled my
voice. A strange smell filled my nose.

"They threatened to kill my wife and
daughter," Briggs said.

I clawed at his hand.

"I know you understand that. I know you'd do
anything to protect him. You have to understand."

I kicked him as hard as I could and reached
for his throat. He was so much bigger than me.

"Please forgive me."

I thought my mind would grow fuzzy. Or I'd
start to fall asleep. But nothing really happened. My body just
felt strange. And the smell was everywhere.

He glanced over his shoulder and pulled out
his phone. "It's done." He hung up the phone and looked back at
me.

"I didn't have a choice, Penny." His eyes had
never stopped looking teary. His face looked distorted as
everything started spinning. He let go of my mouth. I tried to tell
him not to leave, but nothing came out of my mouth. I tried to
scream, but again there was only silence. My body slumped to the
ground. The ground twisted in front of me and my eyelids grew
heavy. The last thing I saw was Isabella walking toward me.


Chapter 35

 Friday

"He's so handsome, isn't he?"

I slowly opened my eyes as James' hospital
room came into focus. I had a terrible headache. I tried to lift my
arms but I couldn't. I looked down at my hands. My wrists were
bound to the chair handles with duct tape. My eyes flashed toward
the voice.

Isabella was smiling at me. Her hand was on
the side of James' face. "Wouldn't you agree that he's
handsome?"

"James!"

"No use yelling."

"What did you do to him?" Why was James
sleeping? He looked like he had when he was in his coma again. What
had she done to him?

"The nurse didn't just give James vaccines
earlier. She injected him with a slow release sedative. He's
knocked out cold." She ran her fingers through the scruff on his
chin.

"Get your hands off him." I tried to move,
only to find that my ankles were taped to the chair too.

"You don't like when I touch him?" Her hand
slid to the side of his neck. "It must haunt you that I've touched
every inch of his skin. And that he's touched every inch of
mine."

I swallowed hard.

She ran her index finger across his lips.
"And not just with his hands. He's kissed every inch of my skin
too. I always liked how fierce he was in bed. How passionate he
was. Is he like that with you too?"

"Go to hell, Isabella!"

"I'm only going to ask you once to keep your
voice down. And I won't be dying today, Penny. It's actually going
to be you that will be entering the gates of hell in about," she
looked at the clock next to James' bed, "ten minutes. First I get
to have some fun." She pulled down the front of James' hospital
gown. "And his muscles. They're enough to drive a girl crazy." She
ran her fingers down his six pack.

I wiggled my wrists, trying to weaken the
duct tape. I was going to kill her. I was going to fucking kill
her.

"What's it like to see another woman with
your husband? Stings, doesn't it?"

"He had filed for divorce before I even met
him."

"And if he divorced you, wouldn't you still
be jealous?" Her fingers wandered down his happy trail. "Possessive
even?"

"Stop touching him."

She smiled. "I'll take that as a yes." She
sat down on the edge of his bed. "It must drive you crazy knowing
that he used to scream my name. That he used to crave my lips. That
I used to satisfy him in every way imaginable."

I shook my head. "I can't change the
past."

"No. You can't. But you can change the
future. Or rather, I can." She smiled her cruel smile. "This is
really for the best. You weren't good for him. You just fed his
sickness. All this ever was between you was addiction."

"He's not addicted to me!"

"No, I guess not. He's just addicted to sex.
You're just something he's going to use and cast aside. Just like
he did with me. Now, I did tell you that I'd only ask you once to
keep your voice down. There will be consequences for that. Slow,
painful consequences. Which I'll enjoy, so thank you."

I tried to ignore her threats. "He's not
addicted to sex either. He's been clean for years."

"No? Maybe we should ask him." She picked a
needle up off the nightstand that I hadn't seen before.

"What are you doing?"

"Giving him adrenaline to counteract the
effect of his sedative slowly. Very slowly. So that he'll be able
to watch me kill you and won't be able to do anything about it.
He'll almost be paralyzed, if you will. He might even just think
he's dreaming." She put the needle into his arm. "It'll just be a
few minutes now. Let's play a game while we wait, shall we?"

I continued to struggle against the duct
tape. It was ripping at my skin. I bit my lip, trying not to focus
on the pain.

"Here's the game. If you could have one phone
call right this second, who would you call?"

"The cops."

"Hmm. Wrong answer. How do you think I got
here in the first place?"

"By forgetting to take your meds?"

She laughed. "I didn't realize you were
funny. But no. Take a guess at why the cops would be the wrong
phone call. I'll give you a hint. I'm supposed to be in custody,
yet here I am."

"Because you're working with them?"

"Bingo. Officer Daugherty is a very dirty
cop." She winked at me.

Fucking asshole. I knew he hadn't been
helping us. This whole thing had just been a joke to him. I cringed
as the tape bit at my skin.

"You'd be surprised at what someone would do
for a few million dollars. And the best part is, all the money I've
had to spend wasn't even mine. You gave it to me. So in a way, you
really are responsible for everything that has happened to James in
the past few weeks. It's been so much fun watching you fall apart.
And suspecting your friends. It was priceless. And I'm a huge
believer in everything having a price. I guess in this case it was
actually 20 million dollars."

I needed to buy time. Someone would come in
here to check on us soon. But I had a sinking feeling in my
stomach. If the nurse was in on it, she wouldn't be coming. And
Briggs certainly wouldn't be coming. He had betrayed us. He had
drugged me. But I needed to believe that someone would come.
Because I was stuck in this fucking chair. "Why did you try to
frame Tyler and Melissa?"

She smiled. "Because I wanted you to feel
completely and utterly alone. I wanted you to be paranoid. I wanted
you to push everyone away. Because I know girls like you. You're
weak. You need people around you, telling you how wonderful you
are. Because you're a conceited narcissist. And you only care about
yourself."

Me? That sounded more like her. "You
don't know me. I didn't have many friends growing up. I found
solace in reading books and escaping into their stories. My best
friend used to tell me I was going to grow up to be a cat lady.
I've never needed anyone until I met James. He changed me. He made
me better." He saved me.

"How sad. I almost pity you. If you weren't
such a whore."

James groaned.

"Good. He's waking up." She leaned toward
him. "Good morning, baby," she said and placed a kiss against his
lips.

Fucking bitch! I pulled as hard as I
could, tearing at my skin. But I was still stuck to the chair.
Fuck!

James groaned again.

He's drugged. He doesn't know it's not me. He
doesn't know what's happening.

"I knew he missed me," she said and smiled at
me. "He used to groan like that all the time when we were
together."

"Stop."

"You should have seen the way I kissed him
when I snuck into his room when you left him all alone. It was
probably a foolish move when I could have had someone else mess up
his ventilator, but it was so easy that I couldn't resist. Besides,
I just needed to see my husband." She smiled at me. "I needed to
taste him."

"Stop," I said more forcefully.

"You know what my favorite thing used to
be?"

"Please stop." I continued to struggle with
the restraints.

"The way his fingertips dug into my skin when
he'd fuck me. He knew just how to make my toes curl. I think that
was his favorite thing too. Punishing me. Being in complete control
of me. God I loved that."

My whole body felt cold. I loved that too. I
was letting her get in my head. I was letting her win.
Focus. I pulled on the restraints again. I almost cried out
at the pain.

She laughed. It was cold and cruel.
"Everything he's done with you, he's done with me first. You know,
I think I actually want him to be a little more alert for this. I
want him to experience the same amount of pain he's caused me." She
plunged another needle into his arm and his eyes flew open.

He immediately closed his eyes and shook his
head. He opened his eyes again and stared at me in horror.

"Honey, take it slow. You've been heavily
sedated." She ran her finger across his collarbone.

He closed his eyes again.

"We were just having a discussion, James.
Penny doesn't think that you're addicted to her. I think it's time
that you told her the truth."

"No." His voice was croaky.

"James, it's only fair that she knows the
truth. Tell her."

I could tell he was trying to move. But his
body wasn't responding. He opened his eyes again and gave me a
pleading look.

Isabella walked toward him and put her hand
on his shoulder.

He grimaced at her touch.

"Tell her," Isabella said.

He shook his head. "I'm not addicted to
her."

"James." My eyes were filled with tears. This
wasn't the time for him to finally realize that. I shook my head.
Lie to her. Tell her what she needs to hear.

Isabella frowned. "Baby, you know that's not
true. Tell me the truth." She ran her hand down his bare chest.

