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From the #1 best-selling author of the ANNIHILATE ME series and the UNLEASH ME series, comes Christina Ross' hottest book yet--and her first stand-alone novel!


One night with him awakened my senses.


One more night with him threw everything into question. Everything I thought I knew about myself.


My name is Abby Evans. I was raised by a God-fearing mother determined to turn me into the good girl she always wanted me to be. For twenty-five years, she succeeded.


Until the one night she didn’t.


That night, I had a one-night stand with a stranger. And already I can sense something within me that wants to break free.
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Chance, the first book in the One More Night series, is a full-length, stand-alone novel linked only by its characters.
  
Each book in the series ends with an HEA.  If you enjoy the series’ female supporting characters—Brooke and Elle—you may follow them in their own books while revisiting characters from the previous books.  Specifically, after Chance, Elle receives her own stand-alone book in Aiden.  Soon, Brooke will enjoy a story of her own in Eric.  If the series is popular, others will follow.
  
Chance focuses on Abby and Chance’s relationship.  
  
I hope you enjoy it!
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By
  
Christina Ross
  
  
CHAPTER ONE
  
New York City
July
  
“I need six martinis, straight up, olives, one dirty.  I also need three glasses of champagne and one Manhattan.  And I have more coming, as if that’s a surprise.  Look at this place.  It’s crazy.”
The handsome, thirty-something bartender standing behind the bar looked at the people milling behind me and then shot me a look of concern.  “How about if you take the martinis first, and then come back for the rest?”
I repositioned the black sequined mask that covered my eyes and damned it to hell.  I could barely see out of it.  I could see straight ahead without an issue, but when it came to my peripheral vision?  The mask I’d been asked to wear for tonight’s masked ball was cutting it short.  Too short.  The room’s dim, amber lighting only worsened my sight issues.  
“I wish I could, but I have another drink order right behind this one,” I said.  “I knew this was going to be a big event, but I never expected anything like this.  There must be five hundred people here, all wearing masks—and all about as blind as I am because of them.  Let’s just say that when I signed up for this, I also should have signed up for hazard insurance.”
While he made the drinks, I pulled my long, dark hair away from my face, tossed it over my shoulders, and let it tumble down my back.  I was wearing a simple, little black dress, as were the rest of the female servers.  
“At least it’s cool in here,” he said.  “It was over ninety today.”
“And it felt it.  Where I live, my girlfriends and I check our air conditioner regularly to make sure it still has a heartbeat.”
“Student?” he asked.
“Grad.  Columbia.  Working toward my MA.”
“Good for you.  What’s your name?”
“Abby.”
He started to shake the martinis in two silver cylinders on either side of his head.  “Nice to meet you, Abby.  Steve Martel.”
I smiled at him and decided that I rather liked his dimples.  He was cute.  “Abby Evans.  Pleased to meet you, Steve.”
“How long have you been doing this?”
“Since I came to the city—about a year ago.  During the summer, I work whenever I can.  During the school year, it’s pretty much the same, only with classes thrown in.  But at least these sorts of gigs pay well.  I’ll be able to meet the rent, which always is a bonus.” 
“That it is.”
He poured out four martinis, made one of them dirty by adding a splash of olive brine, and then swiftly filled another cylinder to make the final two.  As he started to shake the drinks, he leaned down and retrieved a bottle of champagne, likely from a refrigerator I couldn’t see, and placed it on the countertop.  
“How are you holding up?” I asked.
“This kind of uppity crowd mostly wants martinis and champagne, so it’s not as if I’m dealing with a blizzard of mixed drinks, which would be a bitch.  It’s hectic, but it is what it is,” he said.  “No complaints—I’m happy for the job.  Like you said, it pays the rent.”
“Indeed, it does.”  
I looked around the room and tried to take in as much of it as possible, if only so I could have a better feel for it when I maneuvered into the crowd with the cocktails.  
We were in The Plaza Hotel’s decadent Grand Ballroom, which looked as if it had been layered in gold leaf.  Above me was a row of massive, crystal chandeliers that were impressive in their size and twinkling beauty.  An orchestra played at the far end of the room where some people were waltzing.  And then there were the guests—all here in an effort to help support additional funding for HIV research, a noble cause I admired them for.  But what was it with the masked ball theme?  I didn’t get it.  Maybe it was just a society thing, which I knew zip about.  
Still, the night’s theme offered a curious sight.  Everyone was wearing a mask.  They ranged from the tame for the men to the outrageously festooned for the women.  The men wore black tie while the women were nothing if not a showcase of estate jewelry and either current or vintage couture.  
Who lives like this? I thought.  It’s another world.  Another universe.
I was born into nothing—not that that had changed much since moving to Manhattan.  My two girlfriends and I practically lived in squalor.  
But just like Brooke and Elle, with whom I’d been best friends since childhood, I knew that things would change for us.  I was as determined to have a better life as they were.  That’s why we left Vermont for Manhattan—because of the opportunities it offered.  Graduating from Columbia with strong grades and hopefully stronger contacts would get me far, even if my student loan debt already felt as if it was suffocating me.
“Just need to make the Manhattan,” Steve said.  “After that, you’re good to go.”
“Thank you,” I said.  “I really appreciate all of your hard work, Steve.”
He dropped a cherry into the bottom of a low glass, reached behind him for a bottle of Crown Royal, and started to mix the drink.  “You know this tray is going to be heavy, right?”
“I know it is, but what can I do?  For some reason, there aren’t enough servers tonight.  I need to hustle, or I’ll get fired, and I can’t afford that.”
“You can barely see out of that mask.  I can tell.”
“It’s not so bad.  At least I can see straight ahead of me.”
“I think you should come back for the rest.”
“I’ll be fine.  While you were making the drinks, I was memorizing the room.  I just need to cut through the crowds, remember who ordered what, and get the hell back here to give you my next order.”
He gave me a curious look before nudging the tray toward me and turning to the next server, who already was spilling out a massive drink order of her own. 
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
In an effort to balance the tray better, I went into the crowd with the rim of it pressed against my torso.  Steve was right—I was carrying too much.  But despite the heaviness of the drinks and feeling like I had horse blinders on, I kept my focus and moved forward into the buzzing, laughing, tittering crowd.
Where is the group that wanted the martinis?
I stopped for a moment, looked around the space, felt someone connect with my shoulder, and heard a wholly insincere “So sorry” breathed into my ear.  Finally, I saw my martini peeps off to my left.  
They were only twenty feet away.  
With a sense of relief, I moved toward them as their heads lifted toward me and smiles flashed beneath their masks.  I heard one of the women say, “Oh, look—here she comes now.  Thank God!”  
Apparently they were thirsty.
And who can blame them?  After tonight, I plan on having a martini myself.
What happened next should have surprised me, but given the crowd’s unhinged, undulating rhythm, and especially since not nearly enough people were paying attention to their personal space, it didn’t.  
When the older, lavishly dressed blonde woman at my right fanned out the material of her billowing red gown straight into my path, I tripped into the fabric and felt it catch on one of my heels.  I heard a gasp, followed by the sound of something tearing, and then someone saying, “Not the Dior!”  And then, there was an awful moment when I realized that I was about to do a full face plant in the middle of a gorgeous ballroom filled with hundreds of people who practically ran the city.  
As I began to stumble, I saw how it was all going to go down.  My drinks would take flight.  Glasses would smash onto the floor.  Women would shriek.  
I’d be looking for another job.
But then, out of nowhere, with a rush of air, a faint scent of woodsy cologne enveloped me and a firm hand pressed hard against my stomach, instantly righting me while another hand reached out to steady the tray before the drinks toppled over.
Very close to my ear—so close that I actually felt someone’s lips brush against it—a man’s deep voice said, “Hold on to the tray.  I’m going to let go of it, so don’t drop it.  Before she pulls her dress out from under you, I’m going to lift you off of it.  Are you with me?”
Am I with who?  I can’t even see you.  “Yes,” I said, grateful for the help.
The man moved behind me, and I felt two large hands grip my waist and lift me off the floor.  A moment later, he put me down with ease in a crowd that was only interested in watching, not assisting.  
I saw people gaping at me and felt a rush of shame and embarrassment because I took pride in my work.  Then, I heard that same deep voice again:  “Marie, it’s just a small tear at the back.  Unless you look directly down at the hem, you can’t see it.  Send the bill to me and I’ll cover what it costs to fix it.”
“You can’t repair vintage Dior.”
“Then I’ll pay for the dress.”
He’ll pay for a vintage Dior dress?  Why?
“It’s on loan to me.  I don’t own it.”
“Then I’ll pay the person who loaned it to you.”
“It wasn’t a person who loaned it to me.  It was Dior itself that loaned it to me.”
“Perfect.  I have contacts at Dior.  I’ll speak with them in the morning.  We’ll settle everything then, and I’ll call you.  Fair enough?”
I was about to turn to see who this man was—and also get a look at the woman who refused to take responsibility for tripping me up—when the group that had been waiting for their martinis came over and took their cocktails without saying a word to me.  Because of the sudden redistribution of weight, the tray started to tip, and I had to quickly readjust the other drinks before another potential disaster occurred.  
Meanwhile, I listened to what was being said behind me.
“There’s hardly any reason for you to get involved,” the woman said.  “It was her fault, after all.”
“I’m not sure that it was, but that’s neither here nor there.  What’s done is done, Marie.  Don’t you agree?  How about if we have a dance later?”
“I’m hardly about to stay here with a tear in my dress.  And besides, this event is practically over, anyway.  Good night.”
Before she left, I turned to apologize to her, but she already was moving into the crowd with a group of other people, so I instead faced him.  
And when I did, everything that had just happened faded away.  
Only once before in my life had I come even remotely close to the sort of physical attraction I felt.  It had been with my former boyfriend, Brian.  But as good looking as Brian was, he had nothing on this man.  Or his presence.  Though his face was partly concealed by a simple black mask that framed his light blue eyes, I couldn’t deny the heat that corded through my body when his gaze met mine.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
I looked up at him and moved to speak, but could only nod.  For some reason, words failed me.  His dark hair was parted on the side and it gleamed in the light.  He was wearing a tux that had been so snuggly fitted to him, that I knew that beneath it was a body built for lust.  There was a day’s worth of stubble on his face, his jawline was strong and square, and his lips were full.  Though I couldn’t see all of his face, he looked to be somewhere around thirty—which was just five years older than I was.  He was so tall, he towered over me.
“Well, you’re talkative,” he said.
I looked up at him.  “I’m sorry,” I said.  “Everything happened so fast.  I think I’m still catching my breath.”
“You do seem to be breathing hard.”
Was I?  “When you lifted me, I think I had the wind knocked out of me.”
“Is that what it is?”
“You’re strong,” I said.  “And you surprised me.  You lifted me straight up and over her dress as if I weighed nothing.”
“You are light,” he said.
I was so flustered by my attraction to him that I had to glance away.  He was seeing more of me than I wanted him to.  “Thank you for what you did,” I said after a moment.  “You didn’t have to do that.  I’m grateful.”
“I actually saw it go down,” he said.  “For whatever reason, she fluffed out her dress, and you steamrolled into it.  I’m just happy that I was there to catch you before you fell.”  He held out his hand to me, and the sex he exuded was so complete, it felt as if my hormones—which had caught a bus out of town for the past year—had just turned with horns blaring and lights flashing.  “I’m Chance,” he said.
As I shook his hand, I felt a jolt.  
His hand was warm and strong, but not smooth—there was a roughness to it that surprised me.  It wasn’t a hand I’d expect to find in this crowd.  It didn’t belong to someone who spent his days sitting behind a desk while thumbing through reports or talking on the phone.  It also didn’t belong to someone who had received a trust fund in childhood, and then, in adulthood, decided that he’d live off the interest rather than work.  Instead, it was a hand that knew physical labor, and for an instant, I imagined what that hand would feel like on my body.  Or inside of it….
What’s wrong with me?  
I never behaved like this.  Among my girlfriends, who bemoaned my strict Catholic upbringing, I was considered the most conservative of the group.  But I was second-guessing all of that now.  Why was I so drawn to this man?  What was it about him?  
I need to get out of here.  I need to walk away.  
Still, for reasons that I couldn’t understand, I told him my name.  “I’m Abby,” I said.  
“Abby—the conflicted young woman who has no idea how beautiful she is.”
“I’m sorry?”
“I’ve been watching you tonight.  I hope you don’t mind, but I kind of couldn’t help myself.  You have no idea the affect you have on the men in this room, do you?  And, frankly, on some of the women as well.  It’s been refreshing to watch you.  Most women know if they’re beautiful.  You don’t.  I wonder why that is.”
What was I to say to that?
“I’m just here to work.”
“It’s been a tough crowd.  You’ve been working hard.”
“I’m just trying to get through school.”
“School?”
“Grad school.  I’m working toward my MA.  That kind of thing.”  I paused.  “What did you mean by conflicted?”
“Your eyes gave you away,” he said.  “You can feel it, can’t you?  It’s probably as confusing to you as it is to me.  And as surprising.  But it’s there, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Don’t you?” 
My heart started to quicken.  Was my attraction to him that obvious?  Clearly, it was.  He was seducing me, but with the graceful hand of subtlety.   There was mischief in his eyes, but also layers of sincerity and interest.  The curl at the corner of his lips wasn’t just the hint of a smile—there was something deeper there that I couldn’t define.  He was being at once serious and playful.  I didn’t know what to make of him or of this situation.  But I knew one thing—he was disarming.  He was breaking down my barriers.  A part of me wanted to run away from him—just as I had run from every man since Brian had cheated on me.  But there was another part of me that Brian hadn’t destroyed that wanted to experience the intensity of this moment.  To feel that burn again.  To let someone in just far enough to know that the fire—nearly snuffed a year ago—was still alive and could grow again.
“You’re different,” he said.
“I’m sorry?”
“You’re unusual.”
“And you’re being vague.”
“You’re unaffected.  I don’t find that often in Manhattan.”  He shrugged.  “For that matter, I don’t find it in most cities I land in.” 
“You don’t live here?” I asked.
“I don’t.”
“How long are you here for?”
“Unfortunately, just for two more days.”
I felt my heart fall.  And that’s that.  This man was charming, kind, and handsome, but if he didn’t live here, why waste my time losing myself in those eyes of his?  He not only lived somewhere else, but also was part of a gilded world to which I didn’t belong.
“I should go,” I said.  “I still have to deliver these drinks, especially the champagne before it goes flat.  People are probably furious with me right now.”
“Then I should let you work,” he said.  “So, we’ll talk later?”
I furrowed my brow at him.  “Later?”
“Yes.  Later,” he said.  “When your shift is over and you can join me for a drink.”
“But the bar will be closed by then.”
“I was thinking that we could have a drink in my suite.  There’s a full bar there.  And beautiful views of the city.”
“Your suite?”
“I keep one of the penthouse suites here.”
“I’m afraid—”
“There’s no reason for you to be afraid,” he said as he turned away.  “I don’t bite.  And it’s just a drink.  Just for one night.  Unless, of course, you decide that you want more.  And if you do, then we’ll also drink to that.”
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER TWO
  
For the next hour, I was a hot mess of stripped nerves and raw emotions that would have gotten the best of me if I hadn’t needed to step it up, focus on my work, and make sure that the increasingly thinning crowd got their drinks.
Everywhere around me, I was aware of his presence, even during those moments when I couldn’t physically see him.  But I could feel him—oh man, could I feel him.  As I moved about the room, either bringing people their drinks or taking new orders for fresh cocktails, I could feel him as if he were standing right next to me.  He was waiting until the last person left the party, and at that point, he’d likely approach me to pick up where we’d left off.
I saw him three times during the party’s final hour, once talking with a group of men and women, and twice leaning alone against one of the Grand Ballroom’s towering columns.  
It was during those singular moments that I felt him the most because, each time, he’d been staring at me.
He wanted me—that was clear.  At least part of him sensed that I was considering my options.  But that didn’t mean that anything was going to happen.  
He likely sensed that, too.
I hadn’t committed to a drink with him in his suite, or whatever else might follow.  He knew that, and so he watched me.  And while he watched me, I continued to face my own dilemma, which would have shook my mother to her religious core if she knew that it was a dilemma for me.  I could go to his suite, have a drink, and decide at that point if I wanted more.  Or I could just call it a day and go home alone, which is what I always did because, frankly, it was easier.
Since leaving Brian a year ago, I’d repeatedly said no to the prospect of getting romantically involved with someone—let alone having sex with someone—until I was emotionally ready to take that step.  That’s just who I was.  I wasn’t about to bang a few random men in an effort to get over Brian like my girlfriends wanted me to do.  Instead, I’d chosen the more logical route—taking time to sort through my emotions and deal with the end of my relationship so I didn’t make the same mistakes twice.
But now that those emotions had been dealt with and I was in a better space, how much longer could I hold out?  How much longer should I hold out?  I’d be lying if I said that I hadn’t missed having sex with someone I loved.  But what I didn’t know anything about was having sex with a stranger—I’d always been a relationship kind of girl.  I’d never had a one-night stand.  It wasn’t that I wouldn’t consider one—it was just that I hadn’t had one yet.  If I had sex with this guy, would knowing nothing about him lessen the impact of the act?  Or would it heighten it?
Given my attraction to him, I didn’t know.
I looked around the room again.  It was a moment before I found him near the end of the bar, not far from where I picked up my drinks.  He was talking to a middle-aged couple as they prepared to leave the ballroom, but I knew why he was there.  It was the end of the night.  The party was over.  He’d placed himself there so he wouldn’t miss me on my way out.  He was determined to make this happen.  I had to wonder how often he did this.  Was this something he sought out in each city he visited?  As Brooke would put it, was he some kind of chronic manwhore?
What was the line he’d used on me?  You can feel it, can’t you?  It’s probably as confusing to you as it is to me.  And as surprising.  But it’s there, isn’t it?
Had that been a line?  Had he felt the same kind of overwhelming attraction that I’d felt?  He’d seemed sincere when he’d said it, and with his looks and charm, I doubted that he even needed a line to pick up women.  Looking the way he did, he likely could walk into any bar and leave with the woman of his choice.  So, was it a line just to get me into his bed, or was there something more?  I wasn’t sure.
But what I did know was that there was a stirring within me that I couldn’t deny.  And that frustrated me.
For once, why can’t I let go and just live? I wondered.  Why shouldn’t I sleep with him?  He’s gorgeous.  And he was sweet.  He swept in and lifted me off my feet before everything went to hell with that woman’s dress.  Why should I deny myself of him?  Why do I always hold myself back?
I considered that for a moment.  And I knew the answer.  She was right there in my ear, telling me that I better not go through with this.
But this time, as I moved toward the bar, I decided to ignore my mother.
  
  
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER THREE
  
With the ballroom nearly empty, the cleaning staff would soon arrive to put the room back into order.  
I noticed other female servers with their masks off and knew that was a sign that they’d been given permission to remove them.  Grateful to lose mine, I slipped it over my head and shook out my hair so it fell free behind my back in a shimmering cascade of black.  As I crossed to the bar, I noticed that Chance had turned toward me and was watching me as I raked my fingers through my hair.  
When our eyes met, I felt the weight of his stare slam against me as hard as it had earlier, and I blushed with anticipation of what might come.  But when his lips parted and he looked away, I suddenly wasn’t sure how to read him.  Now that he’d seen my face—all of it, with no mask—he’d either completely lost interest in me because I wasn’t his type after all, or his interest had peaked, and he was considering how to go forward with this.  I wasn’t sure which one it was.  If I could see the look in his eyes—which I couldn’t at this distance—I’d have my answer.  
But I can’t see them, so we’ll see if he leaves.
I turned away from him.  To save each of us from any awkwardness, I wanted to give him the opportunity to leave for his penthouse if he wanted to, so I went straight to the center of the bar.  I’d planned on saying goodbye to Steve before leaving anyway.  I wanted to thank him again for working his butt off for me and for the rest of the servers tonight.  He and his bar staff had gone above and beyond.
I placed my tray and mask on the bar, and Steve looked up at me with a smile.  The first words out of his mouth confirmed why Chance might have looked away from me.
“So, that’s what you look like,” Steve said.
For someone who had never been comfortable in her own skin—for a whole host of reasons that I’d rather leave in my past because the damage already had been done—all I could do was shrug.  “For better or worse, I guess.”
“Definitely for the better.”
“I was kind of tired of looking like Zorro.”
“Unless you carry a whip, nothing about you resembles Zorro.  I’m pretty sure he didn’t have your curves.”
I cocked my head at him.  That was nice of him to say.
So, you’re going to sleep with him, too?
Oh, please, mother.
I needed to just calm down and get it together.  So I tried.
“Well, that depends,” I said.  “Which Zorro are we talking about?”
“Douglas Fairbanks was the first actor to play him.”
That set me back.  He knows about silent movies?  I love silent movies.  
“And Tyrone Power played him, as did a shitload of other actors.  I might be wrong, but I think the last one who played him on the big screen was Antonio Banderas.  Catherine Zeta-Jones co-starred opposite him.”  Then he stopped.  “You know, if you had wavy hair, you’d look a lot like her—at least when she was in her prime.”
I just looked at him.  “Seriously?  Catherine Zeta-Jones?  Now you’re pushing it.”
“I’m not.  The more I look at you, the more you look like her.  There’s a resemblance.”
“How I wish.”
He raised his eyebrows at me as he started to load one of the dishwashers.  “Looks to me as if your wish came true.”
He was flirting with me, and I have to say that I didn’t mind it.  He was cute in a boxer-like sort of way—his nose looked as if it had been smashed at some point, which gave him an edge I kind of liked.  
“Happy tonight is over?” he asked.
“Are you joking?  All of us just walked through the fires of hell.”
“How are your feet?”
“Like little tug boats.”
“Swollen?”
“To say the least.  Yours?”
“Not too bad—but I’m not asked to wear heels.  Women get the raw end of the deal when it comes to that.”
I lifted my eyes toward heaven.  “Finally, a man who understands one of the disadvantages of being a woman,” I said.  
He grinned at that, and when he did, those dimples of his appeared again.  If things fell through with Chance, here was a man who was not only holding my interest, but who also seemed like a genuinely nice guy.  Maybe it was time to get back in the saddle again—one way or the other.
“Look, I know you’re busy cleaning up, but I wanted to stop by before I left to thank you for all of your help tonight.  I really appreciate it.”
“I appreciate that, Abby.  No one else has stopped by to say so.”
“They should have.  And by the way, I should have listened to you earlier.  Remember that ridiculously full tray you warned me not to take all at once?”
“I remember.”
“Turns out you were right.  I almost tripped over a woman’s dress, and if I had, those drinks would have gone flying.”
“But they didn’t?”
“They didn’t.”
“You righted yourself in time?”
“Let’s just say that someone was very kind and stopped me from doing a face plant before disaster struck.”
When he was finished loading the dishwasher, he switched it on and appeared to make a decision.  He looked up and shot me a glance.  “Some of the guys are going out for a beer after this.  I’m going with them.  You should come with us.  You know—with me.  I’ll introduce you to all of them.  They’re a rowdy bunch, but they’ll take to you in a heartbeat.”
“You really think I can be one of the guys?”
“Hell, no.  You’d be there to make the rest of us look better, and to help lift our collective IQs way above the usual troglodyte level.  So, how about it?”
I was about to answer when I saw him glance to my left as a hand descended upon my upper arm.
“We should go,” I heard a voice say.
I turned and faced Chance, who still had his mask on.  So, he hadn’t run away when he saw me without my mask.  I had to admit that gave me a sense of relief.  When it came to my looks, I never believed the compliments I received.  I didn’t buy them—never had.  In my mind’s eye, I’d always be the tall, thin, awkward-looking girl who was ridiculed for years in school for having a face full of acne.  Brooke and Elle had tried to help me through that time in my life, but emotional scars often cut deeper than physical scars.  My acne was long gone and my complexion had somehow survived it, but I still never saw what others saw in me.  
But here was Chance, and I had to admit that his presence gave me pause.  
I didn’t know what his tastes were in women, but, when my mask came off, I’d certainly given him every opportunity to dart away while he could.  Apparently, he hadn’t, because here he was, ready to stake his claim.
And maybe you should pay attention to that, Abby.
It was my inner-voice talking to me now.  Always the voice of reason.  Always there to set me straight.
Always the devil on my shoulder.  
Maybe you should just enjoy the fact that he did wait for you tonight.  That he’s obviously attracted to you, and that he wants to see what will happen next between you.  Maybe it will be just a drink.  Or maybe there’s the potential for more.  So come on, Abby.  It’s time to let your guard down and at least be open to the possibilities.
I wasn’t sure what to do.
“The party’s over,” I said to him.  “You might want to remove your mask.”
He looked at me when I said that, and then, in one fluid motion, he pulled it over his head.  
For a moment, I just drank him in.  Physically, he was stunning—far better looking than I’d imagined.  His eyes were his best feature—pale blue and framed by thick, dark lashes most women would have killed for.  I’d seen plenty of good-looking men during my time in Manhattan, but none had ever measured up to this man.  He was beyond my type.  He was as masculine as he was gorgeous, so I had to wonder again—why was he here with me?  He could have had his choice of women tonight.  Why me?
Get over it, Abby.  What matters is that he’s here.
“Are you ready?” he asked.  He looked between me and Steve and then extended his hand to Steve.  “Chance Caldwell,” he said.  “Pleased to meet you.”
“Steve Martel,” Steve said.  But when he shook Chance’s hand, it was with a firmness that bordered on aggression, which disappointed me.  Where was the nice guy I’d been speaking to a moment ago?  Right now, he looked pissed off.  “The pleasure’s mine.  Or yours.  I guess it depends on how this plays out.”
“I don’t know what that means,” Chance said.
“I’ve asked Abby to join me for a beer tonight.  I’m hoping that she’ll accept.”
Chance looked at me, then back at Steve.  “When did you ask her?”
“Does it matter?”
“It does.”
“Just a moment ago.”
“Earlier, I asked her to have a drink with me.”
“Did she accept?”
“Actually, she didn’t.  But maybe she will now.  Or not—that’s her choice, which I respect.  Abby, would you like to have that drink with me?”
That was a loaded question, because we both knew this might be about more than just a drink.  I recalled what he’d said to me earlier.
“I was thinking that we could have a drink in my room.  There’s a full bar there.  And beautiful views of the city.”
“Your room?”
“I took one of the penthouse suites here.”
“I’m afraid—”
“There’s no reason for you to be afraid.  I don’t bite.  And it’s just a drink.  Just for one night.  Unless, of course, you decide that you want more.  And if you do, then we’ll also drink to that.”
Before making my decision, I looked at Steve and saw a completely different man staring back at me than the man I’d been talking to a moment ago.  He was so consumed by anger that he looked frightening.  I knew why he was seething, and it infuriated me because he was way off course.  Because Chance had come to collect me at the end of the night, Steve was thinking that I’d pulled what so many female servers pull at events such as these.  He was thinking that I’d worked the crowd in an effort to have one lucrative night with a stranger.  From his expression, it was clear that he’d slotted me among those women, which was insulting and demeaning.  
Still, just to be sure, I wanted to hear him say it.
“Why are you being so hostile?” I said.
“You already know why, Zorro.”
“Be careful,” Chance said
“Or what?  You’ll get me fired?”
“I’ll go one better than getting you fired.  Either show her some respect, or I’ll show you my fist.”  
He said it in a voice so tightly controlled that there was no question that he meant it.  
“This bitch hasn’t earned my respect.”
I pressed my hand hard against Chance’s torso in an effort to hold him back.  “Earned your respect?” I said to Steve.  “How haven’t I earned your respect?  What the hell have I done to you?”
“You want it spelled out for you and your man?  Fine.  You’re just another pretty girl on the make in the big city.  Looks like tonight will pay for a few month’s rent.”  He turned to Chance.  “Dude, whatever she’s charging you, I hope she’s worth it.”
And there it was—I was right.  He thought I was some kind of whore.  As soon as the words were spoken, I had to hold Chance back again as he charged forward and grabbed Steve by his jacket with both hands.  
“Don’t,” I said.  “He’s not worth it.”
“The hell he isn’t.”
“You and I both know the truth.  Let him say what he wants.  Who gives a damn?  He’s wrong, and we know it.  That’s what matters.”
I may have sounded as if I was in control, but inside, I was enraged.
I felt my face flush with fury, saw Steve’s mood shift into something irretrievably darker, and realized that this no longer was same man I’d spoken with earlier.  This was somebody else.  This was somebody who had issues.  What he’d just said to me crossed a line and didn’t deserve a response.  So I turned to Chance, who was looking so hard at Steve that I knew I needed to get them away from each other now.  They were on the verge of going for each other’s throats.
“I’m finished here,” I said to him.  “How about that drink?”  
He didn’t move.  I could tell that he was thinking about jumping over the bar and taking Steve down, something I’d never let happen, even if the sonofabitch did deserve it.  Doing physical or emotional damage to anyone wasn’t acceptable to me, and it sure as hell wasn’t about to happen because of me.
“The drink,” I said.  “Let’s go and have one.”
It took a moment, but eventually he let Steve go, looked down at me, and took my hand in his.  “Follow me,” he said.
And without another word to Steve Martel, we were gone.
  
  
  
  
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER FOUR
  
“Who the hell was that?” Chance asked me as we stepped into one of the elevators.  He was still hot, still angry, still ready for a fight.  I could feel his wrath coming off him like heat lifting from a city street.
When the doors slid shut behind us, I sagged against a mirrored wall and said, “I don’t know him—we just met tonight.  Professionally speaking, he’s a good bartender.  He helped me out a lot tonight.  Before I went over to you, I wanted to thank him for working so hard for all of us.  He deserved that, but I think he mistook my intentions.  Out of the blue, he asked me to come for beers with him and some of his friends.  He seemed like a nice guy at first, but obviously he isn’t.”
“I saw you flirting with him.”
“No, you didn’t.  You saw me talking with him.  That’s what you saw.  He was the one flirting with me.  There’s a difference.  I don’t flirt on the job.  Hell, I don’t flirt period.  After you saved my ass from flipping that tray into the air, did I flirt with you?  Even once?  No, I didn’t.  In fact, it was just like it was with Steve—you flirted with me.  Am I wrong here?”
His face softened.  “You’re not.”
“Look,” I said.  “I don’t do possession.  If that’s what you’re about, I’m out.  I’m not interested, particularly after what Steve just insinuated.  I’m not after your money, which I guess you probably have plenty of since you were invited here tonight.  But I have no interest in it.  You were very kind to me earlier and that caught my attention and interest.  But who are we kidding?  I’m not part of your crowd.  I should leave.”
“This isn’t about possession.”
“Then what’s it about?”
He reached for my hand, and looked hard at me.
“Am I the only one who can feel this?” he asked.
“Are we back there again?”
“Just answer me.”
He took my other hand in his, and closed the distance between us.  Then, when my nipples, now taught with anticipation, brushed against his jacket, I nearly gasped.  He was so close to me now, and his hands were so warm, that I felt the same jolt I’d felt with him when we first met.  
What was it with this man?  What was it about him that made me want to turn into a silo of fire?  None of it made sense.  He was standing so close to me, he sent every current running through my body into an impossible jet of trembling nerves.  
“You don’t feel anything between us?” he asked quietly.
“I—”
He pressed a button and the elevator began to lift.
“Whether you’re ready to admit it or not, I can tell you feel something.  I know that you do.  I can see it in your eyes, Abby.  I can feel it in how you’re trembling.  You’re as unhinged as I am.  So, tell me.  I want to hear you say it.  Do you feel what’s happening between us right now?”
Before I could answer, he moved his hands up the length of my arms, and pressed me against the elevator wall.  It was enough to make me lose my composure.  I didn’t understand what was happening between us now, but for whatever reason, I wanted it.  The good girl who always said no wanted him on top of me and inside of me.  I was so attracted to him, I wanted him more than I’d imagined.
When he dipped his head and moved in to kiss me, he did so with exquisite care. 
He kissed my bottom lip first—bit down gently on it—and then he tasted it with his tongue before kissing me fully on the mouth.  With his lips still against mine, he murmured something that I couldn’t quite hear, but that nevertheless sounded like a primal growl, one that was almost guttural.  Indescribable.
Delicious…
I savored the sensation, especially when his left thigh closed against my own.  I could feel his excitement throbbing against me, which fried my nerves even more than they already were.  Having this man—this beautiful stranger—so near me was unbearable, yet weirdly thrilling.  I was going headlong into my first one-night stand with a man named Chance.  Of course I was.  Why wouldn’t I be?
When he finally went in the for the kill and kissed me so deeply that the bottom of my core dropped away from me, there was a moment when my heart caught in my throat and I couldn’t breathe.  But there was no tearing myself away from him now.  I needed to breathe, and he was the oxygen in the room.
I pulled on his jacket, tugged him toward me, and our tongues probed into each other’s mouths with a sort of heat that left me feeling dizzy with expectation, loose with need, and craving something more.  
When our lips parted, it was with a gasp that came from me, not from him.  He was the one who was in control of this now.  He was the one who was running the show.  When I finally did catch my breath, he only took it away from me again by reaching out and cupping my breasts with his hands.  When he started to tease my nipples by caressing them lightly with his thumbs, I thought for sure that I was going to burst from the pleasure he was giving me.  I swallowed hard and met his vivid, light blue eyes with my own.  In them, I saw pools of darkness that I understood at once.  He was as caught up in the moment as I was.  The darkness I saw was hunger.
I wanted to touch him.  I wanted to feel his body just as he was feeling mine.  And so I placed my hands on his chest, and felt the sculpted muscles that lay beneath his jacket and shirt.  I could feel his heart pounding against my palms—and then I closed my eyes as he pulled me toward him and claimed me again with his mouth.  When one of his hands reached down and gripped my ass, suddenly we were one.  I opened my eyes to look at him, and saw that he was looking directly at me.  He kissed me once more on the lips, and it was electrifying.  
“That,” he said in my ear.  “Did you feel that?  Because that’s what I’m talking about.”
He stepped away from me, and I tried to compose myself.  “Are you serious?  Every woman in this hotel just felt that.  In fact, that just reverberated off walls, blew out windows, rolled down hallways, and likely took the roof off of this hotel.  Yes, I think it’s fair to say that I felt that.”  
“I need to ask you a question,” he said.
“What question?”
“Are you seeing anyone?” 
“Of course not.  I wouldn’t be doing any of this if I were.”
“I meant no offense—it was just a question.  We don’t know each other.  I just wanted to know before we went any further, OK?”
“All right.  But I need to ask you the same question.  Are you seeing anyone?  Because if you are, I also can’t go through with this.  I couldn’t do that to another woman.  I would never want to be the cause of someone else’s pain.”
“I’m not seeing anyone.”
“Screwing or seeing?”
“Neither.”
“I find it hard to believe that you’re not sleeping with someone.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re so smooth.  Because you hop around from city to city.  You’re too good at this to not have other women on the side.”
“Well I don’t,” he said with an edge.  “I’m too busy.  I don’t have time for those kinds of distractions, and I’m not a liar.  And frankly, I find it hard to believe that you’re not with someone.  You’re beautiful, Abby.  Why wouldn’t I have the same concerns?”
I didn’t respond.  He didn’t know me.  It was a fair question.
“Would you like more?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Good,” he said.  “But first, let me do this.”
Without warning, he turned away from me, glanced at the light that indicated which floor we were approaching, and pressed the button that marked the floor just above the one that was lit.  Immediately, the elevator started to slow.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Buying us time.”
In horror, I turned to my left as the doors started to open.  What if somebody was standing beyond them?  Perhaps leaving for a late night on the town?  I glimpsed myself in the mirror across from me, and saw that my cheeks were in full flush.  Worse, one of my breasts was nearly exposed.  I quickly straightened my dress before the doors fully opened—only to reveal an empty hallway stretching before us.  There was nobody there.  Everything appeared to be quiet.
For now….
He moved closer to me, his eyes sweeping over my body.  “Now touch me,” he said.  “Touch me where you’d want to be touched.”
“With the doors open?”
“That’s right.”
“But that’s dangerous.  We could get caught.”
“What’s wrong with a little danger?”
I’d been raised to think that there was plenty wrong with it, but I shoved that thought aside and did as I was told.  Despite the fact that, at any moment, someone might leave their room and catch us, I touched his dark, wavy hair, and ran my hands through its thick silkiness.  Then I moved down to his face, and grazed my fingertips over his cheekbones and mouth until they met the cleft in his chin, his throat—and finally his chest.  
I lingered there for a moment, and marveled at how fit he was.  This was a man who worked out often.  His muscles pressed against his shirt.  I reached for his nipples and gave them a hard pinch, and was delighted when he let out a low groan.  
I wasn’t about to stop there.  I slipped my hands across his muscled torso, smoothed them down his arms, and felt him respond to my touch when his biceps tightened.  Before going for his crotch, I flashed my eyes up to meet his, but saw that they were closed and that he was waiting for something more.  And so I cupped his bulge in my hand, felt how large he was, how heavy and rock hard he was, and when I did, his eyes opened.  With a mischievous smile, he licked his lips, and then steadied himself against the wall while I stroked his length.
He’s too big, I thought.
You wanted something small?
Not exactly….
Then enjoy it.
I did.  
But then the elevator doors slid shut, and Chance reached out to press one of the buttons.  
As the elevator began to lift again, I fell back into his arms as he kissed me with such purpose, it was as if he intended to eradicate me, layer by layer, until nothing was left.  When I looked at him, I could see the desire in his eyes, which was palpable.  He lowered his hand to his side and pressed it against my inner thigh.  Quickly—so quickly that it alarmed me—he started to lift my dress.  
“Here?” I asked. 
“Why not here?”
With a roughness that excited me, he found the edge of my panties, gave them a tug, pulled them down, and knelt in front of me.  When he did, my mind went blank.  Time seemed to stretch, speed up, and slow all at once.  Was this really happening?  I felt disoriented—and deliriously turned on.  He buried his face between my legs, and I felt his tongue press against me as my head arched back in a rush of pleasure.
“Take me,” I said.
“How?”
“I don’t care.  I just want you.”
“Tell me how….”
“However you want.  Please.”
“The elevator is going to stop soon….”
“Stop teasing me.  Just do something.”
“Like this?”
Again, he brushed his tongue so lightly over my clit that it was a kind of agony.  Unable to stand it and wanting more, I grabbed a fistful of his hair and pulled him toward me until his tongue slipped inside of me.  In that moment, at the very instant my body came alive, the lights in the elevator seemed to dim.  I let go of his hair, cupped my full breasts in my hands, and squeezed them.  It was then that I saw, just above us in the corner of the elevator, a tiny red light trained down on us.  It was a camera—it had to be—and it was concealed behind a bulbous orb of two-way glass.  We were under surveillance—of course we were.  Somewhere in the building, we were being watched.
Before I could react, the elevator started to slow, and as it did, he pulled away from me, lifted my panties into place, and then fixed my dress.
“We’ll finish this in a minute,” he said.
I was too caught up in the moment to speak.  Too high from what had just happened to find any words.  Instinctively, I checked my dress to make sure that I was covered.  
When the elevator doors slid open, he looked at me.  “Would you like that drink now?” 
“I’m no longer interested in it.”
“Why’s that?”
“You know why.”  I nodded toward the open doors.  “So, let’s go.”
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER FIVE
  