"I'm addicted to her." He wasn't staring at
me. He was staring at her.

I knew it was a lie. But it still stung. And
it hurt to see them together like this. With her hands on him. With
his eyes on her.

"Don't tell me, James. Tell her."

His eyes darted toward the button to call the
nurse.

"Tell her, James." She grabbed his chin and
turned his face toward me.

James' eyes slowly met mine. "I'm addicted to
you, Penny." He lowered both his eyebrows. Almost like he realized
how truly wrong it was. Like he understood that it was more than
that. This couldn't be the last thing he ever said to me. I
couldn't let this be how we ended.

"And the only way to get rid of your
addiction is to get rid of the temptation, to kill the root of the
problem. In this case, Penny."

"No. Isabella, no. Let Penny go. Do whatever
you want with me. But don't hurt her."

"We'll get her out of our way. We can be
happy again."

"We were never happy."

"Of course we were. Before life got in the
way. Before your problems became bigger than both of us."

"My problems? You ruined our marriage."

"You ruined me, James! As soon as you said
you were in love with her, you ruined my whole reputation."

"You ruined your own damn reputation when you
screwed around behind my back."

"But baby, you never complained about how
much better the sex got. All the new techniques." She put her hand
back on his chest.

"Don't fucking touch me!"

Isabella didn't remove her hand. "Look at me,
James. Don't look at her. For once in your life, focus on me!"

James' eyes left mine. Originally Isabella
had said I'd be dead in ten minutes. But it seemed like more time
than that had passed. Maybe James' sedative would wear off soon.
Maybe someone would show up and help us. My world was filled with
maybes. But maybes weren't going to save me. I pulled my arms as
hard as I could and accidentally let a whimper escape from my
lips.

"Penny." The agony in James' voice brought
tears to my eyes.

"This isn't about her!" Isabella yelled.
"This is about us!" She pulled out a gun from her purse and pointed
it toward me.

"Isabella, please just let her go. And we can
talk."

"Is this about the baby? If you want a baby,
I'll give you a baby. We were always good at practicing."

"What are you talking about?"

Isabella turned toward me with a smile on her
face. "He really doesn't know?" She laughed. "This just got so much
better."

"Know what?"

Isabella slid off his bed and walked toward
me. "She didn't tell you? She's pregnant."

The moment I had planned in my head for
telling him about the baby had been ripped from me. This would be
his last memory of me. Me not telling him something. It would tear
him apart. If Isabella didn't kill him, that would.

James just stared at me. He didn't say a
word. The color had drained from his face. And I realized he wasn't
really staring at me. He was looking past me. This wasn't how this
was supposed to go. I had it all planned out.

Look at me. Please look at me. "James,
I was going to tell you on your birthday. I..."

"That's quite enough." Isabella pressed the
gun against the side of my forehead.

Oh God. My heart was pounding. It was
all I could hear. And all I could think about was how mad I'd been
the past few days. And how it was such a waste of time. Such a
horrible waste of time to have anger in my heart. I should have
been counting my blessings. I should have been with him the whole
time. I should have been savoring it.

"Isabella, stop!" James yelled. "Please stop.
You win. You win, okay? I'll do whatever you want."

"I want you to be with me. I want us to be
what we used to be. I want everyone to be jealous of me again. I
want my fucking life back!"

"Okay. Me too. I want it all back. I want you
back."

"But what about the baby?"

"I never wanted kids. And I don't want that
one. She knew that. She knew that and she got pregnant anyway. I
don't want anything to do with her or that child. You know me,
Isabella. You're the only one that really knows me. You're all that
I want. It's always been you."

James! Look at me! I struggled against
the duct tape.

Isabella pressed the gun harder against my
temple. "You'll go back to her."

"No. I'll never want her as much as I want
you. You know that, baby. I'll file for divorce. We can go wherever
you want. Just...please come here."

The gun slowly dropped from my forehead. "I
just don't understand. Why were you ever with her then? Why would
you hurt me like this?"

"I pitied her. She was weak. I liked that she
was young and naive and didn't know better. Because she was
everything that you weren't. And it killed me that you didn't want
me anymore. That someone so strong willed and sexy had cut me down.
I was just trying to forget by dating someone that was so opposite
of you. But I could never forget you."

Young. Naive. Weak. It was everything
I didn't want to be. It was everything that I was. Look at me
James. Show me that you don't mean it.

"I know how unforgettable I am." She ran her
fingers through his hair.

And he smiled. That smile was like a knife in
my heart. They looked so natural together. I looked away. Maybe he
was just telling her what she needed to hear. But maybe...

"Then kiss me," he said. "Let's start over.
Let's put all of it behind us. We'll be better than we ever
were."

I watched as Isabella leaned down a little
closer to him. And I died inside. Isabella was right. The thought
of him with her had always haunted me. And now that I was about to
see it? It was seared into my brain.

This couldn't be what he really wanted. This
couldn't be. So why did he ask her to kiss him? To give me a chance
to escape? There was no escape. I pulled my wrists as hard as I
could. It just made me cry more. Young. Naive. Weak. I was
so weak. I gritted my teeth as I pulled again on my restraints.
Nothing. All I could do was watch the man I love tilt his head
toward the woman he was professing his love for.

It happened in a flash. James pulled out his
IV and wrapped the cord around Isabella's neck right before her
lips met his.

She dropped the gun on the floor and it
skittered over to the window.

"You tried to kill me, you fucking
bitch!"

"James!" I screamed as Isabella struggled in
his arms.

"You tried to kill my brother!" He tightened
the cord around her neck. Blood trickled down his hand where his IV
had been.

"James, stop!" A part of me wanted him to
kill her. She had put us through hell. But this wasn't James. He
would never do something like this.

"You tried to kill my wife. You threatened my
family," he was choking on his words. "I was forced to give up my
life to be with you once. I'll never make that mistake again. No
one will ever tell me how to live my life again." He replaced the
cord with his hands.

Her face was turning purple.

"James, you're not a murderer! Stop!"

"Shell never leave me alone! She'll never
leave us alone." His voice cracked on the word us.

She was starting to sag in his arms.

"This isn't who you are. James!"

He let go of her throat and pushed her off
the bed. Her body slumped to the ground. But I could see her chest
rise with each breath. She was alive. Just unconscious.

"Did she hurt you?" James said as he ripped
off the rest of the wires that were attached to him. "Are you
okay?" He stumbled out of the bed and caught himself on the edge of
it. "Penny?" He fell to his knees in front of me.

I couldn't respond because I was choking on
my sobs. This wasn't the end. I wasn't going to die. We were going
to be okay.

He ran his fingers along my skin as if
searching for some sign of injury. My arms. My legs. My face. He
grabbed something to cut away the duct tape and he pulled me down
into his arms.

"I'm okay," I whispered. "I'm okay."

The tears in his eyes just made mine fall
even faster.

"Penny." His voice sounded so hoarse. "I'm so
sorry. I'm so sorry, baby."

"You're bleeding."

He smiled through his tears. "I'm fine. We're
fine." He pulled my face to his chest. "You're shaking." He wrapped
his arms tighter around me. "It's okay now. We're okay."

"For a second I let myself believe that the
things you were saying were true," I said into his chest. "I
thought, I thought..."

"No. No, Penny. I didn't mean any of it." He
leaned back and put his palm on my stomach. "None of it." He was
staring at my stomach. "Are you really pregnant?"

"I didn't want you to find out like this. I
wanted to surprise you. I was going to give you this little onesie
I picked up in the gift shop for your birthday and tell you. And I
know you don't want kids. At least, not for a long time. I was
stressed out before the wedding and I must have forgotten to take
my birth control and..."

"Penny." He grabbed the sides of my face. "I
want everything with you. All of it. And if you're pregnant, I want
kids now. I want it."

"You're not mad?"

"Mad? Why would I be mad?" He laughed. "No.
This baby is going to be every part of you. Sweet and kind and
good. No, I'm not mad."

"I thought you'd be upset."

"No, baby." He kissed the side of my neck and
pulled me against him again. "Never. I'm going to be a dad." He
buried his face in my hair.

"You're going to be a great dad."

He just held me in response. I let myself cry
against his shoulder. This was all I needed. For him to hold onto
me. This was all I ever needed.

"Are you sure you're okay?" he whispered.

"I'm okay." I was holding onto him like he
was the only thing keeping me afloat.