We stepped out of the elevator and into an empty, beautifully appointed hallway decorated with gilt-framed paintings and several mahogany tables.  On the tables, were vases overflowing with freshly cut peonies, which smelled intoxicating to me, and expensive-looking lamps that cast soft pools of light onto the intricate, gold-and-red carpet that stretched ahead of us, seemingly into infinity.  
Given the sheer distance between each door we passed, it was clear that we were indeed at the penthouse level and that the suites here were enormous.
“I’m the last one on the right,” Chance said as he motioned toward the far end of the hall, which, in my current hormonal state, looked as if it was a good mile away from us.
Despite the hallway’s width, I didn’t walk beside him—instead, I walked just behind him so that I could watch and admire him.  There was nothing effete in how he carried himself, nothing that suggested that he’d been trained since youth to project a certain kind of refinement.
Tonight’s charitable event had been populated mostly by society, but I had worked enough of these parties to know that there always was a balance between the old money and the new.  And because I’d come from poverty myself, it was easy for me to discern who was who.  
Chance was new money. 
I could tell because he didn’t move as if he was born into money—he wasn’t rigid.  Nothing about him seemed uptight or stiff.  On the contrary, he was loose.  He walked with an appealing sense of rugged confidence that came from having achieved something great in life.
I found it wildly attractive.  The man reeked of raw sexuality, and it gave me pause.  Who was he?  Did he own his own business?  A corporation?  Had things recently taken off for him, and was it true that he didn’t have time for women because he was too busy?  
It was possible.  I was a voracious reader of the Times, and I knew that for some people who were in the right place at the right time, becoming a multi-millionaire could indeed happen quickly.  There was so much innovation happening in the world right now—and so many major corporations eager to purchase those innovations so they could keep their rivals at bay—it seemed as if I read about huge and unexpected success stories every week.
Did that happen to you? I wondered.  Did you begin some start-up that was snapped up before somebody else could buy it?  
I didn’t know—but then I knew nothing about the man other than the kindness he’d shown me earlier and the sexual heat he’d unleashed between us in the elevator.
With each step I took, I felt a burning within me that I couldn’t quell.  I wanted to feel him against me again.  I wanted his lips on mine again.  I wanted to break into a run and get to his damned suite to continue what we’d just left behind.  But I checked myself.  I kept pace with him.  I bided my time even though it was the last thing I wanted to do.
And then he stopped.
As if he could sense what I was feeling, he turned to me, and I saw in his eyes the impatience I felt in my soul.  With a swiftness that surprised me, he grabbed me by the waist and lifted me onto one of the tables.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“You ask too many questions.”
He removed the vase of peonies that was beside me, put it down on the floor, and then moved in to kiss me.  When he did, I placed my hands on his hips, and kissed him back despite the fear lacing through me.  I was the hired help.  He was the wealthy guest.  If we got caught, it was my head that would roll, not his.
“The hallway’s too long,” he said.  “Don’t you agree?  I just want a taste.”
Before I could process what he had in mind, he lowered the neckline of my dress and exposed the black, lacy bra I wore beneath it.  He unhooked the clasp in the front with practiced ease and parted the material, releasing my breasts into the cool air.
“You’re perfect,” he said.
I felt at once exposed and wildly caught up in the moment.  I looked up and down the hallway, fearful that, at any instant, a door would open, somebody would leave their room, and we’d be publicly shamed.  
But when Chance covered his mouth over one of my nipples and began to taunt it with his tongue, I started to soar again.  Instead of worrying about this, I welcomed it.  I gave into it.  I let go of my fear of getting caught, wrapped my legs around him, and allowed my head to fall back against the wall as he continued to tempt each nipple until the ache within me reached a note that sounded to me like a scream.  
His lips and his tongue became my best friends—and my worst enemies.  They weren’t just edging me toward climax—they were driving me there with each swirl of his tongue, each kiss of his lips.  When the table started to rock beneath us, I reached for his face in an effort to steady it, and met his gaze with my own.  Chance needed no coaxing.  When he kissed me, it was with abandon.
“You’re close,” he said.  “I can feel it.”
His hands were once again on my breasts, which felt heavy and swollen with lust.  I was about to tell him that, yes, I was close, when at the end of the hall, the elevator doors slid open—and everything changed.
An older woman in an elegant yellow evening gown stepped out of the elevator—but then stopped when she saw us entangled in each other’s arms.   Without missing a beat, Chance swept me off the table and lifted up the front of my dress to cover me, but he was too late—from the cold look on the woman’s face, I could tell that she’d seen my bare breasts, and that what she’d seen and what we’d been doing had repelled her.  From this distance, it could have been my mother’s own face gawking at me.  
The shame and guilt I felt took me out of the moment.
What am I doing?  What have I done?
Adrenaline shot through me.  My heart started to quicken.  Perhaps because the woman knew that she had the upper hand, she started to walk toward us with purpose, her head lifted just slightly too high.
Old money, I thought.  No question.
But Chance was unfazed by her presence.  He put his arm around my waist and turned me so that we faced her as she came toward us at a firm clip.  I sensed that he did so because he didn’t feel the humiliation I felt.  But how could he?  He didn’t know me or how I’d been raised.  I knew that he was trying to be supportive, and that neither of us should feel any shame for what she saw—but I did.  I was riddled with it.  In that moment, I felt like a slut, the tart my mother had always warned me against becoming, if only because of how her own sister had lived her life. 
“And here I thought I was at The Plaza,” the woman said as she brushed past us.  “Not Times Square.”  
“Sorry to inconvenience you,” Chance said.
She gave us a withering look, moved to one of the doors to our right, slipped her keycard through the slot, and opened the door to her suite.  Before stepping inside, she ran her fingers through her stylish, steel-gray bob, and then, keeping her features perfectly neutral, said, “I’m calling security.  So it’s my suggestion that you either get off this floor, get out of this hotel, or get into your own room.  I won’t tolerate your behavior.  Neither will the hotel.”  
Her gaze hardened when she focused it on me.  “What a proud woman your mother must be,” she said.  “How delighted she must be with how you turned out.  If you were my daughter, I’d disown you.  But maybe your mother already has.”
And with that, she was gone.
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
“I should leave,” I said to Chance when the door clicked shut behind her.  “I can’t afford to lose my job.”
“Nothing’s going to happen to your job—I promise you that.  My room is just a few more doors down.  Let’s go to it.”
“No,” I said.  “You don’t understand.”
“It’s just down here, Abby.  Come with me.  Don’t let her get to you.”
If she wins, then my mother wins.
I followed him.
When we arrived at his suite, he unlocked the door and opened it for me, the motion causing the lights within to light on their own.  When I passed him and entered the suite, I felt his hand run down the curve of my back, which was enough to cause me to shiver because I’d just made a decision that could change the course of whether we went forward with any of this.
“I think I will have that drink,” I said.  “Something strong.  A vodka martini would be nice—if you have it.”  
He closed the door behind us, and I could sense him standing behind me, wondering how this was going to play out. 
“I think we should slow down a bit,” I said.  “Neither of us is thinking straight right now.  Before I sleep with you, I want to know who I’m sleeping with.”  
When I turned to look at him, I expected to see disappointment on his face.  But I didn’t.
Instead, I saw intrigue.
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER SIX
  
“All right,” he said.  “A vodka martini.  Olives?”
In the faint recesses of my mind, I could hear my mother’s voice scolding me, preaching scripture at me, telling me how disappointed she was with me—only this time I shoved her aside in ways that I hadn’t before.
I’m not going to let you in, Mom.  Not this time.  You’re not going to ruin this for me.  I’m an adult.  I make my own decisions now.  You don’t have the right to judge me for them, and you sure as hell aren’t going to steal this moment away from me.  Because guess what?  I want this to happen.  I want to have sex with this man.  And I’m beyond tired of being who you want me to be.
“Three,” I said with resolve.  “And make it dirty.”
He grinned at that, and then led me into the enormous living space, which had a Steinway grand in the corner of the room and windows that overlooked Fifth Avenue.  
I focused on the views, and in the process, left my mother behind.
As he’d promised, the views were indeed spectacular, especially because so much of New York appeared to be twinkling with life right now.  When I’d arrived for work earlier that afternoon, the sun had still been out.  But now that it was dark, the city had become a dizzying, lovely display of lights.  We were too far up to hear the hum of traffic coming from below, so what I saw was almost like a photograph—one I’d likely never see again.  
Not unlike him.
“Have a seat,” he said.  “Choose your chair or sofa.  I’ll be back in a moment with our drinks.”  He started to move away from me, but then stopped.  “By the way, how dirty is dirty?” 
“Filthy,” I said.
With a deep, disarming laugh that made me smile, he turned away and disappeared into another part of the suite.  I went to one of the white sofas and sat down on it.  A glass-covered coffee table separated me from the identical sofa across from me.  To my right was the wall of windows and the magnificent slice of the city they offered.  In another room, I heard liquid and ice being shaken.  
I was shaking as well, but for other reasons.
While I sat there, I looked around for telltale signs of who this man was, but as decked out and as comfortable as this suite was, another hand—a corporate hand—had designed it.  In fact, all around me was a slick sleight of hand that had succeeded in making this feel like a lived-in apartment, but it wasn’t.  It was bizarre.  While there appeared to be personal touches, there was nothing personal at all about them.  Not one thing in this space offered me a glimpse into who this man was, other than the fact that he was wealthy enough to keep this suite as his own.  
But then I already knew that.
When he returned with our drinks, I noticed that he’d removed his jacket and his tie, and that his shirt was unbuttoned at the throat.  As he came toward me, I could see a hint of the smooth, tanned chest that lay beneath, and I’d be lying if I said that the sight didn’t arouse me.  
He handed me my martini and said, “Should I sit next to you or opposite you?”
I was still unnerved by what that woman had said to me earlier.  I needed a moment to relax and talk before we proceeded.  “How about if you sit across from me for now?  So we can face each other while we talk.”
“All right,” he said in a good-humored voice while he took the sofa across from me.  “Let’s talk.  I’d actually like to know more about you, Abby.”
My first instinct was to tell him to run.  My life wasn’t that interesting.  In fact, if anything, it was a boring grind.  “Unfortunately, there isn’t much to know,” I said.
“Why do I doubt that?”
I waved my hand in the air.  “Probably for the same reason that I sense a whiff of disappointment coming off the horizon.”
He cocked his head at that.  “So let me get this straight.  You’re telling me that there’s nothing interesting about you?”
“What I’m saying is that when compared to your life, it’s only going to send you into a coma—and I don’t want to do that for a number of reasons.”
“I wonder what you know about my life…”
“Nothing really.”
“OK.  So, I hope that you haven’t already labeled me, because I haven’t labeled you.  Maybe you’ve had adventures that I haven’t had.  Maybe you’ve had all sorts of interesting things happen to you that have changed your life, or your perspective on life.  Have you?”
“Not yet, but I hope to.  It’s one of the reasons I moved to Manhattan.”
He leaned back against the sofa and lifted his glass of Scotch to his lips.  “You’re pretty hard on yourself,” he said.  “Why is that?”
I shrugged.  “There are a few reasons.  First, I come from a small town and was born to deeply religious, working-class parents who still struggle to get by.  Trust me—there isn’t anything of interest there.  Second, I’m working hard to get through grad school, which takes up most of my time when school is in session.  Third, I’m trying to make it in this city, which means working a lot, so I don’t have much of a social life.”  I motioned around me.  “And fourth, it’s unlikely that—after tonight—I’ll ever see anything like this or you again.  Like I said—dull.”
“How do you know you won’t see me again?”
“I think we both know what the rest of the night holds for us, Chance.  And how we’ll go on with our lives when it’s over.”
“I guess I didn’t get that memo.  If you know how we’ll go on with our lives when tonight is over, I’d like to know.”
“I don’t know.  Not exactly, anyway.  But I have an idea of how it will go, and it’s fine.  I accept it.  It’s just that I’ve never done anything like this before.”
“You mean sharing a drink with a stranger?”
“Not in his hotel room.  And certainly not after making out with him in an elevator that had a camera trained on us.”
“Oh, that,” he said.  “That was pretty intense, wasn’t it?  Same goes for how I took you on that table.  Do you regret any of it?”
“No.”
“So, I have to ask—how do you know how tonight will end?”  
“I just assume that we’ll go our own separate ways as if nothing happened.”
“Really?” he asked.
“How else could it go?”
“Who knows?  I guess I’m not so cynical to think that tonight hasn’t meant something to me, because it has.  Tonight, I met a fascinating, beautiful woman who caught my eye the moment I saw her, and that rarely happens because I’m usually too involved with my work.  So, as far as I’m concerned, there’s something about you that I shouldn’t ignore, because I don’t do this often.  I don’t know what will happen between us when morning comes.  Maybe we’ll go our own separate ways.  Maybe we won’t.  I live my life open to possibilities, not closed to them.”
“It’s not as if I’m obverse to them.”
“Then what is it?”
“I’m just a realist.”
When I said that, he took a big swig off his Scotch and looked up at the ceiling.  “Sorry to hear that,” he said.
“I’ve kind of had to be.”
“What does that have to do with this situation?”
“Isn’t it obvious?”
“I guess it isn’t.  Enlighten me.”
“We’re from two different worlds.”
“And yet here we are in the same room talking with each other.  Isn’t that weird?  Those two worlds are unusually close right now.  I wonder how that happened?  Gravity?  Is that it?”
“You know what I mean.”
“Actually, I don’t.”
“You’re rich.  I’m poor.”
“Who’s to say that you won’t be rich one day, and that I won’t be poor again?”
“Again?”
“Yes, again.  Maybe we’re just two people who happened to meet for a specific reason neither of us know about yet.”
“Now you sound like a hippie.”
“Probably because my parents were hippies.  As for money?  Money is just money, Abby.  It’s a thing, not a person.  It’s not important.  It has no depth.  In fact, it often just fucks everything up.  Maybe we’re here tonight because this was meant to be.  Maybe it’s as simple as that.  Why complicate things?  Why can’t we just be two people who have come together for reasons neither of us will ever know?”
“I didn’t mean to complicate anything.  It’s just that you intimidate me.”
“Because of your perception of what I’m worth?”
“Yes—and because I’m attracted to you.”
His voice was gentle when he spoke.  “Do you think that you’re the only one who’s intimidated right now?”
“Why would I intimidate you?”
“Because I can’t take my eyes off you.  Because you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met.  You’re bright.  You’re unaffected.  And yet somehow, you’ve also remained innocent.  I can’t believe that you’re here with me right now.”
That caught me off guard.  Looking the way he did, I naturally assumed that he could have whomever he wanted.  But what did I know?  It occurred to me that I was casting my own poor self-esteem and insecurities onto him, which wasn’t fair.  He deserved better than that.  He didn’t deserve to be caught up in my own baggage, so why was I subjecting him to it?
“Where did you grow up?” he asked.
“There’s a change in subject.”
“I think we need one.”
I lifted my drink to him in agreement and took a sip.  “I grew up in Vermont.  On a farm just outside of Burlington.  You?”
“Idaho,” he said.  “Not far from Boise, but in a town no one has ever heard of—that’s how small it is.  Postage Stamp City.  Something like that.”
“Former farm boy?”
“Guilty as charged.”
“At least we have that in common.”
“That we do.  Do you miss it?”
“The farm?  Parts of it.  Especially my cat, Blanche.  I miss her a lot.  You?”
“Depends.  When I’m away from it for a while, there are plenty of things I miss about it—the clean air, the open spaces, watching the livestock graze.  That sort of thing.  And yet, when I’m there, there are plenty of things I can’t wait to get away from.  You know—like grabbing a pitchfork and slinging shit, for instance.  Nobody misses that.”
I laughed at that.  “They certainly don’t.”
“Which school are you attending?” 
“Columbia.  I’m going for my MA.”
“You didn’t get into that school without being smart, which begs the question—why do you keep putting yourself down?”
I didn’t answer because the question was too personal.  There were plenty of reasons why I didn’t have the world’s greatest self-esteem, but that didn’t mean that we needed to discuss those reasons tonight.  Or ever, for that matter.  “Let’s just say that I was lucky to get into Columbia.”
“Let’s just say that you’re being modest.  And don’t worry—I won’t press you on the question I really asked.”
“I appreciate that.”
“How are you spending your summer?”
“Working my ass off.  With school out, I’m trying to make as much money as I can and sock it away so that the fall, winter, and spring will be easier than they were last year, which was hell.”
“How many jobs are you working?”
“Two.”
“That’s a lot of work.”
“It’s OK.  I’m not afraid of work.  I want a better life.”
“Most do.”
“What do you do, Chance?”
He sipped his drink.
“It’s not as if I can’t Google it.”
“Touché.  I own businesses.  Corporations.  Patents.  That sort of thing.”
“But you’re so young.”
“How young do you think I am?”
“That’s a loaded question.”
“I can take it.”
“Early thirties?”
“Good guess.  I’m thirty-one.”
“My God—how have you accomplished everything you’ve accomplished so far?”
“Hard work—and a lot of luck.  It’s a long story.  A boring story.”
“Otherwise known as none of my business?”
“Otherwise known as things that aren’t important to me and hopefully aren’t important to you.”
“I was just curious,” I said.  “And for a good reason—I came to this city to prove my parents wrong.  Especially my mother, who feels that the city will corrupt me somehow.  They’ve only ever seen me as this ‘simple girl from the country,’ and not someone who could possibly make it ‘in the big city’.  They thought I’d fail and come running back to Vermont.  But I haven’t yet, have I?  I only asked because I’m trying to make it myself.  There was no other motive.”
His face softened.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “That was pretty knee-jerk of me.  I have no reason to lump you in with the rest of them.”
“The rest of whom?”
“Let’s just say that they don’t matter.  Honestly.  And I’m not putting you off right now—they really don’t matter.”
Who doesn’t matter?  
“All right.  I get that.”  
Otherwise known as ‘I don’t get that at all.’
“You know, I remember that feeling of wanting to make it.  There are even times when I wish that I were just starting out again.  It was fun when I was on the cusp of breaking through to the other side because I was creating things.  Useful things.  Things that would make people’s lives better and easier.  But when I achieved that, life took a different turn.  I don’t create things anymore—I just sustain things.  Buy things.  Keep the ship afloat.”  
He paused, and then he seemed to reconsider what he was saying.  “I don’t mean to complain because I have no right to complain.  I’m very fortunate.  Just be careful when you do make it, Abby.  Everyone is going to want a piece of you, but not for the right reasons.  It’s tough to find people whom you can trust.  I mean really trust.  I think that’s the worst part.  And the loneliest.  Disappointments that come from family and friends are the toughest to face, and to swallow.  But you move on from them.  You have to.”  He stopped short of going any further and then held out his free hand to me.  “And there you have it—my sorry story of woe.  As if I have any reason to have one.”
“Just because you’re successful doesn’t mean that you’re necessarily happy, Chance.”
“No, it doesn’t.  But it also doesn’t mean that I should run my mouth and bitch about it either.”
He finished his drink, and what I saw in his eyes was a wealth of confliction.  This man was more complicated than I’d thought he was.  I don’t think he was expecting to share so much with me, but sometimes talking with a stranger is like talking to a priest—you never know what you might say.  Still, it was clear from his expression that he regretted revealing as much as he had.
“It’s weird sitting over here,” he said.  “I’d rather sit next to you.”
And that was that—our conversation was over.  But at least we’d talked.  At least whatever happened between us now wouldn’t feel so cheap—or so rushed.  At least I had an idea of the person I was about to sleep with.  That counted for something.  At least it did to me.
“Then why don’t you?” I asked.  
When he stood, I was struck again by how tall he was.  And how fit.  His dark hair shined in the dim light, as did his light blue eyes.  I thought the stubble on his face and the cleft in his chin would do me in.  And then I saw the arousal in his pants, which set me on fire.  It had been so long since I’d been with a man, I was at once frightened and turned on.  
But mostly turned on.
As he came around the coffee table and sat next to me, I adjusted my black dress and pulled my hair away from my face.  He took my drink out of my hand, placed it on the coffee table, and then traced his index finger along the curve of my jawline stopping just beneath my chin, which he gently lifted so he could kiss me on the lips with such passion, it almost took my breath away.
Instinctively, I met his kiss with a force of my own.  He tasted of Scotch, and despite the ice that had been in his glass, his tongue felt warm and sexy in my mouth.  When his left hand found the nape of my neck, he began to massage it in a slow, subtle way that made my nipples stiffen.  I placed my hand on his inner thigh, and when I did, he covered it with his own and brushed it over his hardness.
And that’s all it took.  
“Here or in the bedroom?” he asked.
“Here.”
“You can’t wait?”
“I don’t want to wait.”
“What do you want me to do to you, Abby?”
As I held his gaze with my own, my heart started to pound.  “Why don’t you decide?”
“That’s too easy?  What do you want me to do?”
“Maybe it’s more a question of what I want to do to you.”
That surprised him.
“And what’s that?”
“I want to remove your shirt.”
“That’s it?”
“No,” I said.  “That’s just the start.”
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER SEVEN
  