"And the baby? Everything's okay?"

I pulled back. "I don't know. I found out I
was pregnant right after you came to the hospital. I was a mess. I
couldn't eat. I... I don't know."

"I'll go tell Porter or Briggs to get the
nurse."

"No." I grabbed his arm before he could get
up. "Briggs was working for her. She threatened his wife and
daughter. And the nurse drugged you. I don't know if she knew what
she was doing or if it was an accident..."

"Is Briggs out there right now?"

"I don't know. The last thing I remember was
him putting this cloth over my mouth and..."

"That son of a bitch." James grabbed the edge
of the bed and slowly stood up.

"James, you need to sit down. Your stomach is
bleeding." There was a blood stain on the front of his hospital
gown.

He looked down at the blood.

"Something must be wrong with your stitches.
You have to sit down."

James tried to walk past me but I grabbed his
arm.

"James, please just sit down. I'll go get
someone."

The door burst open and Briggs rushed in
holding a gun. He was completely out of breath.

My heart was filled with fear. Because the
gun was pointed directly at me.

"Jesus Christ," he said and kept his gun
pointed at me.

James stepped in front of me.

"Get down!" Briggs yelled.

"Briggs, you don't have to do this," James
said.

"I said get down!"

The room echoed with the burst of his
gun.

I screamed and pulled James down behind the
side of the bed. I heard glass shatter behind us. I turned my head.
I'm pretty sure James saw it the same time that I did because he
tried to push me behind him again. Isabella was standing in front
of the broken window with the gun in her hand.

"Drop it!" Briggs shouted. "Now!"

She smiled and lifted the gun toward me and
James.

Another shot echoed in the room and hit
Isabella right in the chest. A third shot hit her in almost the
same spot. The gun fell from her hand. She stumbled backwards and
crashed through the broken window.

We heard people screaming outside and a
sickening crunching noise.

"Are you both okay?" Briggs said. He knelt
down next to us. He put his hand on my shoulder.

"Thank you," James said and clasped his
hand.

"I'm so sorry, I..."

"It's okay. I understand. I'd do anything for
my wife and baby too."

"Baby?" Briggs turned his head to me and
smiled. "You're pregnant?"

I nodded. None of this news was happening the
way that I had planned.

"Congratulations," he said with a big
smile.

I couldn't think about this right now. I
tried to run through everything Isabella had said to me in my mind.
"Officer Daugherty was working with her," I said. "And possibly the
nurse. I'm not sure she knew what she was doing. Find Detective
Lee."

"I already called it in when I was
hightailing it back here after checking to make sure my family was
okay. Detective Lee is on his way. And..."

"You piece of shit!" Porter yelled as he came
running into the room. He grabbed Briggs by the collar of his shirt
and pushed him onto his side. He landed a hard punch across Briggs'
jaw. "I trusted you!" Porter yelled as he landed another punch.

"Cole! Stop!" I tried to stand up, but James'
put his hand on my shoulder.

"Porter, he just saved our lives," James
said.

"And you wouldn't have needed saving if he
had done his job. He was behind the whole thing!" he spat and
grabbed Briggs collar again.

"Both of you stop!" James said
affirmatively.

"I wasn't behind the whole thing, man,"
Briggs said. "Just today. She threatened my family."

"And what about when Isabella snuck in here
the first time and tried to kill him?" Porter said. "Because of
your stomach issues. Bullshit." He pushed him back down on the
ground.

"That was true. I didn't...she didn't
threaten me until today." He ran his hand down his face.

"You can tell it to the cops," Porter said
and pulled him to his feet. "I'll be right back," he said and he
walked Briggs out the door.

"I'm sorry," Briggs said as he was pulled out
of the room. "I'm sorry!"

"We can't let him get sent to prison for
this," I said.

"He drugged you." James ran his palm along
the side of my face.

"And he saved you." I swallowed hard. "Is she
dead?"

"I think she was dead before she even
fell."

"It's over." I pressed my head against his
chest.

"It's over."


Chapter 36

 Saturday

Isabella was dead. I shouldn't have felt at peace
with that. But she had been my hell. She had been James' hell. And
we were both breathing easier now. I wasn't happy that she was
dead. But I was happy that James and I didn't have to live in fear.
I was happy that there wasn't a shadow over us. I was happy that
maybe, just maybe, there was a little less weight on James'
shoulders.

We had just given our statements to the
police and now a silence had settled over the new hospital room
they had put James in. My head was resting on James' shoulder and I
was staring out the window at the sun rising.

"It's beautiful," James murmured against my
temple.

I hadn't realized he was watching it too. I
tilted my head up to look at his face. He smiled down at me and
kissed the side of my forehead.

"Is it horrible that I feel so peaceful?"

He lowered his eyebrows slightly. "No." He
pulled me in closer to his side.

"She needed help. She needed..."

"You can't get someone help unless they
accept that they need it."

I nodded my head against his shoulder.

"For the first time in a long time, all I see
is light." He grabbed my chin and tilted my face toward the
sunrise.

I blinked away my tears. "Me too."

We both sat in silence, watching the colors
stretch out over the horizon. No one was going to try to hurt us
again. Everything was going to be okay. It was truly, finally
over.

Rob came bursting into the room and we both
turned toward him. He had kicked the door open with his cast and
was now cursing under his breath.

"Rob, just wait one second!" Daphne said from
behind him as she tried to grab the door to hold it open.

James laughed and Rob's face immediately
looked more at ease.

"Is the troll really dead?" Rob said. He was
balancing a crutch under one arm. His other arm was in a sling.

Daphne made an apologetic face.

James gripped my shoulder a little tighter.
"She's dead."

"Good riddance." Rob collapsed in a chair.
"Sorry it took me so long to come see you. The doctors kept
delaying my discharge for no reason!" he yelled over his
shoulder.

Daphne quickly closed the door.

I laughed and she started to laugh too.

"And when I finally did get discharged, the
po-po wouldn't let me come in and see you until right this second.
Something about collaborating witnesses or something. Trust me, I
was giving them hell."

"Well, the investigation must be coming to a
close if they're letting us talk now," said James.

Rob nodded. "Right, right." He glanced at me
and then back at James and raised both his eyebrows.

I was just about to let James know that Rob
knew about the baby when James cleared his throat.

"I'm really happy you're both here," James
said. "We actually have some news."

Oops. But I didn't bother telling
James they already knew. I was excited that he was so excited about
it.

"Penny's pregnant. We're having a baby!" The
joy in his voice was almost palpable.

"What?!" Rob said in a weirdly high pitched
voice. "That is totally a huge surprise to both me and Daphne! We
didn't know about that at all! How exciting!"

James laughed. "You already knew?"

"Your baby mama has a big mouth. Right,
Daphne?"

Daphne's eyes got wide. "I'm not sure that's
exactly what happened." She laughed awkwardly.

Rob laughed.

James turned toward me and I was surprised to
see his smile vanish. "Don't cry, I'm not upset with you for
telling them." He slowly wiped his thumb under my eye. "Why are you
crying?"

I hadn't realized I had gotten tears in my
eyes. "No, it's just...I'm so excited that you're excited."

The smile returned to his face.

Rob slowly stood up out of his chair and
hobbled over to James. "You're going to make a great dad. You know
you are." He clapped him hard on the back despite the fact that
they were both hurt. "And my main MILF." He gave me a hug too.

James groaned.

"You don't approve of her new nickname? You
better get used to it." He grabbed both sides of James' face. "You
beautiful, beautiful man."

"Stop touching me."

"I'm just so happy you're alive."

"You're freaking me out," said James. "Are
you still on pain killers?"

Rob laughed and released James face.
"Actually yes, yes I am." He patted James' cheek again.

"Okay, maybe I should be getting you home,"
Daphne said.

"If that means your house, then fine," Rob
said. "Home."

Daphne wouldn't have been able to hide her
smile if she had tried. I felt like I had just witnessed a big
moment. He had called her place his home.

"Call us if you need anything at all," Daphne
said.

"Thanks." But everyone needed to spend some
time away from the hospital. I glanced at James. It looked like he
was having trouble keeping his eyes open.

When Rob and Daphne left I helped him adjust
his pillows so that he'd be lying down and snuggled up next to
him.

"Did you catch that? He called Daphne's place
his home."

"My baby brother is growing up." James
yawned.

I smiled as I watched him fall asleep. We
were all growing up.