My hands shook as I started to unbutton his shirt.  
The fabric was thick and had been starched, but the buttons gave easily, and with each button I unfastened, I saw more of the deep concave in the center of his muscular chest.  When his nipples came into view, they were small, light brown, erect.  I continued down his torso until his thick, corded abs revealed themselves to me.  
He was naturally hairless, and his skin was so smooth, it rivaled my own.  I tugged on the fabric to release the shirttails from his pants, and when the last button slipped free between my fingertips, I started to pull the shirt over his shoulders.
But he stopped me.
“The cuffs,” he said.  “My hands are too large to fit through them without undoing the buttons.  You’ll need to unbutton the cuffs, or this shirt isn’t coming off.  Do you want it off me, Abby?”
“I do.”
“Why?”
“Because I want you.”
“Why are you shaking?”
“Because I just don’t do this.”
“Do what?”
“Go home with strangers.”
“Are we still strangers?”
“Pretty much.”
“Even after our conversation?”
“Maybe not as much.”
“Your voice is unsteady.”
“Nothing about me is steady.”
“You’re rare, Abby.”
I didn’t know what he meant by that, or how to respond to it, so I said nothing.
“It’ll be fine,” he said close to my ear.  “It’ll be wonderful.  You’ll see.  I can already sense it.  Can’t you?”
I could, but I didn’t answer him.  Instead, I reached for one of his hands to release him from his shirt, and was surprised when he closed his free hand over mine.  In that moment, I swore that I could feel his heart thrumming in his palm.  He was as excited as I was, but was he as nervous?  It was difficult to tell.  He seemed so calm to me.  So confident and in control of the situation.  He was the one who was driving this—I was just his willing passenger, still stunned that I’d been asked to go along for the ride.  
Right now, I knew there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him.
“That’s right,” he said.  “One button down.  Now the other.  Good.  Now take hold of one of the cuffs.  Perfect.  So, here’s how I get out of this—I need you to pull on that cuff.”
I pulled, and he twisted his body so the fabric rolled off of him and the shirt came free—exposing the body of a god.  
I tossed the shirt on the floor, and then his lips were on mine again, probing deep while I pressed my hands against his chest and started to explore what had been hidden from me just moments before.  His skin felt like warm silk to me.  He cupped my face in his hands, leaned into me, and kissed me harder.  His lips moved down to my neck, and then to just above my breasts, which were heavy with anticipation.
“Would you like me to take off your dress?” he asked.
“Please.”
“I didn’t hear you….”
“Please take off my dress.”
“If you stood, it would be easier.”
I stood in front of him.  “There’s no zipper,” I said.  “It just slips over—”
“I know how to take off a dress, Abby.”
Of course you do.  I’m sure you’ve taken off plenty.  But why am I letting you take the lead here?  Whatever happens should be even between us.  It should be fun—isn’t that the point of a one-night stand?  There should be a give and take, which will only make things more interesting.  I need to get into the moment and enjoy this—not be frightened by it.
“Lift your arms,” he said.
It should be fun.
“Lift them for me, Abby.”
There should be a give and take.
“Come on.”
I looked down at him, causing my hair to spill over my shoulder.  He glanced at it when it fell, and I saw the passion in his eyes.  
“Say ‘please’,” I said.
He raised his eyebrows at me.  “Please?”
“It’s an easy enough word.”
“It is.”
“So, use it.”
I watched him unsuccessfully try to suppress a grin.  “This is new.  And you’re no longer trembling.”
“Should I be?”
“I want you to be comfortable.”
“I’m getting there.”
“Apparently.”
“If you want to see my body and have your way with it, you’ll be saying ‘please’ to me all night.”
His eyes flashed at that.  “Is that so?”
Never in my life had I been so brazen with a man, but since this was it for us, I felt that somehow there were no rules so long as we respected each other’s limits.  A little role-play for each of us would lift our time together, and I had to admit that it felt liberating to be so bold with him, which wasn’t like me at all.  Better yet, he seemed not only open to it, but into it, which only fueled my desire.  “It is.”
“All right.  Please lift your arms.”
“Say it like you mean it.”
“Would you please lift your arms for me, Abby?”
I did, and in an instant, my dress was a dark shadow tossed across the room.  I stood in front of him in only my bra and panties.  Each was pretty, feminine, and hemmed with lace—as if I had somehow planned for this to happen.  As if somehow, I knew before I left my apartment that this was going to take place tonight, which was far from the case.
I was standing between his open legs when he spoke to me in a voice that was deeper than usual.  “Remove your bra,” he said.
The atmosphere in the room shifted.  Now he was taking the lead.  Or was he?
“Why don’t you remove it yourself?” I asked.  
With a swiftness that surprised me, he stood, and our bodies became so close that he nudged me against the coffee table.  To right myself, I did what I had to do—I wrapped my hand around his back for support, which just drew us closer together, so much so that I could feel him pulsating against my thigh.  Given the mischievous look in his eyes, I had to wonder whether he’d done it on purpose.  But I decided that I didn’t care.
Before he removed my bra, he kissed me on the mouth.  The rough stubble on his chin brushed against my cheek and caused me to gasp, particularly when he kissed me on the neck and then probed lower toward my breasts.  
His tongue tasted me.  His lips covered me.  Low murmuring sounds came from his throat as he released my bra with a flick of his hand.  I heard it hit the floor somewhere behind me, and then he bent his head and took one of my nipples into his mouth.  
As he sucked on it, I moaned with each swirl of his tongue, which seemed to dance and dart over every nerve ending in an impossible cascade of sensations.
And then he stopped—just stopped—which took me aback.  He looked up at me, our eyes met, and then he pressed his lips firmly against my ear.  “I’m going to do something to you that no one has ever done to you, Abby.”
The heat of his voice and the softness of his lips against my ear were enough to weaken my knees.  But I kept my voice firm.  “How would you know what anyone has done to me?”
“Let’s just say it’s safe to assume that nobody has done this.”
“Because you think I’m inexperienced?”
“No.  Because I think you’ve been with inexperienced men.”
“I’ve only been with two men.”
“Enough said, then.  Now, let’s see if you can handle it.”
I had no idea what he had in mind, but the mystery of what was coming sent a thrill through me.  At this point, I was nothing if not a hot mess inside, but I wanted to stay in character because I was having fun with him and sensed that he also was enjoying himself.  So I kept my voice steady when I spoke.  “You don’t know what I can handle.”
“You don’t know what I can do to you.  I’m going to make you come, but not like you’d expect.”
What does that mean?
“So do it.”
Already, I felt as if my body couldn’t take much more, and yet, pathetically, we’d only just started.  He smoothed his hands down the sides of my torso, and I writhed beneath his touch.  My body was so alive, it felt like torture when he lightly touched his nipples against my own, and then began to rub his nipples against mine while he whispered obscene things to me.
What he was saying was too much.  It was sensation overload.  Again and again, his nipples flicked across my own.  Again and again, he pushed me closer to an edge I didn’t know existed, but had only heard about from my girlfriends.  But even this was more cutting than they’d ever shared with me.  This was raw, primal, unexpected.  His chin dipped down and once again, his stubble brushed against my exposed flesh, making me throw back my head in ecstasy.
“Please,” I said.
He didn’t respond.  He just kept doing what he was doing.  The same motions, over and over.  Barely touching me, which not only seemed to be the point, but which also was the cruelest part.  I wanted his hands on me, and I wanted him inside of me, but he seemed determined to deny me of that. 
“When I fuck you, you’re not going to be able to take all of me,” he said.  “And when you realize that you can’t, when you know that I’m too large for you, that’s when the fighter in you will want to prove me wrong.  I can’t wait for that to happen, Abby.  Because when it does, you’ll experience something like you’ve never experienced before.  It will feel like your first time.”
With those words alone, I closed my eyes and came so intensely that it wracked my body to the point that I cried out and shook involuntarily, even when the orgasm was over.  
Breathless, I looked him in the eyes and saw that he was watching me.  When he whispered into my ear again, he lowered a hand between my legs, placed it against my inner thigh, and when he told me exactly how he was going to fuck me, another orgasm struck.  
I couldn’t believe what was happening to me.  Throughout all of this, he’d barely touched me.  All of this was beyond what I expected.  And he was right—I’d never experienced anything like it before.
But he had more in mind.  
His hand went to my panties, and he hooked his fingers inside and moved them across the band as he intentionally touched my clitoris and pushed my panties down so I could step out of them.  When I did, I fell into his arms just as one of his fingers slid inside of me.  And then another.  And finally another.  I felt so full, I dug my fingernails into his back because I wanted him to feel what I felt as he rhythmically began to stroke me.
“It’s too much,” I said.
“If this is too much, then you’ll never be able to take me.  Lose control of yourself, Abby.  Let yourself go.  Open yourself up to me.  It’s the only way.”
“I’m trying.”
“Not hard enough.”
“Take me to the bedroom.”
With ease, he lifted me into his arms and carried me into the dimly lit room.  His fingers were still inside of me when he laid me down onto the bed.  But then he removed himself from me and took off his pants and his boxers.  
When he knelt down and penetrated me with his tongue, he began to search, lick, taste.  Over and over in my head, I kept thinking that I never thought that it could be like this—that this was something that must be happening to another person—because in my life?  At my age?  And given how I’d been raised?  It sure as hell hadn’t happened to me yet.
But it is now.
So, it was.  
I lowered my legs, wrapped them around his back, and urged him up toward me.
“You’re not ready,” he said.
“I am.”
“No, you’re not.  I’m telling you that you’re not.”
“Just fuck me,” I said.  “If you feel you need to be gentle at first, then be gentle.  But once I’ve accommodated you, I want you to be rough with me.  This is our first and last time together—”
“I wish you wouldn’t keep saying that.”
“It’s true.  We both know it is, and there’s no shame in it.  I want to leave here knowing what it’s like to be with a man, not a boy.  I want you to take me hard, and I want to walk away knowing that I never once held back.  So, make love to me as if you do love me, Chance.  Give me that illusion.  You know I’m not attached to you, so you’re free to do with me what you want.  Just promise me that you’ll make love to me as if you are crazy about me.  Pretend that you want to prove that to me.  Make me feel something that I’ve never felt before.  You’ve already done that twice tonight—now, please, do it again.”
And so he did.
With one quick motion, he lifted my hips and pressed the head of his cock against my wetness.  I reached down to grasp him, and in an instant, I realized his concern.  He was larger and thicker than I’d expected, but I was damned if I was going to let that intimidate me.  Slowly, I pulled him toward me, just so the head of his penis slipped inside of me, which was enough.  For a moment, we remained still—and then he went deeper, his girth making me catch my breath.
“Abby—”
“Give me more.”  I swung my legs to wrap around his buttocks, and bit down hard on my bottom lip when he began to push inside of me.  It was painful, but it was a wonderful kind of pain.  I could feel his desire coming off him in waves, and I knew that he could feel my own as I tightened myself around him.  I felt myself grow wetter.  I reached out for the sheets and pulled them toward me.  And then, without warning, he took me by surprise and buried himself inside of me.
My back lifted off the bed.
He leaned down and met my lips with his own, swallowing my scream as I struggled to take all of him.  What in the hell did he have down there?  I could feel him pulsing inside of me with an energy that was so heated, it was enough to make me forget about the pain and lose myself in it.  
When I was ready for him, I moved my hips to indicate that I wanted him to start thrusting.  
As he did, I met each of his thrusts with my own.  I reached my hand around his neck while he took me with the fierceness that I’d begged for.  With each thrust, I felt as if I was coming alive in ways that I hadn’t felt… ever.  No man had ever made me feel so complete.  No man had ever made love to me like this.  
Each time he drove into me, I felt myself open to him in ways that I’d never opened myself to another man.  What I felt was a mixture of pressure and pure bliss.  Toward the end, just as I was approaching my third climax of the evening, I started to buck against him as he rammed even harder into me.  And then came the unexpected groans of his own pleasure, which thrilled me to my core.
“Come for me,” he said.
I was in the ether, and it had no connection to reality.  He held my hands at my sides, pinned me down onto the bed, and then lowered his head to one of my nipples.  When he sucked it into his mouth and pressed his tongue against it—and fluttered against it—that was it for me.  
The orgasm that overcame me was unparalleled, perhaps because he himself had fallen on top of me as he shot inside of me.  I gripped him by the back of his head, but he needed no encouragement from me.  Almost immediately, his lips were on mine.  As he throbbed inside of me, he held me and kissed me.  And then he completed the illusion of our lovemaking when he said in my ear that he never wanted me to leave.
  
  
  
  
  
  
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER EIGHT
  
Two hours later, while Chance slept and dawn broke along the horizon beyond his bedroom windows, I slid quietly out of bed and looked down at him with affection.  
I thought that he was so beautiful, so perfect, that I didn’t want to leave him now.  But I knew that I had to.  We were of two different worlds, and last night was a fevered beginning to an amazing end.  One on level, I knew that the intimacy we’d shared had meant nothing.  But on another level, it had meant everything.  
You were wonderful, I thought while I looked at his peaceful face.  Thank you for everything—especially for allowing me to trust someone again.  I swear that I’ll never forget it.  Or you, Chance.
As much as I wanted to stay with him, I knew that I had to leave before he woke.  Last night was an anomaly.  It was special, it was gentle, and at times it was wonderfully brutal—but now it was in my past.  
I needed to go while the sex between us was still sweet.  The last thing I wanted was any kind of morning-after awkwardness, which Brooke and Elle had long warned me against.  And so I gathered my clothes from the bedroom and living room, pulled myself together in front of the large mirror that hung in the entryway, and then wrote him a note with the paper and pen I found in the suite’s kitchen.
“Thank you,” I wrote.  “For the first time in my life, I felt like a woman last night.  You did that.  I asked you to make love to me as if you really did love me, and you did.  I know that was asking for the moon, and I know that all of it was an illusion, but I still believed it.  You were that good—and that thoughtful.  And I’m grateful for all of it.  I hope that one day you find a woman who is deserving of you.  We won’t see each other again, but that doesn’t mean that there won’t be moments in my life when you creep into my thoughts.  When you do, it will be with affection.  —Abby.”
I re-read the note and was horrified to see how much emotion I’d put down onto the page.  What was I thinking?  Was I that badly in need of getting laid?  I didn’t recognize the person who wrote that note—my subconscious must have lost its mind.  I knew that I couldn’t expose myself to him like that, so I crumpled the note in my fist, searched for a trashcan, found one near the kitchen island, and dropped it inside.  
I went back to the note pad and simply wrote, “Thank you.  It was beautiful.  —Abby.”
With nothing more to say, I stepped out of the suite, took the elevator to the lobby, and left him and The Plaza behind.  
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
As I left the hotel and started to walk down Fifth, Manhattan had yet to come to life—it was just past five on Saturday, so only the most die-hard of individuals were out, most of them jogging or running along the sidewalks before it became too hot later in the day to do so.  
I thought of Brooke and Elle, and it occurred to me that they likely were worried about me.  I’d been so consumed by what had happened last night, I’d never texted either of them, which was a cardinal rule not to be broken.  I dug into my purse and retrieved my phone.  And sure enough, there were several texts from each of them.
Texting wasn’t an option now—they were likely asleep.  So I called Elle, who answered on the third ring.
“Where are you?” she said.  Her voice wasn’t drowsy as if I’d just woken her up—instead, it was as sharp as it was hot.  “Why haven’t you called?  We’ve been worried sick about you.  I was giving it another hour before I called the police.”
She was angry as hell, and she had every right to be.  I’d never done anything like this before, but that didn’t excuse me from following the rules Elle had set into place when all of us first moved to Manhattan.  If any of us didn’t plan on making it home at night, for whatever reason, then we called or texted at least one person in the group so everyone’s mind would be at ease for the rest of the night.  I hadn’t done that.  I felt terrible about it, and I fully took the blame.
“I’m sorry,” I said.  “I don’t know what I was thinking—I should have called.  Or texted.  But I was so caught up in the moment, I didn’t even think of it.  I swear I didn’t, not that that’s an excuse.  It isn’t.  I’m an idiot.”
“Abby, you always come home.  Brooke and I were frightened out of our minds for you.  You never don't come home after work.  So, where have you been?  Why didn’t you call?”  She paused for a moment, and then her voice trailed off.  I knew her well enough to know that she was thinking this through and putting together pieces of a puzzle that would nail me against a wall.  
And then she spoke.  “What do you mean that you were so caught up in the moment that you didn’t even think to call?  What does that mean?  What have you been up to?  Better yet, let’s just get down to it.  Who were you with last night?”
“Get the coffee on,” I said.  “I was going to walk home, but screw it—my feet still hurt from last night’s shift.  I’m splurging on a cab and I’ll be home soon.  Then I’ll share my evening with you.”
“You slept with someone, didn’t you?” she asked.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, please—I can smell it.  So admit it.”
“I’m admitting nothing now.”
“So, you did sleep with someone.  You finally did it.  You got your mother out of your head, and you gave it up for the better good of all of us.  Thank God.”
A jogger dashed in front of me, and I couldn’t help but smile at Elle’s comment.  Finally, she and Brooke had gotten what they wanted—me free enough to let myself go.  “The coffee,” I said.  “Put it on.  Give me fifteen minutes to get home, and then I’ll tell you what happened.  OK?”
“Brooke will kill me if I wake her from her beauty sleep.”
“I thought she stayed up with you.”
“She did, but then I told her that I’d stand watch.  She went to bed about an hour ago.  But don’t worry.  By the time you get here, we’ll both be ready to hear all about your sordid little evening, even if I have to slap Brooke around a bit just to get her to wake up.  You know how impossible she is when it comes to getting her sleep, but I’ll handle her.  And then we’ll handle you.  See you in fifteen, cookie.  In the meantime, gird your loins, because you’re moving straight into the biggest Q&A of your life.”
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER NINE
  
When the cab driver dropped me in front of our pathetic, two-bedroom walk-up apartment on Prince Street, I glanced up at the five-story building through the cab’s open window, and felt the same way I generally felt whenever I looked at it—depressed.  Suicidal.  On the verge of tears.  
And in need of new shoes, which tended to fix everything.
We lived on the fifth floor, which—after surviving last year’s heat wave—we’d since nicknamed ‘Hell in a Low-Rise’.  
This year, we’d been able to afford a used air conditioner.  It was too small to cool the entire apartment, but at least it made the living room somewhat tolerable.  If we didn’t have it, given this year’s heat, somebody likely would have found us dead by this point.  
After paying the driver and stepping out of the cab, I reminded myself that one
day, Brooke, Elle, and I would earn enough money to live somewhere that actually supported human life—instead of condemning it.  
The question was when.
The first thing I saw when I unlocked the front door and opened it to a rolling wave of heat was a mouse darting beneath the staircase.  Nice, I thought.  I walked up the suffocating five flights of stairs, turned the corner toward our apartment door, and was about to unlock it when it opened for me.  Elle stood just beyond it, and on her pretty face was her usual layer of mischief.
“Tough climbing up those stairs?” she asked.
“Well, it is hot,” I said.  
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know what you meant.”
“Feeling a little bit… I don’t know… chafed?”
“I’m not taking the bait, Elle.”
“Have your sugar walls turned into fire walls?”
I had to laugh at that one.  “You’re a mad woman.  Let me inside before you let out all the cool air.  Today is going to be murder.  It’s, like, eighty already.”
She stepped aside so I could move past her.  At five-foot-eleven, Elle was the tallest among us, and her French-Canadian genes gave her olive skin a tone that made her look as if she had a tan even when she didn’t.  Throughout the winter, she had a healthy glow.  But now?  In July?  After spending time walking around Manhattan?  She was golden brown and beautiful, which perfectly suited her job at Vogue.
“Looks like someone’s in need of a cold shower,” she said.
I knew this was coming, and I was armed for it, but I didn’t answer her.  Instead, I wanted her to pull it out of me.  I dropped my purse on a side table, and moved into our tiny living room, where Brooke already was sitting up on our beat-up sofa with a cup of coffee in her hand.  
Elle wasn’t joking—Brooke looked as if she hadn’t gotten any sleep.  She held the rim of her cup just below her bottom lip and took frequent sips while she just stared at me and—given her sour expression—damned me to hell for cheating her of what she loved the most—sleep.
“Hi,” I said.
“Coffee,” she answered.
“Right,” I said.
“Wrong,” she answered.
Oh, dear….
Brooke was the fairest among us.  She was a petite blonde with blue eyes, a pale complexion that burned easily in the sun, and hair that just came to her shoulders.  
“Not even a phone call?” she finally said to me.  “Not even a text?  Are you crazy?  Don’t you ever do that to us again, Abby.  I’m glad you got laid and all—seriously, it’s about damned time that you went through with it—but you’ve got two people here to consider.  Two people who’ve had your back longer than whatever stud picked you up last night.”
She was right.  These were my girls—my oldest and dearest of friends.  Brooke Martin and Elle Pierce were like sisters to me, and I’d let them down, which made me feel horrible.  We’d known each other since grade school, had been through the highs and lows of adolescence together, and nothing had parted us since.  We were that close.
“I screwed up,” I said.  “It won’t happen again.  I’m sorry, Brooke.”
“Whatever.  Now that I can see that you’re alive and breathing, you and I are fine—just don’t do it again.  OK?  OK.  Now, get a cup of coffee, sit down, and spill the goods.  I didn’t get out of bed for nothing.  Elle and I want the deets.  And they better be salacious.”
“As Elle kindly noted, I really should take a shower first.”
She came up beside me.  “Really?” she said.  “Just because I noted it?  Let’s cut to the chase, cookie.  To be honest, you need that shower because he’s still all over you, isn’t he?” 
“Jesus….”
“I can smell him.”
“The hell you can.”
“Want to try me?”
“Go for it.”
She smelled my hair.  “His cologne has a woodsy hint to it.  That’s not you—it’s all him.  And I can smell it just like I can smell the sex seeping out of your pores.”
Is it that obvious?  Do I smell that much like sex?  No wonder the cabbie kept giving me weird looks in the rearview mirror.  He thought I was a slut.  A hooker.  Look at where he dropped me off, after all.  Our apartment complex looks like a damned drug den.
I felt mortified.  
“I think I’m going to be sick,” I said.
“Don’t you dare be sick,” Elle said.  “Because then I’ll get sick.  And then Brooke will get sick because that’s what Brooke does whenever I get sick.  We all know that.  We’ve seen it time and again for years, ever since we stole that bottle of vodka from your parents’ liquor cabinet when we were thirteen.  It’s a goddamned pattern at this point.  I puke.  Then Brooke pukes.  Worse, if we all barf, our living room is going to smell more like a sewer than it already does.  All because you decided to get sick.  So, don’t do it.  Suck it up and get yourself together, Abby.  I mean it.”
“I’m going to hurl.”
“It’s bulimia,” Brooke said.  
Elle shook her head.  “No, it isn’t.  I see that shit all the time at Vogue—not that I’m planning on sticking around that joint much longer.  Still a secretary, my ass.  But let’s face it—bulimia takes the boobs first, and Abby still has Abby’s infamous rack.  She’s just sick because I called her out for spending the night flat on her back.  I can smell it all over her—and it just hit her that if I can, others can too.  She’s a feverish, walking sex bomb exuding her uncontainable pheromones into the world.”
“Stop it,” I said.
“Not until you sit your ass down and tell us what happened.”
“That will cost you a cup of coffee.”
Elle moved briskly into the kitchen.  “Coming right up,” she said brightly.  “Black?”
“You know how I like it.”
“I know how you like your coffee, but since it’s been so damned long since you’ve gotten laid, I’ve forgotten how you like that.”
“Oh, look at you—aren’t you clever?”  I sat down on one of the two over-stuffed chairs and leaned my head back against it.  “I’m exhausted.”
“You look like shit,” Brooke said.  
“Thank you, Brooke.”
“It’s true.  You look all roughed up.  Like you’ve been spanked and slapped around, or something.  Hell, one of your eyes looks lazy—the left one.  It’s kind of hooded and droopy.  Whatever he did to you must have been intense.”
“Neither of you has any idea.”
Elle came to my side and handed me my coffee.  “If we have no idea, then it’s time for you to do the walk of shame and start talking.”  She took the identical over-stuffed chair to my right.  “So, you know, talk.”
“Do I have to?”
“You know the rules.  We all do the walk of shame, and you’re way overdue for yours, so don’t you dare hold back.”
“Fine.  I’ll talk.”
And I did.  Over the next hour, I told them everything that had happened between Chance and me.  When I was finished, they just looked at me, their mouths agape.
“Who is this creature of such endowed proportions?” Brooke asked.
“I don’t know.  Well, not really.  He said he owned some patents.  And corporations.  Things like that.”
“That means he’s rich.”  She got off the sofa.  “Come with me, girls.  To the bedroom.  We’re Googling his ass right now.”
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER TEN
  
When we stepped into the bedroom I shared with Brooke, she sat down at her desk, opened her laptop, brought up a browser, and went to Google.
“My Internet powers of steel are about to be revealed,” she said.
“Just because you work in IT doesn’t mean you have Internet powers of steel,” I said.
“The hell it doesn’t.  Watch me.  What’s his name?”
“He only said his last name when he introduced himself to Steve before all of that went to hell, but I think he said that it was ‘Caldwell’.”
“Chance Caldwell has a nice ring to it, so Chance Caldwell it is.  Let’s do an image search first.  If you recognize him, then we’ll know that we have the right name.”
When she typed his name into the computer and pressed enter, what appeared on the screen were hundreds of photos of him, from photos at black-tie events to shirtless photos taken on a tropical island.  And it seemed that the only time he didn’t have a woman on his arm were in those few images in which he was being interviewed. 
“Is that him?” Elle asked as she leaned toward the screen.  She was standing over Brooke’s left shoulder.  “If it is, holy mother of God is he hot.”
“That’s him,” I said.
“And he got all drunk in love over you?” 
“I may have gone sexually dormant over the past year, Beyoncé, but I still have feminine wiles you can’t even wrap your head around.  And yes he did.”
“Why do I want to lick the screen?” Brooke asked.  “I mean, look at him in this photo.  Look at that body.  That chest, that face, those abs.  Pure candy.  The photo is captioned ‘Caldwell International CEO, Chance Caldwell, in Martinique’.  Who’s the woman he’s with?”
Just seeing him again was enough to make goose bumps come alive along my arms.  His light blue eyes were almost too much for me to bear—they were one of his best features.  And then there were his lips, which I remembered all too well, likely because of all of the places they’d been last night.  
“How would I know?” I said.
“This guy is a total player,” Elle said.  “How else do you explain how many women he’s been photographed with?  Pure one-night-stand material.”  She gave me a look of approval.  “Good for you, Abby.  With a guy like that, you can enjoy everything that happened between you, but move on with your heart intact.”
I wondered whether I could.  Even though I knew that I’d never see Chance again, I couldn’t help but feel a sting of disappointment, which I’d never admit to the girls because they’d just razz me over it.  After all, it was he who suggested that hooking up with other women wasn’t his thing.  So, why were there so many photos of him on the Internet with other women?  He’d also suggested that last night could become something more than just a one-night stand.  Had that been a lie, too?
I decided that I’d never know.  
Best to let it go.  
Still, I was curious about who this man was, so I placed my hand on Brooke’s shoulder.  “Enough of the photos,” I said.  “Let’s find out who he is.  What’s Caldwell International all about?  Can you look it up?”
“Just allow me to linger over that body of his for a few more minutes—”
“Look it up, Brooke.”
“Settle down.  You’re such a possessive one-nighter.”
“I’m not possessive.  I’m just interested in finding out about the man who was on top of me last night.”
“And inside of you.”
“That’s right.”
I watched Elle take the mouse from Brooke’s hand and click on a photograph of Chance in a dark business suit.  He looked like a damned model to me.  Why did I feel such a pull toward him?  It made no sense to me.  We’d had a wonderful, no-strings evening together, but that’s all it was, so what was my problem?  Emotionally, I needed to accept last night for what it was, and forget about what he may or may not have suggested during his conversations with me.
“OK—moving on.  Somebody look up Caldwell International.”
When Brooke did, we learned what it was.
“Apparently, he’s loaded,” she said.  “Look at how many businesses and corporations he owns.  Good God.  The list is huge.  How old is this guy, anyway?”
“He said that he was thirty-one.”
“You don’t get this rich that fast at thirty-one.  I think Daddy might be dead, and Chance got the big seat.”
“Is there anything on Wikipedia about him?” Elle asked.
“Excellent question,” Brooke said, her fingers dancing across the keyboard.  “Bingo,” she said when his profile appeared on the Wikipedia site.  “So, let’s see—who is this sex machine?”  She started to skim the page.  “Born in Idaho.  Raised middle class.  Parents were farmers.  Class valedictorian.  Went to MIT on a full scholarship, but dropped out when he was twenty to create a company called SlimDisk, which was the precursor to the thumb drive.”  
When she said that, all of us stopped cold.
“The precursor to the what?” I asked.
“The thumb drive,” she said.  “It says here that nine years ago, Microsoft bought his company and the technology for over three-hundred million dollars.  He was just twenty-two when he accepted the deal, and then he parlayed much of his earnings into creating Caldwell International.  Initially, that was comprised of mostly tech acquisitions.  Forbes wrote an article that lauded him for his business sense.  Five years ago, he was listed in the top spot in their yearly 30 Under 30 feature.”
“You’re shitting me?” Elle said.
“No.  Here’s a quote from him about how he became so successful:  ‘What’s been reinforced from the beginning is that it’s all about the team.  For someone starting out, I’d tell you to to surround yourself with the best and the brightest.  Don’t settle.  Since selling SlimDisk, I’ve had the tremendous pleasure of working with some of the most hard-working and most-dedicated people in the world.  My initial success might have begun with a piece of technology purchased by Microsoft, but my overall success comes straight down to my team.’”
“Classy,” Elle said.
But Brooke wasn’t finished—she was enthralled.  She kept skimming for more information.  “As Caldwell International grew, Chance and his board started to take over entire corporations, both domestic and international.  His personal net worth is listed here as being just under a billion.  But who knows when this information was last updated?  At this point, it could be more.”
“So, Google his net worth,” Elle said.  
Brooke did.  And when she did, she found an article dated only a few months ago that put Chance Caldwell firmly in the billion-dollar club.  
“So, you slept with a billionaire,” Elle said.  “You’re such an over-achiever.”
I knew nothing about the extent of his wealth when I went to his room with him, so I corrected her.  “I slept with someone whom I found attractive,” I said.  “And somebody who was kind to me.  I didn’t sleep with him because of his money.”
“I was just joking.”
“I know you were.  But it’s true.  I want it on the damned record.  OK, ladies, that’s all I’ve got.  And this girl needs to get some sleep, or she’s never going to be ready for work later tonight.”
Or to put all of this behind me.  
I walked over to my twin bed, pulled my dress over my head, and slipped beneath the sheets.  “I’ll be up in a few hours.  But I want to apologize for forgetting to send a text.  I honestly forgot.  I love you both.”
“Just don’t do it again,” Brooke said.
When she stepped out of the room, a moment passed before Elle whispered something to me from the doorway.  She spoke so quietly, I had to turn and look at her.  “What did you say?” I asked.
“Try not to think about Chance.”  
Her tone had turned serious.  This wasn’t the Elle whose scathing wit could set a room on fire.  This was the other Elle that most people didn’t know—the friend who always had your back.
“What makes you think that I will?”
“Because I know you.  And because I saw the look on your face when I said that you’re free to move on with your heart intact.  You looked crestfallen.  And conflicted.  Remember what he was, Abby—just a one-night stand.  So, try to let it be that, OK?  Don’t over-think what happened.  And for your own sake, try to get him out of your head, because I already know that he’s taking up room in there.”
“Of course he is.  We just had sex.”
“What I mean is that I think he’s going to be in there for awhile.  Don’t let that happen.  Trust me on this—I’ve been there too many times to count.  It’s best to just forget him and move on to the next guy if you want.  You’ll see.”
Before I could respond, she waved her fingers at me, blew me a kiss, and then clicked the door shut behind her—but not before I glimpsed her expression, which was one of flat-out concern.
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER ELEVEN
  