Chapter 37

 Saturday

We waited as patiently as possible in James' room.
His doctor said he could probably be discharged from the hospital
tonight. While we were still at the hospital, we decided we should
go ahead and get an ultrasound. James was excited, but I was super
nervous. I just hoped the baby was healthy. I hoped I hadn't
jeopardized anything. I was absentmindedly tapping my heel against
the leg of the chair waiting impatiently for the doctor to show up.
I almost jumped up when the door opened.

But it was James' father. He gave us a small
smile and walked over to us. "How are you feeling today?" he asked
James.

"Good. Better." James smiled. Their
relationship was still strained. But at least they were talking,
"Actually," James said, "the doctor is about to stop by. If you
could give us a minute, we'll be right out."

"Well, there's one last thing we need to
discuss with Detective Lee. I asked him to meet us in here and he
mentioned that he was stopping by in just a minute anyway. He said
he was ready to brief us on what they had found."

"What's this about?" James asked.

"Something I had told Officer Daugherty. I'd
prefer if we waited for Detective Lee." He looked down at his
hands. He seemed upset.

I was too jittery to focus right now. I was
excited for the ultrasound. It was all I wanted to talk about. I
nudged James with my elbow. "Let's tell him," I mouthed
silently.

James smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

"Jon," I said.

He immediately looked up at me.

"We have some exciting news." I smiled up at
James.

"Penny's pregnant," James said and squeezed
my shoulder.

A smile spread across Jon's previously
distressed features. "You're having a baby? Congratulations,
James." He stood up and gave James a hug.

I was almost surprised by how long it lasted.
James even awkwardly patted his back.

"And Penny," he said. "I knew you'd be giving
me grandchildren in no time." He gave me a hug. "Wow." He exhaled
slowly as he sat back down. "I..." he laughed. "I don't even know
what else to say. Congratulations. I think we all needed some good
news. Penny, I know you're going to be an amazing mother. I know
it." His smile seemed to disappear again.

"Really, Dad, what's this about?" James
said.

Jon shook his head. "Maybe I should just
discuss this with Detective Lee in private. I shouldn't have..."
but his voice trailed off as Detective Lee walked in.

"I heard you get to go home today?" he said
with a smile and sat down next to Jon.

I think we're all ready to get out of here,"
James said with a smile.

"Right, right. Well I won't keep you longer
than necessary. But I have some great news. As soon as we arrested
Officer Daugherty, everything started to fall into place. I wasn't
doing the questioning, but apparently he sung like a canary, trying
to get himself a deal to walk away scot-free. Don't worry, we won't
let that happen. But it did let us round up everyone that was part
of what happened to you the past few weeks. Isabella had paid
Officer Daugherty five million dollars to help her. He had a
gambling problem that he had kept hidden from the force and was in
terrible debt. He didn't need any more convincing than that.

"You already knew about Briggs. And he hadn't
been lying about not being involved the whole time. There was video
footage of the nurse slipping something into his coffee to upset
his stomach. Her name is Linda Vega. She's the mother of Brian
Vega, one of the guys on James' threat list. We were aware that
James had gotten numerous death threats from him after Hunter
Tech's advancements had tanked Vega's stock price. But no one had
put it together because Linda got the nursing job under a fake
name. She told Isabella what to do in order to make James' lung
collapse again. And she fed her information on his health status
and injected James with that slow release sedative."

I squeezed James' hand. His face looked a
little pale. It was a lot to take in.

"Brian Vega was involved too," Detective Lee
continued. "He hacked into the bank transfer to make it seem like
the money had been sent to an account owned by Tyler Stevens. But
it really went into an offshore account that your lawyer, John Litt
owns. Litt had a copy of the restraining order against Vega, which
was how Isabella was able to find someone else who wanted James
dead. Apparently John Litt and Isabella had been sleeping together
ever since James and her divorce hearing. Litt will almost
certainly be disbarred for accepting bribes, releasing personal
information, and forging the DNR. Or just for the scandal. He's
already hired the best defense lawyer in the city, but don't worry,
I'll make sure he sees jail time for this.

"We took your information about the threats
against Briggs' family and have decided we agree that he acted upon
duress. He was an unwilling accomplice. We are all set to drop the
charges against him if that's what you're sure you want to do."

Without hesitation, James nodded.

"We have already dropped the charges against
Melissa Monroe and Tyler Stevens. Is there anything you would like
to add about Linda or Brian Vega?"

"No," James said.

Detective Lee nodded as if expecting that.
"They've both plead guilty already. They'll be behind bars for a
long time."

James exhaled slowly. I hadn't realized how
much stress he was still holding onto. "Thank you," James said and
stuck out his hand to Detective Lee.

"Just doing my job, sir." He cleared his
throat awkwardly. "Jon," he said, turning to my father in law, "you
said there was one more thing you'd like to discuss?"

"Yes, actually, I was hoping it would come up
in the briefing. But since Officer Daugherty was the only one I
ever told, I feared it might not. I had talked to him the other
day, and I wasn't sure why nothing was being done about what we
discussed," he said. "I thought it was the proof that we needed.
And if I had known he was dirty...if I had talked to someone
else...maybe none of this would have happened." He shook his head.
"Penny, that's why Susan and I were fighting the other day in
James' room. I was confronting her about something. And she stormed
off. I had to go after her. I had to confirm my suspicions. And I'm
sorry I left. I'm sorry I left him alone." He shook his head again
and looked back down at his hands.

"And what exactly did you tell Officer
Daugherty?" Detective Lee asked.

I grabbed James' hand. I knew this was going
to be bad. I knew this was going to hurt him.

"About all the texts between Susan and
Isabella."

Shit. James' mother helped her?

"He didn't divulge that information during
his questioning," Detective Lee said. "What texts?"

Jon looked at James for a second and then
looked back at the detective. "There are texts on Susan's phone
encouraging Isabella to do whatever it took to stop the wedding
from happening. They never mentioned violence, and I'd like to
think she didn't know what was going to happen. But even after
James was shot...she kept Isabella informed on what was happening
in the hospital. She fed her delusions. She encouraged her. She was
a part of all this."

Detective Lee looked up from his notes. "Do
you want to press charges against your wife?"

I noticed Jon glance at my stomach.

"Yes," Jon said. "I want to press
charges."

"Dad?" James said. "You don't have..."

"She encouraged Isabella even after she stole
from you. Even after she hurt you. I know that Susan didn't believe
Isabella was behind that. In part because Officer Daugherty
insisted that Isabella wasn't. But, James, she knew. Or she at
least should have been concerned. She put us all in danger." He
glanced at my stomach again.

"We'll go talk to her now. If you're sure,"
Detective Lee said.

"I'm positive," Jon said.

The detective nodded. "I'll go tell her she
needs to come in for questioning."

"And I'll get out of your way," Jon said and
started to follow Detective Lee out.

"Dad." James got up and walked over to him.
"Thank you." This time James hugged him.

Watching their exchange brought tear to my
eyes. I could feel that this was the start of something better.
Maybe Jon would start being a good father right before James became
one. I put my hand on my stomach. Be okay. Please be
okay.

It looked like they said something else to
each other, but I couldn't make it out. James sat back down next to
me with a smile on his face.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah." He put his hand on my thigh. "I'd
like to say I was surprised by what my mom did. But I'm not. I'm
okay, though. My dad was trying to protect me. I'm just going to
focus on that instead."

"What did he whisper to you?"

"He told me to try to be better than him. For
you. For the baby."

"I don't think you have to try."

"Maybe." He put his hand on my stomach. "When
do you think you'll start showing?"

"I have no idea. I don't even know how far
along I am."

"Who else knows already?"

"I told my mom, so my dad probably knows too.
And you already know I told Rob who told Daphne. That's it."

James smiled. "I'm excited to tell people."
He spread his fingers out, covering my whole stomach with his
hand.

I put my hand on top of his. "You're really
excited about this?"

"I think maybe this baby is everything I
didn't know I wanted. I can't stop smiling. I promise that I'm
excited." He kissed my cheek as the doctor walked in.

"You ready to get out of here now that all
the excitement has calmed down?" she said.

"Yes." He said it more to me than to her.
"I'm ready."

I hadn't expected James to be so accepting of
this situation. But after everything that happened the past few
weeks, maybe he was just counting his blessings too. He was
embracing our future because we were lucky enough to have one
together.