Later, when I got out of bed, it wasn’t because I felt refreshed.  It was because it was so hot in the bedroom that I couldn’t bear it anymore.  I looked at the clock on my bedside table and saw that I’d been out for five hours.
And that was enough.
Early afternoon sunlight pressed against the bedroom’s only window, which was covered by a room-darkening shade that blocked out most of the light.  I slipped out of bed in my bra and panties, found a pair of shorts and a T-shirt in a laundry basket beneath the window, and carried them with me out of the room.  I felt sticky and gross.  Worse, I could still smell him on me, not unlike Elle could earlier.  
Time for a shower.
Cooler air greeted me when I left the bedroom, but despite the air conditioner’s rattling efforts, it wasn’t cool enough.  It felt so much like a sweatshop, I half-expected to find Elle and Brooke hunched over a couple of sewing machines zipping through yards of fabric.  
But they weren’t there.  The apartment appeared to be empty.  
What day was today again?  Saturday?  It was Saturday.  Unlike me, neither of them had to work weekends.  I went to Elle’s room, knocked quietly on the door, and opened it a crack when she didn’t answer.  Her bed was made.  She wasn’t there.
Where are they?
I went into the kitchen, found a note on the kitchen table, and read it.
Sweetie, our little Hell in a Low-Rise
has officially become
an Easy-Bake Oven, so we’re going out for a walk, which really means that we’re going to sit for the next few hours in the air-conditioned heaven otherwise known as Starbucks.  We’ll be back by one or so.  Have something to eat—there’s leftover pasta in the fridge.  Nuke it.  We wish you were coming with us, but we decided to let you sleep in after your marathon night of sex.  Love you!  XXOO—Brooke and Elle.
I smiled down at the note and wished that I was there with them, because I knew that I was missing a good time.  Whenever we people-watched together, it was pretty much epic.  I thought about eating, but nixed the idea.  What I really needed was a cold shower.
The apartment’s only bathroom was situated between the two bedrooms, and much like the rest of this joint, it was a joke.  Early on, the three of us had come to the conclusion that, given the building’s age, the bathroom must have been a closet at some point.  It was so small, it housed only a toilet, a sink, and a shower.  No tub.
Not that I cared much about a tub right now.  I needed a shower, and then I’d feel like myself again.  I had just turned on the water when my cell phone started to ring.
Seriously?
I turned off the water and hurried into the entryway, where I’d left my purse earlier.  I dug inside it for my cell, pulled it out, and stopped when I saw who was calling.
It was my mother.
For a moment, I just stared at the receiver.  Of course she’d call me in my wanton moment of shame.  Naturally, she’d reach out to me while I was standing in nothing more than my underwear, and with his scent still lingering on me.  
I considered not answering, but I couldn’t do that to my mother.  She was the one person from home who still cared enough to call me every Saturday since I’d first arrived in Manhattan.  While I no longer believed in the religion in which I was raised, and knew that she had her own agenda to keep me on the straight and narrow, she still never missed a day.  And that meant plenty to me.  On a deep level that had nothing to do with her ideals, my mother loved and cared for me.  And I loved her, especially when I could keep her questions at bay.
She’s not going to miss today, I thought.  So deal with it.  Put your happy voice on, girl.
I answered.  “Hi, Mom.”
“How’s my girl?”
Still smarting a bit from last night’s Olympic Sex Trials, thanks.  Do you have any tips on how to ease the pain between my legs?  Maybe some bag balm?  Maybe not?  Didn’t think so.  Love you, though!  
“Fine.  Good.  I’m great!”
“Are you eating?”
“Of course I’m eating.  Why wouldn’t I be eating?”
“Because I’ve been watching the CNN this morning, and all they’re talking about is this heat wave that’s swallowing the Northeast.  You know I don’t mind the heat—I’m just fine with it.  I can live through it.  I run cold anyway.  But you?  You’ve always been like this delicate flower when it comes to the heat—you just collapse as if you’ve suddenly developed root rot.  I think you’re probably not eating because of it.”
“I had a bagel this morning,” I said.  It was a lie, but I didn’t want her to worry about me more than she already did.  She had enough to deal with just managing my father and the farm.
“A bagel?  That’s hardly going to get you through the day.  I used to cook you eggs, bacon, and toast.  I gave you a proper breakfast.”
“That was a long time ago, Mom.”
“It wasn’t that long ago.  So, how hot is it there?”
“Let’s just say that if I stepped outside for a moment, I could totally fry an egg on my face.”
“Good.  You should do that—and eat it.  That would make your mother happy.”
“You’re hilarious.  As for the heat, all of us are getting through it.  What choice do we have?”
“Always remember the power of a cold shower.”
“You should trademark that shit, Mom.”
“Don’t swear, Abigail.”
“Sorry.  My mistake.  What’s weird is that I was just about to take a cold shower when you called.”
“It can wait.  How was your week?”
Life altering.  I had a one-night stand, Mom—my first.  It was kind of amazing.  I’d love to talk to you about it, but why end your life so soon?  Anyway, just so you know, last night I poured one big glop of shit over the family name.  It’s true.  Your daughter is now officially a slut.  And what’s worse is that she doesn’t even mind it.  How’s that for good grooming?  Hell, how’s that for being one massive wrecking ball of disappointment?  In fact, I met one woman last night who’d happily agree with me.  Would you like to commiserate with her?  Because I have a feeling that she’d tell you everything that she felt about me.
“Same old, same old,” I said.  “Just work.”
“You work too much.  I’m worried about you.  You should go out with the girls more.  Have some fun, but stay away from the boys.  You don’t need boys right now—especially those city boys.  They’re the devil.  They’re the worst.  They have no values or morals.  All they want is sex.  And besides, you’ve got enough on your plate.”
That’s funny, because last night this particular plate was the main course.  How about that, Mom?  At one point, I was like a chicken on its back with its legs spread open.  And, Mom, you should have seen it.  The hungriest man on Earth totally devoured me.
“You’re right,” I said.  “I do.”
“Look,” she said.  “I know it’s hot as Hades there and that you want to take a shower, but your Aunt Marion is here with me, and she wants to say hello.  She’s practically trying to rip the phone out of my hands while I speak.  You know how she is.  Stop it, Marion.  I’m not finished.  Oh, jeepers cripes and crackers, just stop.”
Oh, hell no.  Not Aunt Marion.  I loved her to death, but she was far sharper and nosier than my mother ever was, likely because she herself had gotten out of Vermont when she was young and had lived in Paris during her twenties.  
More than anyone in my family, she knew the score when it came to living in a big city at my age.  When I was a kid, I’d always considered her kind of glamorous and otherworldly—the free spirit my mother never had been.  I used to look up to her because of it.  She’d never married, but I knew from overhearing some of the scandalous conversations she’d had with my appalled mother that she’d been through her share of men.  As a girl, I believed that my aunt lived this insanely romantic life that was only obtainable if you got out of Vermont.  
Which, naturally, was one of the reasons I got out of Vermont.
“How are you doing, mon petit gâteau?” she said when she took the phone.  “Keeping your pants on?”
In the background, I heard my mother admonish her before I said, “Just barely, Aunt Marion.  How about you?”
“You know what they say about your Aunt Marion.  That I’m still pretty much on all fours these days.  That I have frequent flyer miles with a host of handsome strangers.  That I drink too much for my own good.  And that I love my slender cigarillos because of the attention they bring me.  And guess what—most of it’s true.  So, how’s the world treating you, hot stuff?  We haven’t talked in… what?  Forever or something.  Your mother tells me that you’ve become a goddamned nun.  Why?  What’s wrong with you?  You’re in Manhattan.  You should be living it up and getting laid as often as you can.”
Again, I heard my mother’s voice, and this time it was high and shrill.
“Please, Martha—calm it the hell down.  You know I’m only bullshitting with her.  Well, sort of.  Let us have our fun.  Go and make one of your crispy apple pies or something.  Or do some cleaning—you seem to like that.  A little too much, frankly.  But whatever calms your nerves.”
“You’re in a mood,” I said to her.
“You have no idea.  Whenever I come here, I think she wants to dip me in a Baptismal bath or something.  Maybe even pray over me.  No wonder you’ve always been the good girl.  What choice did you have?”
Last night, a hot stud fucked me sideways, Aunt Marion.  And he was hung like a horse.  And there was a long time there when I couldn’t even see his face because it was buried between my legs.  So guess what?  I’m actually the good girl gone to waste.  
“I just need to make it through grad school—then I’ll have my fun.”
“You’ll be too old for any fun at that point.”
“Too old?  I’ll be twenty-six when I graduate.”
“Chéri—don’t you know anything?  Twenty-six is the new forty-six.  I’m telling you from experience, men like them young.  The younger the better.”  She hesitated, and when she spoke again, her voice was conspiratorial.  “But you’ve already had some fun, haven’t you, cookie?  No girl who looks like you goes to the big city and successfully renounces all of the boys, despite the Catholic guilt trip your mother has suffocated you with over the years.  So spill it, Abigail.  Who’s the lucky guy?  Or shall I say, who are the lucky guys?”
The only way to get through this was to tell her the truth, which she’d never believe in a second.  On the other hand, if I balked, she might suspect something was up.  “Actually, I had sex last night, Aunt Marion.”
“No you didn’t.”
“In fact, I did.  I was serving drinks at this fancy charity event when this guy totally picked me up.  Turns out he’s a billionaire or something.  And by far one of the most attractive men I’ve ever met, not to mention one of the most attentive and sexual.  Don’t tell my mother this, but we went for hours last night.  It was incredible.  First we made out in an elevator, then in a hallway at The Plaza, and after this old broad at the hotel caught us and condemned me for being a terrible daughter, we went all out in his suite.  I think he went down on me for a good thirty minutes just so I’d be wet enough to accommodate him.”
“I—you’re lying.”
“Of course I am.”
She sighed.  “If only you’d just take a cue from me and do it already.”
“I will when I’m ready.  But right now, it’s all about work and school.”
“God, that sounds boring.  I think you should take a lover.  Or a series of lovers.  Maybe even a lesbian lover, just to mix things up.”  Again, I heard my mother’s raised voice in the background.  “Here’s a surprise—your mother thinks I’m a bad influence on you, because she’s coming at me now with one of those plastic crucifixes of hers.  Nothing says ‘I Love Jesus’ like a plastic crucifix bought at Wal-Mart.  We’d better cut this short, cookie, before I have the devil cast out of me.”
“I always love talking with you, Aunt Marion.”
“Same here, sweetie.  I miss you.”
“I miss you, too.”
“Before I’m exorcised, here’s some advice from an old pro.  Take a lover.  Have some fun.  But when you finally do get your game on and hook up with a man, don’t get all emotional about it, OK?  Just do him, enjoy it, and move on to the next one until you find the right one—if that’s possible.  It hasn’t exactly worked out that way for me, but who knows?  Maybe someday it will.  I am, after all, nothing if not an eternal optimist.”  She paused.  “Martha, if you even dare press that crucifix against my forehead, I swear to God I’ll pull a Linda Blair on you.  We’re just joking.  You know how I am, and your daughter needs it.  Fine, I’ll get off the phone.  Obviously, I’ve corrupted her enough.”
“You’ve hardly corrupted me,” I said.  I let that happen on my own, not that I really regret it.
“Tell that to your mother.  She wants me off the phone before I do any further damage to your character.  So sayonara for now, sweet cheeks.  Give me a call at home if you ever need any pointers in the man department, and your aunt will give you a mother lode of advice.  Kisses, darling girl.  Kisses, kisses.  I miss you like I miss a good lay.  And pray for my soul, because your mother is about to try to steal it away from me.  You should see the fire in her eyes.  Oh, get that thing away from me, Martha!  Stop shaking it at me!  I told you, there’s nothing wrong—”
The line went dead.
When I hung up, I wondered how many lies I’d just told, but decided it didn’t matter because nothing I’d said was intended to hurt anyone.  I’d only told them to retain my privacy, and hopefully I’d achieved that.  I was a twenty-five-year-old woman, after all.  My family had no right to expect full access to my personal life.  Those days were officially gone.
I went into the kitchen, put the phone down on the table, and reached into the fridge for a bottle of water.  I took a long pull on it, and felt the liquid ride its way down my throat and into my stomach.  I was that warm.
The power of a cold shower, I thought.  One can’t come soon enough.
But when I started back toward the bathroom, my phone rang again.  I stopped short, and just looked up at the ceiling, knowing who it was even before I picked it up.  After that little exchange with my aunt, my mother likely would be ready to launch into full damage control.  But did I want to hear it?  Not exactly.  Still, I should probably just get it over with and assuage her fears.  Otherwise, she’d just call throughout the week until she got me on the phone.  I grabbed my phone, and my heart stopped when I saw who was calling.
It wasn’t my mother.  It was Chance Caldwell.
For a moment, I just stared at his name on my screen.  How in the hell had he gotten my number?  And why was he calling me?  Should I answer it or ignore it?  Elle would have told me to ignore it.  Earlier this morning, she’d warned me away from him.  My mother would have told me to run to the nearest church and cast myself at the foot of Christ.  Brooke would have told me to stand by my one-night stand, and be done with it.
But Aunt Marion, the heroine of my youth?  She would have urged me to take it.
So what the hell?  I took it.
 



  
  
  
  
CHAPTER TWELVE
  
“Hello?” I said.
“Abby?”
His deep voice resonated through the phone as if his fingers had just lightly brushed against my lips, the nape of my neck, the tips of my breasts.  Was just hearing his voice enough to undo me?  Apparently.  
But I couldn’t wrap my head around the reasons why.  I didn’t know how to describe what I was feeling, but I knew that whatever it was, it was enough to make me vulnerable to him. 
Which is dangerous.  Keep it together, girl.  Find out why he’s calling.
“This is she.”
“This is Chance.”
I pretended to act surprised, because frankly, it was the closest to how I felt right now.  My heart was beating so hard in my chest, it was ridiculous.  Why was he calling me?  Had I forgotten something in his suite?  I must have, but what?
“Good morning,” I said.
“Did I wake you?”
“Not at all, but I have to ask—how did you get my number?”
“I sensed that was coming.”
“Why wouldn’t it?”
“First of all, let me reassure you—I’m no stalker, OK?”
“Well, that’s a start.  But seriously—how did you get it?”  
“When I woke this morning and saw that you were gone, I was disappointed.  I thought we’d at least have breakfast together and talk before you left.  But you decided otherwise.  Why did you leave?”  
“Isn’t that what one does after a one-night stand?”
“Not necessarily.”
“You’d probably know more about that than I would.  I told you last night that you were my first.”
There was a beat of silence before he spoke.
“You sound tense,” he said.  “Did I do something wrong last night?”
You did nothing wrong last night.  The problem is that you did everything right last night.
“No,” I said.  “You did nothing wrong.  It was just a rough morning when I came home, that’s all.”
“Care to elaborate?”
I told him the truth.  “When I came home this morning, my girlfriends were out of their minds with worry because I always come home after work.  I hadn’t called or texted them when I went to your suite, and they were rightfully pissed off at me because I hadn’t.  But that’s my fault, not yours.  When I told them where I’d been, they insisted on finding out who you were, so they did a Google search on you.  When photos of you popped up in an image search, you were immediately declared a playboy.”
“They deduced that from an image search?”
“In almost every photo, you were with a different woman.”
“Did anyone bother to check the dates of those images?”
We hadn’t, and now I had to wonder why he’d asked.  Was he implying that they couldn’t have been recent?  Clearly.  “No,” I said.  “There were too many of them.  And frankly, it didn’t occur to any of us to look.”
“Maybe you or your friends should look.  At one point in my life, I had my fair share of fun, Abby.  I’ve dated and slept with a lot of women.  But that also was a good two years ago, if not longer.  I’m not apologizing for my past because I don’t regret any of it.  But I can tell you with certainty that those images are old, and that those days are over.”
“Why?”
“Because it got boring.  Because I wanted something more.”
“Then how do you explain last night?”
He hesitated before he spoke, but when he did, he sounded frustrated. “That’s the thing,” he said.  “I can’t.”
What does that mean?
“You know, you still haven’t answered my question,” I said.
“Which question?”
“How did you get my phone number?”
“Simple.  I asked my assistant to call the hotel, find out who catered last night’s event, and see if there was a person on the wait staff named Abby.  They found your name, and my assistant got your phone number for me.”
“Why?”
“Because I enjoyed last night.  I liked being with you.  I liked… all of it.  Especially watching you come.  Being able to make you come by barely touching you.  But maybe that’s too intimate for you?”
I wasn’t sure whether it was.  Last night was the first time that I’d truly experienced sex without limits.  I felt sexually awakened because of what he’d done to me.  My first boyfriend, Mark, didn’t know what the hell he was doing when we were together—but how could he?  It wasn’t his fault.  We were both young, still in high school, and trying to figure out how it all worked.  Brian had a few more experiences under his belt, but sometimes sex with him was awkward, especially when he drank too much and couldn’t keep it up.  He was a selfish lover.  What he and I had together was what the girls and I now termed ‘college sex.’  Brian knew just enough to make things mildly interesting when he wanted to—but it was never anything exceptional.  There were too many times when he’d get himself off, and then pull out without considering my own needs.  Typical college sex.  
But Chance?  Chance was different.  After spending one night with him, I’d experienced the sort of highs that I’d never thought were possible.  He’d shown me what sex could really be between a man and a woman.  And I had a feeling that what he’d revealed was just a start.  He had much more within him.  I knew it.  
And so did he.
“Did I offend you?” he asked.  
“You didn’t offend me.  Last night was liberating.”
“That’s an interesting way to put it.  May I ask why?”
“Because I wanted a man to take control of me for once.  You did.”
“Did you enjoy it?”
“I think you know I did.”
“So why did you leave so quickly?”
“Because I thought last night was it between us, and that today was a new day that wouldn't include you.  I considered myself just another notch in your belt, which is fine, Chance.  I mean that.  We both went into last night knowing what it was.  When we were finished and you were asleep, I decided to leave.”
“I wish you hadn’t.”
I had no choice.
“I have an admission to make,” he said.
“What admission?”
“I saw the first note you left.”
My throat tightened.
“I was tossing out some coffee grounds this morning when I saw a crumpled piece of paper lying on top of the trash.  The handwriting on it wasn’t my own.  I picked it up and read it.  What you wrote was heartfelt.  Why did you decide to throw it away and leave the other note?”
I closed my eyes at the thought that he’d read the first note.  Why hadn’t I been smart enough to just rip it into pieces?  Or to stuff it in my purse?  It was a moment before I could gather my thoughts and answer him honestly.  “I wrote that note too quickly,” I said.
“Which means that you wrote exactly what you were feeling at that moment.”
“Maybe.  But after I wrote it, I came to terms with what last night was—two strangers enjoying each other for a few hours in bed.  The second note respected that.  The first note horrified me.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know why.”
“I think that you felt vulnerable in that moment.”
“I wouldn’t go that far.”
“You know, I have the note in front of me,” he said.  “I’ve saved it.  Maybe I should read it to you.”
“I know what I wrote, Chance.  There’s no need for you to read it to me.  So, I have to ask—why are you calling?”  
“Isn’t it obvious?”
“Not yet.”
“Then let me clear it up for you.  I want to see you again.  The second note you wrote was all about throwing up barriers.  So, meet me tonight for dinner, and let me tear those barriers down.”
“There’s no tearing them down.”
“I think there is.”
“To what end?”
He didn’t answer, but whatever he was thinking didn’t matter because I already knew that I wanted to see him again.  My aunt was in my head, urging me on.  Take a lover.  Have some fun.  But when you finally do get your game on and hook up with a man, don’t get all emotional about it, OK?  Just do him, enjoy it, and move on to the next one until you find the right one—if that’s possible.  It hasn’t exactly worked out that way for me, but who knows?  Maybe someday it will.  I am, after all, nothing if not an eternal optimist.
Just talking with him now and hearing his voice was enough for me to want to have sex with him again.  I wanted him to take me where he’d taken me the night before.  Soon, he’d be off to the next city and he’d forget about me.  I’d move forward with my life, just as the other women who’d slept with him had.  So, why not have a second-night stand?  Why not pull an Aunt Marion and continue to live?
Because it’s dangerous.
Maybe I need some danger in my life.  Maybe it’s time for some danger.
But at what cost?
I ignored my inner voice, and pressed forward.
“If I agree to meet with you tonight, you need to know that this will be it between us.  Just one more night—that’s all it will be.  I want to be very clear with you about that so that you don’t think that I’m leading you on.  Tonight will be it.”
“Why does it have to be it?”
“Because you don’t live here.”
“That suite at The Plaza is reserved for me for a reason.  I come here often.”
“That’s not good enough.  I don’t do long-distance anything, even if it’s just for a hook-up.  Because, before you—like I’ve already told you—I didn’t do one-night stands. You’re my first, and you likely will be my last for a while.  So, if you want to have dinner and then go back to your place knowing that, I’m fine with that.  We can enjoy each other again, and then we can just walk away without a connection and without worries.  If that works for you, then I’ll meet you tonight for dinner.”
It was a moment before he spoke, and in that moment, I wondered if I’d been too brazen with him.  But I decided it didn’t really matter if I had.  At the very least, I’d been honest with him.  Either he agreed to the terms and went into tonight knowing that there wouldn’t be a third time, or last night was it.
“You think that we can just walk away without a connection?”
“I do.”
“And I don’t believe you.  But whatever.  All right—dinner works.  Do you have anywhere in particular in mind that you’d like to go to dinner?  Nobu?  Le Bernardin?  Per Se…?”
“Seriously?” I said.
“You don’t like those restaurants?  All of them have Michelin stars.”
“Chance, I’ve never been to those restaurants because I can’t afford to go to those kinds of restaurants.  And even if I could, it seems like a waste of money to me.  For you, probably not so much.  Besides, I’m not a five-star-restaurant kind of girl, anyway.  So, how about if we take it down several notches?”
“That’s fine.  But what kind of restaurant girl are you?”
“A burger-and-fries kind of girl.”
“Really?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I guess I’m not used to that.”
“What are you used to?”
“I think you misunderstood me.  My preference is equally low-key.  But others tend to expect something more from me.”
“Others meaning the women you’ve dated?”
“In the past—yes.”
“Because you’re rich, they expected the five-star treatment?”
He sounded flustered when he spoke.  “Yes.  I guess so.”
“I think you know so.  Anyway, you can reacquaint yourself with those finer restaurants with other women after you’re done with me.”
“When I’m done with you?  What does that even mean?”
I’d already been clear with him that tonight was it, so I chose not to respond.  Best to keep this conversation moving.  “So, how does something less formal sound?”
“I’d actually prefer that.  Where do you have in mind?”
“There’s this diner in the West Village that I like.  Best burgers and fries in town.  It sounds as if you could use a heaping dose of realness to even you out after suffering through all of those Michelin stars, so let’s go there.  Just make sure you dress super casual, because there’s nothing uptight about this place.  Believe me, it’s not Per Se, OK?  But the food is good.  Maybe better.”
“Are you angry with me, Abby?”
I closed my eyes, knowing that I probably deserved that.  I was coming off like a bitch.  I didn’t mean to, but I had to wonder why I was acting this way.
To keep him at bay.  That’s the reason why.
But he’s done nothing to me.  
He’s pursuing you.
Let him.  I still plan on walking away.
I think you’re naïve.
Think what you want.
“No,” I said.  “I’m not angry with you.”
“It sounds as if you are.”
“I’m not.  I just didn’t expect this.”
“Expect what?”
For you to call me.  For you to confuse me the way you have.  
“To hear from you.”
“Why wouldn’t I reach out to you again?  Last night was beautiful.  I enjoyed it.  I thought you also did.  I’d just like to see you again, Abby.  It’s that simple.”
Nothing is that simple.
Sometimes it can be.
“I apologize,” I said.  “So, I’ll see you at eight?”
“Perfect.  Where can I pick you up?”
I gave him my address.
“And Abby?” 
“Yes?”
“You’re coming off hot right now for a reason.”
I stood still in the kitchen looking into the living room, where the sun was beating against the windows.  It was having its way with them now, setting them on fire so that they were likely too hot to touch.  Would they resist the heat if they could?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  I wondered if I could, but he was formidable.  Intense.
I decided to say nothing.
“I think I know why.  I also think that you know why.”
“Are you able to read my mind?”
“There’s no need to.  Everything you don’t want to say has already been said by going silent.  But we’ll talk about it later if you’d like.  As for now, here’s what you need to know.  Tonight, I plan on smashing apart those barriers of yours, Abby.  Be prepared for that.”
Before I could respond, the line went dead.
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
  