"You already know you have to come back in a
few weeks to get your stitches removed and get a few more
vaccines," she said as she looked up from her chart. "And more
important than that, you need to get your stress under control. I
can't emphasize that enough."

"I will." James rubbed his thumb against my
stomach. It reminded me of when he'd do that to my palm. It was
equally soothing. I had the feeling that he was doing it for the
baby. To show him that he was there for him. Him. I wanted a
little James running around. Apparently Rob's thoughts were rubbing
off on me.

"So, now for the baby?"

"Yes." James stood up and grabbed my hand. He
helped me onto the bed and squeezed my hand when I lay down.

His excitement was contagious. But I was
still a little apprehensive. What if it wasn't okay?

"Normally we don't do ultrasounds until a few
months in," the doctor said. "But this will give us an idea of how
far along you are. If you could just lift your shirt for me?"

I pulled my tank top up so that my stomach
was bare.

She put some weird jelly looking stuff on my
stomach and ran the wand over my stomach. "And don't be alarmed if
I can't find anything. It just means you're not that far
along."

I nodded. But as the seconds passed, I
started getting concerned.

"Wait," she said as her hand stopped. "There
it is." She pointed to the monitor. "That tiny little oval."

It was the smallest little dot on the
screen.

James squeezed my hand again. "It's so
small." His voice was full of awe. I turned away from the monitor
to look at him. His eyes were glistening. He smiled down at me and
kissed my forehead. "Can you tell how far along she is?"

"Based on the size, she's probably just about
four weeks. Which would put her due date in mid February. Probably
right around Valentine's Day."

I found that completely fitting. I squeezed
James' hand.

"Can you tell what sex it is?" James
asked.

"I don't want to know," I quickly said.

"What? Why?" He was smiling down at me.

"I want it to be a surprise."

He nodded. "Okay."

"It's too soon to tell either way," the
doctor said. "We can verify that closer to halfway through the
pregnancy. If you change your minds and want to know, that is. But
everything looks good. You should make an appointment with your
gynecologist in a month or so. They'll be able to give you a more
precise due date and make sure everything is progressing normally.
Did you want a print out of this?"

"Yes," James said immediately.

She smiled and pressed a button on the
keyboard.

"We're going to be parents," James whispered
to me. He pressed his forehead against mine.

I put my fingers in his hair. "You're going
to be a great dad."

He laughed and placed a soft kiss against my
lips. "God I hope so."


Chapter 38

 Saturday

It was late when we finally left the hospital. There
was something so wonderfully normal about being in the back seat of
our car with Ian behind the wheel. It made the past few weeks seem
like a terrible nightmare. Except for one thing.

I leaned my head against James' shoulder.
"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For being so excited about this."

"You really thought I wouldn't be?" He ran
his fingers through my hair.

"I was nervous that you might not be. And I
really didn't mean for it to happen, I..."

"Penny." He tilted my face toward his. "We're
lucky to both be alive. This is a blessing."

"I love you. I love you so much, James."

He responded with a kiss. Soft and slow. The
kind of kiss that builds in the pit of your stomach and spreads in
every directions until your whole body tingles with desire. I
grabbed the back of his neck to deepen the kiss. I had been so
worried the past few weeks. I hadn't felt this fire since our
wedding day.

"You have no idea how badly I want you right
now," he whispered against my lips. "All I did was dream of you.
All I ever do is dream of you."

"Let's pretend it's our wedding night. Let's
pretend nothing bad happened." I felt like we had been robbed of
one of the best moments of our lives.

"Baby, I'm already one step ahead of you." He
opened up the door. I hadn't even realized that the car had
stopped. James leaned over and unbuckled my seatbelt. "Come with
me." He stepped out of the car and put his hand out for me.

I grabbed his hand and let him help me out of
the car. We were standing outside the hotel we visited the first
time he had brought me to the city. It was also where Mason and Bee
lived. But I had a feeling we weren't here to see them.

"What are we doing here?"

"Come with me."

We walked hand in hand up the front steps and
into the ornate entrance.

The concierge immediately stepped out from
behind his desk. "Right this way, Mr. and Mrs. Hunter."

I glanced up at James, but he wasn't giving
anything away. He just smiled down at me as we followed the
concierge. I heard the music before we reached the door.

"Our song?"

"We don't need to pretend it's our wedding
night. Tonight is our wedding night." He pushed open the doors.

A single guitarist was in the ballroom,
playing Hands Down the way that we had first heard it together in
Central Park. The lights dimmed as I stepped into the room. It was
like I was transported back in time to when we visited New York
back when I was James' student.

James lightly touched my wrist, sending
shivers up my arm. "Penny, may I have this dance?"

I turned around and smiled up at him. "Of
course." I clasped my hands behind his neck. "How did you plan all
this?"

But he silenced me with a kiss as he pulled
me closer toward him. His hands slid down my back stopping right
above my ass.

The song ended and the lights cut off, but he
didn't stop kissing me. I couldn't see him, I could only feel his
hands on me, his lips on me, him pressed against me.

He groaned as I leaned into him and his hands
slipped to my ass.

I needed him. He was right, we didn't have to
pretend. We had never had our wedding night together. This was it.
"Do we have a room here?" I said breathlessly.

"We do. Or we can go home. Or we can go to
the airport and go on our honeymoon. Anywhere you want to go. I
just want to be with you."

"Let's go upstairs."

"I was hoping you'd say that."

I could feel his smile against my lips. He
grabbed my hand and we walked as quickly as we could toward the
elevators.

The concierge looked up as we passed. "Mr.
Hunter, do you need..."

"We're good," James said as we stepped onto
the elevator. As soon as the doors closed he pressed my back
against the side of the elevator. "We're so good." He lifted my
hands above my head and kissed me hard. He kissed me like he had
that very first time in the pouring rain, pressed against his
car.

I'd never get enough of this passion. Or this
overwhelming feeling of finally being his. When we first met, I had
this feeling that this was something big and scary and perfect. I
knew it all along. But I never thought I'd be this lucky. I never
thought I'd really be his. And I certainly never thought that he'd
be mine.

The doors dinged open and he pulled me into
the hall, stopping in front of the same room we had gotten almost
three ago. I grabbed the keycard from him and slipped it into the
door.

"Wait," he said before I could open the door.
He lifted me up into his arms.

"James!" I laughed. "You're not supposed to
be lifting anything."

"I'm carrying my new bride through the
threshold."

I saw the strain on his face. And the effort
he was putting in was admirable, but completely unnecessary. "Put
me down. You're going to pull your stitches out again."

"It's tradition, Penny," he said through a
clenched jaw as he kicked the door open with his foot. He was
breathing heavily as he placed me down on the bed.

"James, sit down."

He didn't protest as he sat down next to me
on the bed. "I'm sorry. I wanted tonight to be perfect." He coughed
into his hand.

"It is perfect." I straddled him on the bed.
"Just take a minute to catch your breath." I put my hands on his
shoulders and watched him as his breathing became more steady
again. "Why did you bring me here?" I glanced over to the window. I
remembered him fucking me against it. I remembered him saying he
wanted the whole city to know I was his. The memory sent goosebumps
up my legs. I needed him to catch his breath, but all I wanted was
for him to do that to me again.

"I was thinking about what you said about
Mason and Bee. About how he should propose to her on top of the
Empire State Building because it means something to them. And,
well, this place means something to me."

"Yeah?" It meant something to me too. That
day we had come here was the first time I got to really see him as
more than my professor. It somehow made this love seem bigger than
us. "What does it mean to you?"

He ran his hand down my back. "Remember the
last time we were in this room? You chose a ten dollar comedy show
and a walk in Central Park."

"I remember." I somehow knew what he was
going to say next and my eyes were already teary.

"It was in that moment that I realized just
how good you truly were for me. How much you really cared about me
for me. For the first time in forever, I wasn't depressed in New
York. Because I had you by my side. And I knew that we could go
anywhere in the world and be happy as long as we were together. And
I knew I could never let you go. I knew that I needed you in my
life forever. You're my light, Penny. You've always been the light
to my darkness."

"James, your soul is brighter than you
realize."

"I'm sorry I said I was addicted to you. I'm
sorry. This is so much bigger than that." He put his hand on the
center of my chest. "I'm sorry I ever doubted that. This is love."
His hand slid between my breasts and stopped on my stomach. "This
is love. Because it's not that I can't live without you. It's that
I don't want to. I don't want to live without either of you." He
spread his fingers across my stomach. "Because I love you. Baby, I
love you so much."