Later, after I was finally able to take a shower, I pulled myself together and tied my hair high behind my head in a tight ponytail.  I looked at the leftover pasta that was busy coagulating in the fridge, but after setting a second date with Chance, I felt so sick to my stomach that there was no way that I could eat anything.  So, I just removed another chilled bottle of water from one of the shelves, sat down on the couch with my Kindle, and started to read while I waited for Brooke and Elle to return home.
And when they do, the shit storm will hit.  
It was just after one when I heard movement outside the apartment door.  One of them inserted a key into the lock, the door opened, and I felt myself tense.
“Honey, we’re home,” I heard Elle say.
“And why did we even come home?” Brooke said.  “This place is at least twenty degrees hotter than it was at Starbucks.  Our air conditioning is so pathetic, it can’t keep up with this heat.  We should go back and take Abby with us.”  
I smiled at them when they entered the living space.  “Take a cold shower,” I said.  “It worked for me.”
“You took a cold shower for different reasons.”
“Oh please.”
“What are you reading?” Brooke asked.
“Another one of her torrid romances,” Elle said.  “What’s this one called, Abby?  ‘On the Edge of Desire’?  ‘My Heart Beats Only for Him’?  ‘Please Don’t Shoot in My Mouth’?”
“You’re disgusting.”
“So, what’s it called?”
“Annihilate Me.”
“What the hell kind of a title is that?”
“One that’s supposed to annihilate me to my core, but in all the right ways.”
“You and your romances.  After last night, I’d think you’d be reading erotica.”
“This series has its erotic moments!”
“You’re so predictable.”
I’m not that predictable….
“Have you eaten anything?” Brooke asked.
I screwed up my face at her.  “Now you sound like my mother.  By the way, she called earlier and asked me the same thing.  I spoke with her and Aunt Marion.  It was as epic as you’d expect given that each was in the same room with the other.  Talk about a division of ideals.  I’ve never understood how it’s possible that they’re sisters.”
“I love your Aunt Marion,” Elle said.  “She’s kind of my idol.  Imagine, living in Paris throughout your twenties.  Talk about epic.”
Brooke nodded.  “That woman isn’t only hot, but she’s a hoot.  How is she?”
“Crazy as ever, which naturally made for a festive conversation that ended with my mother grabbing one of her plastic crucifixes and threatening to exorcise my aunt with it before the line went dead.”
“Now I miss home,” Elle said.
“A good dose of Aunt Marion is all a girl needs,” I agreed.
“I love your mother to death, but I can’t say the same about a good dose of her.  I think she holds you back.  Her and her goddamned religious beliefs.  Did she get into your head again?”
“She warned me against ‘the city boys.’”
“See what I mean?”
“I’m fully aware of my mother’s issues, Elle.”
“I just wish you were aware of how much they’ve affected you.”
I shot her a warning look, and she held up her hands.  
“But enough about that,” she said.
“So, did you eat?” Brooke asked.
“It’s too hot to eat.  I think I’d feel sick if I ate anything.”  I lifted my bottle of water.  “However, I am keeping myself properly hydrated.  Did you two eat?”
“Negative—same reason.  The heat is insane.”
“It’s hell outside.”
“My mother suggested that I step outside, fry an egg on my face, and eat it,” I said.  “Because apparently I’m not eating enough.”
“No comment,” Elle said.”
“None needed.”
She flopped down on one of the over-stuffed chairs opposite me.  Brooke stepped in front of her and curled up in the chair beside her.  Each was wearing shorts and a tank top, and I thought that they looked cute.  Brooke was so fair, she had turned pink during the five-block walk to Starbucks.  But not Elle.  Elle had only gotten darker.  Her tan was something to envy, but when wasn’t it?
“When did you get up?” she asked.
“A couple of hours ago.”
“How do you feel?”
A little anxious, thanks.  The word on the street is that my barriers are about to be smashed apart.  
“Great.  I wanted to sleep longer, but it was so hot in that room, sleep was impossible.  So I got up to take a shower but then my mother called.  We talked.  She and Aunt Marion squabbled.  And then Chance called.”
They looked at me, then at each other—and I braced myself for what was to come.
“He did what?” Elle asked.
“He called me.”
“You gave him your number?”
“Not exactly….”
“He hunted it down?”
“I wouldn’t go that far.”
“What is he—some kind of stalker?”
“Well, he said that he wasn’t.”
“How did he get your number?”
“He said that he asked his assistant to get it for him.  She did.  So, I guess she’s the stalker, not him.”
“Oh, aren’t you being cheeky,” Brooke said.  
“I’m not being cheeky.”
“Then why do your cheeks look like apples right now?”
“Because I’ve decided that I want to see him again.  I’ve decided that I want one more night with him.”  I cocked my head at them.  “Chance and I are having dinner tonight.  Then we’re going to sleep together.  One last time.  And you two are going to help me get ready for it.” 
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
“Abby, what are you thinking?” Brooke asked out of concern.  “Last night was enough.  They’re called one-night stands for a reason.  You don’t ever do a second-night stand.  There’s a reason for that.  Look it up in the Bible.”
“The Bible, Brooke?  Seriously?”
“Yes, of course.  ‘The Internet Bible for Single Women.’  It’s a popular website.”
“Guess I’m out of touch with that….”
“Never having a second-night stand is one of the Bible’s main commandments—and for good reason.  Being with this guy again could cause you to become emotionally attached to him.  Why do you want to do that to yourself?”
“Ummmm… let’s see.  First, because becoming attached to him isn’t going to happen.  Second, because he was nothing if not a gentleman at the party.  And third, because he was incredible in bed, and I want to experience that with him again.”  I clapped my hands and smiled at them.  “So, that pretty much sums it up.”
“You’re making a mistake,” Elle said.
“You know, I never call either of you out when you have your little trysts.  So, why am I being singled out for mine?  It’s not fair—and I’m not stupid.  I haven’t lived an irresponsible life.  Hell, I haven’t been with anyone since Brian—”
“That’s what concerns us,” Elle interrupted.  “If you’re going to put yourself out there again, you should play the field and take it slow.”
“I’m a big girl, Elle.  And I’ve already made up my mind.  I’ve called in sick to work.  Chance and I are going out for dinner.  I’ll text one of you if I’m not coming home.”
“You already know you aren’t coming home,” Brooke said.
“Unless things go to hell during dinner, you’re probably right.  But I’ll still text you either way.”
Elle shook her head at me.  “Abby, don’t take this the wrong way.  You know that I love you and respect you.  My fear is that you’re going to get hurt.  That’s all.”
“I know the potential downside of this, Elle.”
“I don’t think you do.  You haven’t been with as many men as Brooke and I have.  You don’t know the pitfalls of expecting something more, and then not receiving what you hoped you’d get.  I think what you’re doing is dangerous.  You told us that he doesn’t even live here.  That he just touches down in city after city.”
“Exactly,” I said.  “Which is one of the reasons I won’t be getting attached to him.  Look, let’s just cut to it.  Last night was fun.  And who knows?  Considering my staggering record of male conquests, there’s a very good chance that I might not get laid for another year after this.  Or two.  And I want to have sex again—with him.  Why can’t you accept that?”
“Because we know what’s coming,” Brooke said.  “And we don’t want you to be disappointed when it doesn’t turn out the way you think it might turn out.”
“I’m confused.  How do you think I think this is going to turn out?”
“Happily,” she said.  “Like in one your romance novels.  I’m here to tell you that those books exist only to sell a fantasy.  But right now, you’re dealing with reality, and it might bite you in the ass.”
“I understand the difference between fantasy and reality, Brooke.”
“I hope you do.”
“I’m still going.”
“Fine—that’s your choice,” Brooke said.  “But as your best friends, it’s our job to try to protect you.  That’s all this is about.  It’s not about getting in your face or getting you angry—that’s the last thing we want, OK?”
“I get it.  And I appreciate it.”  I looked at them both and popped my eyes at them.  “I do!  And I love you for it.”
“We’re not going to say anything more on the matter,” Elle said.  “If you want to go, go.  Brooke and I will help you get ready.  We’ll turn you into the siren you want to be.  OK?”
“I’ll need all the help I can get, so I appreciate that.  And look—I also appreciate where you guys are coming from, but I’ve got this.  Just consider this part two of my one-night stand with this guy.  Nothing more.  I’ve already come clean with Chance about that.  I’ve been honest with him that this is it.  I’ve told him where I stand, and I think what’s most important—to me at least—is that I haven’t led him on.  That would be disingenuous.  Tonight is it for us.”
But even as I spoke, I caught the look in Elle’s eyes.  I knew my Elle, and that look was pure concern for her friend.  She was troubled.  She was worried.
And it was obvious that she wanted no part of this.
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
  
Later that evening, after taking another shower, I blew out my hair, put a flat iron to it, and applied my makeup.  
I didn’t put on too much.  I wanted a fresh face and a bold lip, which I painted deep red.  I added just a touch of mascara to my lashes—nothing dramatic, but nevertheless sexy.  I wasn’t going out for an expensive night on the town—I was going out to have a hamburger and fries at a neighborhood diner with a man I planned to sleep with later, so I dressed appropriately for that.  
With Brooke and Elle’s help, we agreed upon a perfect outfit—a pair of dark skinny jeans and a gray, form-fitting metallic lace hem tank that I bought for next-to-nothing at Century 21.  I put them on, slipped into the pair of black Louboutins Elle had snagged from one of her wardrobe peeps at Vogue, and then went into her bedroom, which had the apartment’s only full-length mirror.  I stood before it, turned from side to side, and decided I liked what I saw.
But now for the real test.
I walked into the living room, where Brooke and Elle were having martinis before they headed out to go clubbing later that night.  When they saw me, their chitchat fizzled.
“So,” I asked.  “What do you think?”
“Perfect,” Brooke said.  “I love the jeans.  And I especially love what you did with your hair.  Very chic.”
Ever the fashionista, Elle lifted her martini to her lips and took a moment to study me before she spoke.  “Look, your boobs are your boobs—they’re so big, they’re always going to look as if you spent a few months seeing the sights at Chernobyl.  Not that any man is ever going to complain about that.  Or them.  Still, you were smart to wear that particular tank—instead of revealing too much cleavage, you’re showing just enough to look sensual, but not slutty.  Your makeup is spot-on.  I also love the hair—love, love, love it.  And by the way, those shoes make you look ridiculously tall and slim.  I say that you’re more than good to go.”
“Other than my watch, I’m not wearing any jewelry.  Should I?”
“I like the clean look,” Brooke said.  “I don’t think you need anything more.  Elle?”
“In this case, simple is best.  It’s all about the lines—and we sure as hell don’t want to interrupt them.  I wouldn’t wear anything else.”
“What are you bringing for a clutch?”
“My red one.”
“To match your lips?”
“Exactly.” 
“Do you have enough cash for a cab in case you need one?”
“I do.”
“And you have your phone so you can text us?”
“I’ll be texting you either way.  I promise.”
“He’s picking you up, right?” Elle asked.
“At eight.  Ten minutes to go.  We’ll see how punctual he is.”
“Do you know what he’ll be driving?  I’m betting that he arrives in a limo,” Brooke said.
“Or a Rolls.  Or maybe some over-priced sports car.”
“Does it really matter?”
“Of course it does,” Elle said.  “If he’s trying to impress you, he’s going to do it first with his car, and then by talking up Caldwell International at dinner, and then, when he gets you into bed, by showing you that python of his again.  You’ll see.”
But when Chance rang my cell at exactly eight o’clock to tell me that he was waiting outside, he didn’t say that he was in a limo, a Rolls, or some sort of sports car.  Instead, he said that he was just outside my door, leaning against a cab.
“A cab?” Elle said.
“So much for first impressions,” Brooke said.
“Actually, I think he just made a very sensitive impression.”  
“What do you mean?”
“Look where we live,” I said while I hurried into the bathroom to give my face and hair a final once over.  “He knows I’m working two jobs.  He knows I’m trying to get through grad school.  He’s not stupid—he knows that I’m barely making it.  He likely knew that we lived in some hole in the wall.  And that if he showed up here in anything expensive or flashy, he’d look like an asshole.  So, I guess he isn’t one.”
“She has a point,” Brooke said.
But Elle, who had been against this from the start, remained silent.  I wasn’t angry with her for holding back her support—I knew that her only concern was for my emotional well-being, and I was grateful for it.  But what I hadn’t told either of them was that Chance was leaving Manhattan tomorrow afternoon.  I chose not to tell them that now because when I did tell them, I wanted them to see that I was indeed capable of going into this with my eyes wide open.  I wasn’t being stupid about this.  They needed to see that I could take care of myself.  I planned on enjoying myself tonight, and then getting on with my life.  Because, regardless of how well tonight went, if Chance didn’t live here—and he didn’t—then there was no point in investing more of my time with him.  Tomorrow, he’d move on—and so would I.
“I should go,” I said.
Each came over and gave me a hug.  
“You look fabulous,” Brooke said.  “Have fun.”
“Remember to text us,” Elle said.
“Done and done,” I said.  And with that, I was out the door and down the stairs.  When I reached the bottom of the stairwell, I stopped to calm my nerves with a deep breath before I opened the front door.  
When I did, Chance was waiting for me at the curbside as promised.  He was in a pair of faded Levis and a white T-shirt.  His muscular arms were folded over his chest, and he was leaning against the idling cab with a smile on his face. 
“You look beautiful,” he said as I walked over to him.
His voice had a low, husky edge to it that I’d never heard in it before.  As I crossed the distance between us, a warm breeze caught my hair and lifted it off my shoulders, revealing my bare neck.  And my breasts, which were so full, they pressed suggestively against my tank.  
I saw his expression darken with a kind of need as he took in all of me, and then, unexpectedly, he stepped away from the cab, moved toward me, and gave me a kiss that was so searing, it set me aflame.  
I didn’t resist it.  I wasn’t going to resist anything with him tonight, so I matched his passion with my own, and kissed him back with everything I had.  
When he released me, I pressed my hands against his chest to steady myself, and what I felt beneath his T-shirt was a body made of steel.  While still holding his hands, I took a step back to admire him, and it was then that I saw the obscene bulge in his jeans, which was as ridiculous as it was sexy.  
Last night, in his suit at the party, he’d looked hot.  But this was a game-changer.  In tight 501s and a white T-shirt, he looked even hotter, if that was possible, which apparently it was.  He didn’t just exude sex.  He was sex with an exclamation point, something that commanded a room of its own.
“You’re like a schoolboy,” I said.  
He arched an eyebrow at me.  “A schoolboy?”
I glanced down at his jeans.  “One kiss and you’re ready to go.”
“Maybe.  But I’m no schoolboy.  You’ll find that out later, Abby.”
“I’ve already been with you.  I know what to expect.”
He gave me a bemused look, and then he shook his head before kissing me again.  But it wasn’t just any kiss—this time it was a kiss that was so gentle and so tender, it suggested a depth of intimacy that we hadn’t yet achieved together.  But there it was, right against my mouth, a kiss so meaningful, it seemed designed for me to never forget it.
It was at that moment that I knew it would be a miracle if we got through dinner with our clothes on. 
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
  