I grabbed both sides of his face and kissed
him, knocking him backwards onto the bed. This moment meant more
than any other. This was the moment I had waited for my whole life.
When our love wasn't clouded by social expectations or issues from
our pasts or secrets that we had unwillingly held onto to protect
ourselves. This moment was pure just like our love was, just like
it always would be.

I slowly pushed up James' t-shirt and leaned
down to kiss the stitches on his stomach and on his ribs. He pulled
his shirt the rest of the way off and grabbed the hem of my tank
top.

I lifted my arms in the air as his fingers
slowly traced up the sides of my torso. He pulled it the rest of
the way off and unclasped my bra. He watched it slowly fall down my
arms. The way he looked at me made me feel like the sexiest girl he
had ever seen. Like the only girl he ever saw.

He grabbed my hips and rolled over on top of
me.

"James, you're supposed to let me be on top.
The doctor said..."

"Fuck that. I'm making love to my beautiful
wife."

"James..."

"Don't worry. I'm going to do it slowly." He
put his lips around one of my nipples and lightly tugged.

God yes.

"Very slowly." His breath was hot against my
skin as his fingers slipped below the waistline of my shorts.
"You're so fucking wet, baby." He sunk a finger deep inside of
me.

"James," I moaned. It felt like forever since
I had gotten to be with him, since I had gotten to feel this
way.

He sucked hard on my nipple as his finger
thrust deep inside of me.

I didn't want to wait another second. I
couldn't possibly. I pushed my shorts and thong down my hips.

"Eager as always."

"Make love to me, James. I thought I'd never
get another one of these moments. I thought I lost you. I need you,
James. You have no idea how much I need you."

"I waited my whole life for you. I'll never
leave you, Penny." He gently kissed my stomach.

He'll never leave us. Somehow his
gesture made this moment even more intimate.

He leaned down and kissed the inside of my
thigh.

"James please."

"I love when you beg me." He moved between my
legs. "But you never need to beg. I'll always give you what you
want." He leaned forward, pressing his erection against me.
"Always, Penny." He slowly slid his length inside of me.

I let my fingers dig into the muscles of his
back.

He groaned as he thrust deep inside of me.
"God, I've missed you."

"I've missed you too." I grabbed both sides
of his face and brought his lips to mine.

For the first time in a long time, there was
no urgency in his kisses. Just passion. Just a need that matched my
own.

He grabbed my thigh and began to slide in and
out of me a little faster.

I should have told him to slow down, but I
couldn't make him stop. I was too caught up in the moment. All I
knew was that I wanted him closer to me. I wanted to feel him all
around me. I wrapped my legs around his waist.

He buried his face in my neck. "You drive me
crazy, baby."

I grabbed a fistful of his hair as he slammed
into me harder.

"I'll never get enough of you." He shifted so
that he was staring down at me. "You're so beautiful."

"Don't stop. Please don't stop." I ran my
fingers down his muscular arms. I loved every inch of this man. All
of him.

He smiled down at me. "I love you, Penny. I
love you with everything that I am."

I looked up at the man above me. The man I
loved. The man I'd do anything for. "James." I put my hand on his
chest. His heart was beating so fast. "I waited my whole life for
you too. I love the man that you are. I love everything about you.
And I love the way you love me." I put my feet on the edge of the
bed and titled my hips up.

"Fuck." His fingers dug into my hips as his
lips met mine again.

I poured my heart into this man's hands. And
I didn't regret a single second of our time together. Everything
that we had been through just made me appreciate him even more. My
life was dull and gray before he came along. And now? My life was
an explosion of colors.

He thrust into me hard.

So fucking explosive.

He kissed my neck, my collarbone, my breasts
as he drove me to the edge of oblivion. "Come for me, my beautiful
wife."

I wrapped my legs around him again as his
hand slid to my ass. I could feel myself tightening around him. I
was so close.

And then he came. I felt the familiar warmth
spread up into my stomach and let myself let go.

"James!"

"God, Penny."

Explosive was definitely the only word to
describe it. He was the one doing all the work yet I was completely
out of breath.

He collapsed beside me. "I'm out of
shape."

I rolled onto my side and perched my head up
in my hand so I could look down at him. "No. You're healing."

"Was that the wedding night you dreamed
of?"

"Better. James, tonight was perfect." I
intertwined my fingers in his and smiled as he pulled my hand up to
his lips and kissed it.

"I can't believe that we're married." He
kissed the back of my hand again.

"Married and expecting. Time flies."

James looked down at my stomach and then back
up to me. "You can't tell at all. No one would ever guess that
you're pregnant."

"Will you still love me when my stomach is
huge?"

"I love you more each and every day.
So...yes." He leaned over top of me and kissed my stomach.

The position made his tattoo visible. I
reached up and ran my finger along the pulse lines of it. "When did
you get this?" I had been wondering when he had gotten it the whole
time he was in his coma.

"The morning after our fight."

"You got it when you thought we were done?
Why?"

"Because even if you left me, it didn't make
it less true. My world changed when you walked into it. For the
better."

"James. That just makes it that much
sweeter."

He smiled. "I forgot that you hadn't seen it
yet."

"I have already seen it."

He raised his left eyebrow. "Did you rape me
in the hospital?"

I laughed and pushed his chest so that he was
lying down again. "No. I wanted to find it. I just stripped you a
little, that's all. And just for the record, you started to wake up
right after that. Apparently you just missed having my hands all
over you."

He smiled. "Oh, I definitely missed
that."

"But seriously, James. That is the sweetest
gift you've ever given me. How am I supposed to compete with that?
And your birthday is tomorrow."

"This is pretty good." He kissed my stomach.
"Actually, this is really, really good. I love it. I couldn't have
asked for a better present."

"It is a little terrifying though."

"It's okay. We're going to be fine."

"How do you know?"

He pulled me into his arms. "Because
everything's alright as long as you're with me."

I sighed as I listened to his steady
heartbeat. There was no better sound in the world. No better
feeling than his arms around me. Nothing at all was better than
this.

"Thank you for tonight, James. It was
perfect."

He kissed my forehead. "Thank you for taking
a chance on me." He yawned and pulled me even closer.

"Thank you for choosing me," I whispered
against his chest.

"I'll always choose you."

 


***

 


I slipped out from underneath his arm and
grabbed my phone. I needed to make his birthday special. Despite
what James said, I needed to give him something great. I wanted to
surprise him. I clicked on Rob's number in my phone and held it to
my ear.

"It's a little late," Rob said and cleared
his throat. "Daphne's going to think I'm getting a booty call.
Wait, is this a booty call? Am I dreaming?"

"I'm sorry to wake you, but I need a favor,"
I whispered, ignoring everything he had just said.

"Whatever you need, baby mama."

I laughed and sat down on the couch. "I'm
going to have to get used to that nickname. I was wondering if we
could somehow manage to put together a last minute surprise party
for James? Maybe at Mason and Bee's? James and I stayed at their
hotel last night..."

"Done."

"You didn't even ask them."

"I'll make it happen."

I smiled. "Thanks, Rob. And can we maybe make
it a small thing? Just our closest friends?"

"You want me to uninvite people?"

"What do you mean uninvite people? I only
just told you about it."

"I already sent out 150 invites while we were
talking."

"What?"

"I'm just kidding. I'll take care of it."

I couldn't tell if he was kidding or not. But
when he said he'd take care of it, I knew he would. "How are you
feeling?"

"Tired. But I'm super excited to be an uncle.
And James seems really excited about it too."

I glanced at the bed. "Yeah, he does." I
smiled at the thought. He wanted the baby. He hadn't been upset at
all. He was just happy. We were happy.

"You're going to make great parents."

"Thanks, Rob."

"But it's not even going to compare to how
awesome of an uncle I'm going to be. Speaking of which, are you
going to do that thing where all your friends also call themselves
aunt and uncle to the baby? Because I kind of like the idea of
being the only uncle. Since I'm technically the only actual
uncle."

"I'll talk to James about it."

"I'll take that as a yes. Mason and Matt can
suck it."

I laughed.

"Okay, I have to go. I have a lot to do.
Plus, I need to buy James a bunch of presents that I originally
wasn't sure I was allowed buy because I didn't know if he knew yet.
You know?"

"Shouldn't you be taking it easy?
Maybe..."

"My older brother only turns 30 once. And I
didn't...I mean, I didn't know if he was going to get to. I want to
make it special."

I closed my eyes. He was right. It had to be
special. "Thanks, Rob. I'm sure whatever you get him he's going to
love."

"Lots of tequila and strippers?"

"Please don't do that."

"Ugh. Fine. Go back to bed, Penny. I got this
covered."

"No strippers."

"What was that? I'm going under a tunnel. I
think I'm losing the connection."

"Didn't I just wake you up? Hello? Rob?" I
pulled the phone away from my ear. The line was already dead.


Chapter 39

 Sunday

I slowly opened my eyes to see James staring at
me.

"I'm the luckiest man alive," he said with a
smile.

I blinked, letting his face come into focus.
"Happy birthday, baby." I reached up and ran my hand against the
scruff on his chin. "You're also the handsomest man alive."

He turned his head to kiss my palm. "I was
thinking for my birthday that I just want to relax and hang out
here today."

"Are you sure? I thought maybe we could go
out to dinner somewhere and tell everyone the good news."

"I don't think you've ever turned down a lazy
day in." He lowered both his eyebrows.

"I wasn't the only one that almost lost you.
Your friends and family experienced that pain too. They want to see
you."

"Mhm." He yawned and slowly sat up. "I think
you're planning something."

"I'm not planning anything." I smiled at him.
"I'll even let you choose the restaurant."

"Okay. But we're going home right after
dinner."

"You turn 30 and suddenly your new bedtime is
8 o'clock?"

He laughed. "I just want to be alone with
you. Maybe we can go for a walk in Central Park tonight?"

"That sounds perfect. The simplest things are
my favorite things to do with you." I gave him a swift kiss on the
lips. "Now get dressed, old man, we have places to be."

I squealed as he pulled me on top of him.

"What's the rush?"

There was no rush. Right now all I wanted was
for us to get lost in each other again.

 


***

 


"Oh, I almost forgot. Bee accidentally left
her sunglasses at the hospital. I told her we could drop them off
for her." I pressed the button for their floor after we stepped
onto the elevator.

"We can just give them to her at dinner
tonight."

"But we're right here. It'll only take a
second."

James shrugged his shoulders and I tried to
hide my smile. The doors dinged open on Mason and Bee's floor.

I knocked on their door, but there was no
answer.

"I guess she's at yoga or something. Which
means Mason is on a run. One sec." I pulled out the key I had to
their place. Bee had given it to me for when they went on business
trips together. They had one plant in their apartment, and Bee was
terrified of killing it. She said it was her practice baby. I
smiled as I put the key into the lock. Maybe I needed to get myself
a plant too.

"Are you sure it's okay for us to just go in?
What if they're...you know." He winked at me.

I laughed. "Then they should have answered
the door. Besides, that's what spare keys are for. Returning your
friends sunglasses if you happen to be in the neighborhood."

"I guess," James said and put his hands in
his pockets.

I opened the door to an empty apartment.

"At least they're not naked," James said with
a laugh as he walked in.

Awkward. It reminded me of when I had
almost given James head in front of a houseful of surprise guests
for my graduation party.

"Surprise!" everyone yelled as they jumped
out of their hiding places.

James laughed and wrapped his arms around me.
"Do you think they heard my naked comment?" he whispered in my
ear.

"I have no idea."

He laughed again and kissed my cheek. "Thanks
for the surprise. I knew you were acting weird."

I smiled up at him.

"Happy birthday!" Jen screamed and threw her
arms around his neck. "Oh, God, I'm sorry," she said and pulled
back. "Does it still hurt?"

"I'm okay," James said.

"I hope it's alright that I invited Ian," she
said.

James glanced at Ian who was standing off to
the side of everyone else. "When did that happen?"

"You were unconscious for a long time. Come
with me." She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward Ian.

James smiled at me from over his
shoulder.

"Whoa let me help you," I said and grabbed a
huge gift wrapped box from Rob. He was holding it with one arm
while balancing a crutch. "Geez, what's in here? This is
ridiculously heavy."

"It's a surprise, but you probably shouldn't
be lifting it either. You can just put it on the ground." He
adjusted the sling on his arm as I placed the box down in front of
me.

"And you should probably sit down." I looked
down at the cast on his leg.

"I keep telling him to sit down. Hi, Penny,"
Daphne said and gave me a hug.

"How do I suddenly have so many women
meddling in my life? Last time I checked, I still had my spleen
so..."

"Very funny. Thanks for putting this all
together," I said and gave him a hug.

"Anything for you guys. You know that." He
kissed my cheek. "But yeah, maybe I should sit down."

Daphne looped her arm behind his back.

"Being an invalid does have its perks," he
said to her and she smiled up at him.

"You guys are adorable," I said.

"Adorable?" Rob scrunched up his nose. "I
hate that word. To the couch!" He pointed to where everyone else
was gathered.

James was already sitting there. He had saved
a space beside him. I sat down and rested my head on his
shoulder.

"To James," Rob said and lifted up his glass.
"The best brother and friend a guy could ask for."

Everyone clinked glasses and I took a sip of
my water.

Mason cleared his throat. "James, you had us
all worried sick. And the past few weeks have been...well, frankly,
fucking terrible."

James laughed.

"It's not funny yet, man. But, either way, I
thought we could all use some positivity. James, two years ago you
gave me some advice. The best advice I've ever gotten, really. And
even though I never ask for your help, you're always there for me.
Bee and I wouldn't be together right now if it wasn't for you. And
I don't want to steal the show in any way. But Bee and I have some
news."

"We're engaged!" she shrieked and turned her
hand so we could see the huge ring on her finger.

"Oh my God!" I got up and gave her a hug.
"I'm so happy for you. And you, Mason." I gave him a hug too.

"Thanks, Penny," Mason said. "And it's
because of you too. If James hadn't met you, he never would have
given me the advice that he did. And seeing you and him together,
it made me realize what I was missing, you know? So, thank
you."

For some reason I started crying. "That's so
sweet of you to say."

"Don't cry." He smiled at me.

"Sorry." I quickly wiped away my tears. "I've
just been really emotional recently."

"I think we all have."

I wiped away the rest of my tears and looked
back at Bee. "Your ring is beautiful. Tell us everything. How did
he propose?"

"It was so romantic." She smiled up at him.
"He proposed at the top of the Empire State building."

I glanced back at James. I rarely ever won
one of our bets.

He shrugged his shoulders.

I took a second to soak in this moment as I
looked around the room. Mason and Bee were finally engaged. Rob was
in love. Melissa was snuggled up next to Matt. They seemed to be
hitting it off really well. And Jen and Ian looked so happy
together. I sat down next to James. "Let's tell them our news a
different day," I whispered. "Let's just enjoy this moment right
now."

"I was thinking the same thing." He touched
the bottom of my chin so that my lips met his.

"Okay, okay," Rob said. "Congrats you two.
But you said you didn't want to steal the show, so stop stealing
the show. I want James to open the present I got him."

Mason laughed. "Yeah. Sorry. We just couldn't
not tell you guys."

"I'm so happy for both of you," James said.
"And thanks for what you said. That meant a lot to me."

Mason walked over to him. He leaned down and
gave him a hug. "I meant every word."

They did that thing where they slapped each
other on the back.

Bee and I smiled at each other.

"Where's the present you got him?" Mason
asked.

"By the door. Could someone go grab it for
me?" Rob asked. "I've been told I'm not allowed to get up any
more."

Mason laughed. "The Hunter men have suddenly
rendered themselves useless." He walked over to the door and
grabbed the box. "Shit, this actually is pretty heavy. What the
hell is in here? Bricks?" He put the present down on the floor in
front of James.

"It's a surprise," Rob said. "Actually, it's
kind of a surprise for all of you. Open it."

James tore the paper and slowly opened the
box.

"So, I was doing some research, and these are
all the best books," Rob said. "About what to expect and
everything. Things you should and shouldn't do. And there's some
vitamins in there that Penny needs to start taking
immediately."

James laughed as he lifted up the bottle of
prenatal vitamins.

"Vitamins?" Matt asked. "Why did you buy
Penny a present?"

James smiled at me. "Well, we weren't going
to say anything yet. But Penny and I have some news too. She's
pregnant."

"What?!" Melissa screamed. "Ah!" She attacked
me in a huge hug. "You're going to be a mom? This is crazy." She
hugged me again. "You're going to be such a great mom, Penny. Are
you so excited?"

"We're very excited," James said and rubbed
my back.

"I'm so happy for both of you." She gave
James a hug. "You two didn't wait very long at all. I didn't
realize that you wanted kids right away. But I'm so, so happy for
you."

"We didn't really plan it. But I couldn't be
more excited. It was the best possible surprise. I'm sorry Mason
and Bee, we didn't want to steal your thunder. We weren't going to
say anything..."

"Are you kidding?" Mason said. "I'm going to
be an uncle!"

"No," Rob said. "Technically I'm going to be
the only uncle."

"Congratulations," Mason said, ignoring Rob.
"You really can't tell at all. Are you sure?"

"We're sure," James said. "It's this tiny
little dot, but it's there. Here, let me show you." He pulled out
his wallet and handed the picture of the sonogram to Mason.

I hadn't realized that he had put the picture
in his wallet. Everything he did just warmed my heart so
completely.

"Do you know if it's a boy or a girl?" Jen
said. "This is so crazy exciting!"

"It's definitely a boy," Rob said.

I laughed. "No, we don't know."

"When do you get to find out?"

"Actually, we want that to be a surprise
too."

"You seriously don't want to know ahead of
time?"

"It's more fun this way." James rubbed my
back again.

He was saying everything I felt. I didn't
need to say anything at all. Instead I looked through the box that
Rob had given James. There was everything from naming books to
actual books for the baby. So that we could read him bedtime
stories.

"How does it feel to be knocked up?" Matt
asked.

Melissa punched his arm.

"I'm just so happy. And hungry. We haven't
eaten breakfast yet."

"Oh, we'll go get the cake," Bee said and
quickly stood up. "You know this means we have to hop on the kid
train soon too, Mason. We want our kids to grow up and be
friends."

"We have a little time," said Mason. "Matt
and Rob are three years younger than James and me. And we all get
along great. But yeah. I'd like our kids to grow up together. Which
means all of you have to speed things up too," Mason said to Matt
and Rob.

"Well, Daphne and I are moving in together,"
Rob said. "Babies are next after that, right?" he said with a
laugh.

"You're moving out of your place in Newark?"
I asked.

"Well, yeah. James asked me to run Hunter
Tech. I kind of need to be here. And I want to be here." He put his
arm around Daphne.

"You asked him to run Hunter Tech?"

Rob laughed. "I think you two have a few
things you need to talk about. Let's all go help with the
cake."

Daphne helped Rob to his feet and everyone
went into the kitchen.

"You asked him to take over?" I asked. I
couldn't hide my excitement. This had to mean that he was going to
teach again. That he finally realized what truly made him
happy.

"Yeah. He wants to settle down. I think he
was looking for an excuse to move here so that it wouldn't seem so
crazy fast with Daphne. And he needs a little structure in his
life. Besides, he was handling all my emails and stuff while I was
in the hospital and he really took care of things for me. Thanks
for having him handle that, by the way."

"I never asked him to handle it."

"You didn't?"

"No. I guess he just...did it."

James smiled. "Even more reason why he'll be
a great fit. And he has a lot of great ideas for the company."

"And what about you?"

"The doctor said less stress. And I want to
be there for you and the baby. I don't want to be working all the
time."

I smiled. "Won't you be bored?"

"I may have applied for a few local teaching
jobs," he said with a smile.

"Yeah?"

"You sound surprised. I told you I'd think
about it before the wedding. I thought about it...and that's what I
want."

"You're going to be a professor again?"

"Well, we'll see. I haven't heard back yet or
anything. And I don't want to start anytime soon. I think I need
some time off."

"James, you don't even understand how happy
that makes me."

"I think you just want to be able to call me
Professor Hunter all the time again."

I laughed. "I'll never tire of calling you
that. But no, that's not why. It's because you finally realized
what you love."

"I love you."

"I mean besides me. You love teaching. It's
what you were meant to do."

"I kind of feel like I was meant to be a
father too. I know I said I didn't want kids for a long time, but
I'm not lying when I say I'm excited. I'm really, really
happy."

I smiled. "I know. And, I have something for
you. I'm sorry I didn't wrap it. I was going to if we had gone home
last night, but," I grabbed the onesie from my purse, "this was
what I was going to give you to tell you I was pregnant."

"God, it's so small." He unfolded the onesie
I had picked up from the hospital gift shop. It had the Giants logo
on it. "I'm pretty sure this is for a baby boy."

"I don't know if it's just been Rob's
incessant talk about it being a boy or what, but I feel like it's
going to be a boy."

He lowered both his eyebrows. "Yeah?"

"You look disappointed."

"No. No, I just...I want it to be like you.
Everything good in this world." He put his hand on my stomach.

"And that's why I want it to be a boy. So
that it'll be like you. Everything I love in this world."

"Right now it's just a tiny dot. I can't
believe that dot is going to be a baby. Our baby."

I put my hand on top of his.

"I don't want to mess it up. I don't want to
disappoint it."

"You couldn't possibly, James. And it makes
me so happy that you want to spend time with him before he's
born."

"It's going to be a girl." He smiled at
me.

I shrugged. "Maybe."

"But you're going to let me raise it as a
Giants fan either way?" he said.

"Just don't tell my dad."

He laughed. "Thank you, Penny. This really is
the best gift. But I wanted to ask you one more thing."

"Yeah?"

"I want you to stay home with me for the next
few weeks. I know that you're supposed to finish your internship.
And if you want to do that, of course you can. But I thought we
could both use a vacation. You could always finish the internship
in the fall if you'd like."

"Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that
too. The day before our wedding, I was terrified I'd never see you
again. I started writing down all this stuff about you and the way
you made me feel. I just...I didn't want to ever forget. And when
you were in the hospital, my mom told me that it was my job to keep
living. In order to keep the memory of you alive. That really stuck
with me. But at the same time, I knew I wasn't strong enough. I
don't know how to live without you."

"Hey." He wiped the tears from under my eyes
with his thumbs. "You don't have to live without me."

"I know. And I'll never forget how lucky I am
that you woke up. How blessed I am that our story didn't end
there." I pulled a notebook out of my purse. "I know it's silly,
but I thought that if you didn't wake up that I'd just suddenly die
too. And I felt guilty for not being able to keep your memory
alive. And I started writing about, well, our story. Of how we met
and...well, all of it. And how we have this huge scary everlasting
love. The kind of love that people dream about."

"I didn't know you enjoyed writing."

"Honestly, I didn't either. But I've always
loved reading. And when I started to write about you, I just
couldn't stop." I looked up into his dark brown eyes. "And I think
people might like hearing all about you."

"Me?" He laughed.

"Yes. About how we started. The truth that no
one else seems to believe."

"The truth?"

"About our love. How we overcame all the
obstacles that everyone put in front of us. How true love has it's
struggles too. And how it's so worth it."

"Hmm." He kissed the tip of my nose. "Do you
really think anyone would be interested in reading about us?"

"Of course they would. Maybe it could even be
a whole series."

"Is there really that much to say?"

"About you? Absolutely." I placed the
notebook in his lap. "It's barely anything yet. But I think it
could be something great. I've been trying to find my thing after
graduating. And really, James, all I've ever been passionate about
is you. I want to write this book. And raise this baby. And be the
best wife I can possibly be to you."

"If that's what's going to make you
happy."

"Nothing would make me happier. I don't ever
want to go a day apart from you. And I don't want the memory of you
to ever completely fade. This will make that possible." I tapped
the top of the notebook.

"Can I read what you have?"

"Yeah, well, it's super rough. It's mostly
just notes. All I know is that it's going to start at the coffee
shop. Where our lives both changed forever. When I finally learned
what living truly was." I smiled. "When I decided to break all the
rules and fall head over heels for my professor."

He put his hand on the side of my face. "The
best day of my life. God, I love you, Penny."

"I love you with everything that I am,
Professor Hunter."

He smiled as he wiped away my tears with his
thumbs. There was suddenly a hunger in his eyes that hadn't been
there before. It reminded me of when I was his student and he was
my professor. I had sometimes thought he was the hunter and I was
the prey. That the whole thing was a game. But despite what he
thought, I never saved his life. He saved mine.

We never were able to agree on who tempted
who. But there was truth in both our stories, and together, it came
down to two things. Two unmistakable truths that led us to this
moment. This perfect moment. I looked up into his eyes. I was the
hunted. But I had willingly let him hunt me.
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