When he finished kissing me, I cupped his face with my palm, stroked his stubbled cheek with my thumb, and then saw the unflinching intensity in his eyes.  
It was as if he’d come here to claim me.  But there was no way that was going to happen.  Earlier, he’d sounded serious when he’d said he planned to smash apart my barriers.  Now I could see that he wasn’t joking.  He’d obviously come here with his game on—it was clear that he’d come ready to do battle—and already I was wondering if I had it within me to ward him off.  
I turned around and faced our apartment building.  
“Isn’t she a beauty?” I asked.
He shrugged.  “She probably was at some point.  I bet in its day, this block was amazing.  You can see it in the details.”
“Not so much now.”
“This is nothing.  You should have seen where I lived during my freshman year in college.  Total shithole, but at least I had a roof over my head.”
“I’d ask you inside so you could experience the building in all of its sweltering glory, but my girlfriends would only grill you—and I can promise you that you don’t want that.”
“You mean those two up there?”  He waved up at the building, and with a sense of dread, I looked up to see Brooke and Elle’s faces filling the living room window.  Brooke waved back and Elle lifted her martini to us.  Then—likely because they’d been caught watching us and were shamed to move out of view—they both left the window.
“Sorry,” I said.  “They’re just curious.”
“And protective, which is good.  How long have you known each other?”
“Since we were six.”
“Then you’re practically family.”
“We are.”
“I wish I had close friends like that,” he said.  “I used to have a few really close friends—but then everything changed when my life took this weird turn.  I guess they saw someone else after what happened to me, even though I was still the same guy inside.  It took me awhile to process it, but eventually I realized that it was them who changed—not me.”  
Was he referring to the Microsoft deal?  He must have been.  “I’m sorry,” I said.
“I am, too.  I loved those guys as if they were my brothers.  But at least I now know who has my back, which is none of them.”  He took my hand in his, and his voice brightened.  “But that’s no longer important.  That was years ago.  At this point, it’s old hat.  So, are you hungry?”
I hadn’t eaten all day.  “I’m starving.”
“Me too.  Let’s go.”
He moved aside so I could step inside the car, and when I did, he slid in next to me.  He was so close that I could detect the faintest hint of the cologne he’d worn last night.  It wasn’t too much—it was just right.  I’d long been taught that wearing cologne or perfume should be an intimate experience.  I was glad to see that Chance knew better.
He put his arm around my shoulders, drew me in close to him, and then asked me where we were going again.
“Ruby’s,” I said.  I gave the driver the address.  “Going there is kind of like going back home for me.  I think you’ll like it.”
He took my hand and held it in his lap.  Again, I thought how rough his palm was, and I had to wonder—was this really the hand of someone who ran an international corporation?  The gentleness of his touch clashed with the callouses on his skin, which intrigued me.  
There’s so much I don’t know about you, Chance Caldwell, I thought.  And so much that will remain a mystery after tonight.  
When he kissed the back of my hand, I found myself melting into it.  And him.
Check yourself, girl.
After seeing him in jeans and a T-shirt?  That’s becoming a bit difficult to do.
Then stop this while you can.
Not happening.  I want one more night with him.
You might regret that.
I seriously doubt it.
And with that, the cab lurched into traffic, and we were gone.
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
When we arrived at Ruby’s, I felt a kind of thrill.  I loved this place.  I had no idea if Chance would, but I hoped that he’d see in it what I saw in it.  It wasn’t just the food that made coming here so good.  It was that somehow, in one of the world’s largest cities, there was a place like this that could remind you of home the moment you stepped into it.
Since both of us came from rural backgrounds, I wondered if he’d appreciate it as much as I did.
“This is it?” he asked as the cab slowed against the curb.
“This is Ruby’s.”
“It really is a diner.”
He sounded happy about that, which made me happy.
“I told you it was.  So, let’s see what you think.  I need a burger.”
He paid the driver, and we stepped out of the cab.  Then, once on the sidewalk, he reached for my hand again.  It was a warm July night, and the streets were thronged with people jamming the sidewalks.  A group of five teenage boys darted past us on skateboards, screaming and shouting as they shot through the crowds in a colorful blur of red and white and brilliant shades of green.  There were couples strolling along the sidewalks, some of whom had children with them.  Some of whom didn’t.  I could smell hotdogs, peppers, and onions roasting on the grill of a nearby street vendor, and in the distance, I could hear someone playing a guitar.  
I adored the West Village for just these reasons—its energy and its diversity.  By far, it was my favorite neighborhood in New York, and easily where I felt the most comfortable.  Corporate America was trying to change its landscape, but for the most part, this part of the city seemed determined to push back in an effort to retain its identity.  I admired it for that.
I glanced over at Chance, who was looking up at Ruby’s red neon sign with a smile on his face.
“The sign reminds me of home,” he said.
“I was hoping it would.  The girls and I have been here a few times.  We can’t afford to come here often, but when we splurge, this is our place.”
“Then let’s do it.”  He placed his hand against the lower part of my back and led me to the front door, which he opened for me.  “After you,” he said.
I stepped inside, and was relieved to find that a few booths were empty.  It was busy as hell at the bar, but then it always was.  
“We seat ourselves,” I said.  “How about this booth here?  It overlooks the street.”
“I won’t be looking at the street.”
“Well, you might.”
“I doubt it.  I’d rather look at you.”
We sat opposite each other on the padded, red vinyl seats.  
“I have an odd question to ask you,” I said.
“Ask away.”
“Why are your hands so calloused?  You run this big corporation.  It doesn’t add up.”
“That’s because you don’t know me.  When we talked earlier on the phone, I felt that you were trying to project something onto me that you gleaned from the pages of Google.  You think you know me, but you don’t.  You’re way off course.”
“Fair enough.  So, what should I know?”
“About what?”
“Let’s start with those callouses on your hands.”
“My parents still run a farm in Idaho.  And whenever I can, I fly out and help them with it.  You know farm life—you told me that you grew up on a farm yourself.  It’s hard work.  But I like that kind of work because it’s physical, and because my father is the boss.  Not me.  He has no issue setting me straight when I screw up.  I like that dynamic because I don’t exactly have it in my everyday life.”
I leaned toward him and lowered my voice.  “So secretly, you’re a submissive.”
He laughed at that.  “Hardly.”
“Oh, come on.  Dad snaps his fingers, and you come running.”
“He’d have it no other way.”
“Do you get along well with your parents?”
“I love them.”  
“They must be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”
“They are.  But at the end of the day, they could give a shit about any of it, which I dig.  I may be an adult, but I’m still their kid.  They don’t treat me any differently than they ever did.  If anything, because they’re getting older, they’re harder on me.”
He was right—I didn’t know him.  So I had to wonder—if he wasn’t what Google presented him to be, then who was he really?
A young waitress with shoulder-length blonde hair and a fresh face stopped by our table to ask if we’d like to start with drinks.
“I’d love an iced tea,” I said.  “Unsweetened?”
“Absolutely.”  She turned to Chance.  “And you?”
“Do you have Glenfiddich?”
“We do.”
“I’ll take it neat.  Make it a double, please.  If you could also bring a glass of water with ice, that would be great.” 
“You’re having a drink?” I asked him.
“Why not?”
I turned to her.  “If he’s having one, then I’m having one.  Could you also bring me a Grey Goose martini?  Three olives?  Dirty?  I’ll have that along with the iced tea.”
“Done,” she said.  She handed us our menus.  “Are you familiar with Ruby’s?” she asked.
“I am, but he isn’t.”
“Then you’re in for a treat,” she said to Chance.  “Tonight’s special is a half-pound sirloin burger topped with Maytag blue cheese, tomatoes, onions, bib lettuce, and a habanero sauce.  It’s kind of to die for—I had it for dinner before I began work tonight.  It comes with homemade fries and slaw, but you can switch out the slaw for a house salad if you’d like.  Just so you know, that costs a dollar more.  Let me get your drinks first, then I’ll take your orders.  Do you need anything else in the meantime?”
“I think we’re good,” I said.
“I’ll be right back.”
When she was gone, I locked eyes with Chance.  “Is this not home, or what?”
“If she’d been fifty years old and a little bit chubby, I’d be right back in Idaho.  I grew up on diner food, so thank you for choosing this.  It’s tough to believe that we’re in Manhattan right now.”
“Just another reason why I love this city,” I said.
“Agreed.”
“By the way, I haven’t asked.  Where do you live?”
“I’m based in Chicago.”
“Based?”
“I have a townhouse there, but because I travel so much, it doesn’t really feel like a home.  So, I just say ‘based’.  That seems more accurate.”
“Why Chicago?”
“My business is located there, which is intentional because it puts me pretty much smack in the middle of the country.  With O’Hare there, I can get to either coast in a matter of a few hours, instead of the several hours it would take if I lived on the West Coast or the East Coast.  It’s all about efficiency.”
“Are you returning to Chicago tomorrow?”
“No, I’m flying to L.A. for a few days.  Then it’s on to London.  Then Paris.  Then I’m not sure where I’ll be.  Hopefully back here in New York so I can see you.”
I’d already been clear with him that tonight was it, and he’d just confirmed every reason why.  If he wanted to believe this was going further than tonight—that he could break down my barriers—that was on him.  And it was fine if he was just testing the waters to see if I wanted more, but it didn’t change a thing for me.  I had to remain firm in my resolve not to allow him in because, frankly, I sensed that if he did live here, I could fall for him.  To protect myself from getting hurt, I needed to keep my guard up.  So, I just smiled at him.  The last thing I wanted was to ruin the mood or the evening.
“Sounds like you lead a busy life,” I said.
“Sounds to me like you just dodged the idea of seeing me again.”
I moved to speak, but he just held up his hand.  “My life can be intense,” he said.  “But with everything you have on your own plate, it’s probably no busier than yours.  How many hours do you work a day?”
“In the summer?  It can be up to fifteen.  When school is in session, it can go a bit higher, mostly because I also need to study.”  
“Do you still work two jobs during school?”
“I have to.  Otherwise, the rent won’t get paid.”  I shrugged.  “But I’m not complaining.  It is what it is—and all of it will be behind me by this time next year.”
“Then what?  You’ll stay in New York?”
“Absolutely.  I love it here, and I hope to find a good job here.”
“You will,” he said.  
“I hope so, because that’s sort of the plan.”
“What do you want to do with your degree?”
“I’m thinking about a few options.  I could work for one of the city’s museums, which would be rewarding.  I could go into teaching, though that doesn’t pay much.  Or I could go into business—especially the marketing side of things.  More and more, I’m thinking that’s probably the direction I’ll take.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because it’s creative.  If I got lucky, I could become part of some amazing think tank.  And other creative types would surround me.  In the right environment, that could be fantastic.”  
“If you want it to happen, it can happen, Abby.  And what better place than New York to make it happen?”
“Exactly.”
Before our drinks came, we continued to talk, and launched into a casual give-and-take that seemed weirdly natural to me.  There was a rhythm between us that suggested we’d known one another for years, not just two days.  
On the night of the party, he’d asked me if I’d felt something between us.  I wasn’t sure what he’d meant by that then, but I understood it now.  There was something between us, and it was unnerving.  Tonight was feeling increasingly more like a second date than the second-night stand I’d proposed.
Keep your guard up.
I’m trying.
When our drinks came, neither of us had yet looked at the menus.  “I’m sorry,” I said to the waitress.  “We haven’t even looked at the menus yet.  Can we have a few minutes before we order?” 
“No problem.  I’ll come by in ten minutes or so.  Is that OK?”
“That’s perfect.”
When she walked away, I felt Chance’s leg brush against my inner thigh, and then start to move up toward my crotch.  Once he found it, it was clear that at some point he’d taken off his shoe.  He pressed his toes firmly against me, and started to stroke me while his gaze remained fixed on mine.
“What are you doing?” I whispered.
“Changing the conversation.”
“Like this?”
“Why not?”
“Because we’re in public.”
“Isn’t that part of the fun?”
I felt myself start to become aroused.
“This isn’t the place.”
“Ask me to stop and I will.”  
His foot started to pulse against my sex.  I felt exposed, but also excited.  What if somebody caught us?  I glanced around the room, but it was so dim in here, I doubted that anyone could see what he was doing.  
But still….
He pressed his foot harder against me, and I felt a fullness ripple through my body that caused my nipples to become erect.  The rhythmic sensations that were coursing through me quickly became so consuming that I had to put the back of my hand over my mouth.
“It’s too much,” I said.
“Like I said—ask me to stop and I will.  Or I can get you off right here.  In a matter of seconds.  With all these people around us.  I made you come last night by barely touching you.  I can do it again—if you want.  Just say the words, Abby.”
But I had no words.
“Let me ask you a question,” he said.  “Do you want to live your life with moments of adventure?  Or do you want to go through life as most people do—safe and secure, but with no surprises?  Is that the life you want?”
“No.”
“Then why do I sense otherwise?  Why do I sense a struggle within you?”
Because of my mother.  Because of the way I was raised.  Because good Catholic girls don’t do this.
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t?”
I didn’t answer him, but the truth was that—more than ever—what I wanted was making me feel conflicted.  As my aunt pointed out earlier, I’d always been the good girl, and she was right.  I’d always been the one who went for the long-term relationship, not the one who had the one-night stand—or the one who planned for the second-night stand.  This was still foreign territory for me. And Chance was still a stranger.  I didn’t know him well enough for him to take me like this—and yet I was allowing him to do just that.  I hadn’t stopped him yet, and it was unlikely that I would, which meant that, on some level, there was a part of me that did want this.  Something risky like this.  
Who was I now?  Had I always been this person?  Or had I always just wanted to be this person?  
Chance had promised that he was going to break down my barriers tonight, but I’d never expected that he’d go as far as this.  Or that I’d welcome any of it.
Do I want to live a life with no surprises?  Or one with adventure?
The question seemed ridiculous to me—of course I wanted to live a life filled with adventure.  It was a loaded, calculated question meant to goad me, and I was damned if it didn’t work because it gave me pause.  
My aunt had lived a life defined by adventure, while my mother had chosen to live a God-fearing life wrapped in a blanket of safety and security.  As much as I loved and respected my mother, it wasn’t she who’d captivated my imagination when I was in my teens.  Instead, it had been my aunt’s life that had spoken to me.  If her life was her bank account, I used to think, then it must be overflowing with romantic thrills and experiences.  I still did.
So why aren’t you living your life as she has lived hers?  Without boundaries.  Without borders.
I had no answer to that.  
The depressing truth was that I’d long thought that my aunt’s life was unobtainable for me, if only because it would have crushed my mother had I even dared to go there.  I knew that she disapproved of the path my aunt chose.  For too long, I also knew that my mother was no stranger to manipulation.  When I was young, I knew that she’d sensed that there was some part of me that wanted a life similar to my aunt’s.  And so, at some point, she must have formed a blueprint skewed to make me second-guess my aunt’s choices, which she considered lewd and dangerous.  
I’d been raised to want what many women of her generation wanted—a straight, predictable road toward marriage, children, and perhaps, if there was time, squeaking out some semblance of a career in the process.  Throughout my life, my mother had gone to great lengths to assure me that this wasn’t just the life I should want, but that it was the life that I deserved.  She’d reinforced the idea that while my aunt appeared to be happy, she couldn’t possibly be happy.  How could she be happy without having love in her life?  Children in her life?  Someone to come home to?  Someone that she could say she was in love with, and that loved her?
Safety.  Security.
I’d fallen for all of it.  
“Abby?” Chance said.
I looked at him and realized that, at some point, his foot had fallen away.  I hadn’t noticed.
“Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.”
“What were you thinking about?” 
“Nothing.”  I shook my head at him.  “Or everything.  Probably everything.”
“Would you like to talk about it?”
“Not right now.”
“You looked haunted for a moment.”
Maybe I had.  Maybe I’d just seen myself for who I was, and who I didn’t want to become.  Maybe this man was bringing me closer to facing my past, and to reconsidering what I wanted for my future.  When he’d called me earlier, it was on impulse that I’d decided to be with him tonight.  When he’d asked to see me, I didn’t think even twice about it.  I’d just agreed to it.  There was a reason for that.  While I knew that I needed to guard my heart, I also knew just upon hearing his voice that I wanted to have sex with him again.  That I wanted his lips on me again.  That I wanted him to hold me again, to feel him inside me again.  But more than anything, on some subliminal level, I must have made a decision to break free from the person I’d been molded into.
Even though I hadn’t been aware of it last night, whatever change I was going through now had begun then.
“If what I said upset you, I’m sorry.”
“Actually, I want to thank you for saying that.”
“I don’t understand?”
“Let’s just say that I’ve just sorted a few things out.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
I don’t want to become my mother.
“It doesn’t matter.  But this does.  Give me your foot.” 
“Are you sure?”
“I wouldn’t have asked for it if I wasn’t sure.”
He lifted his leg, and I reached for his foot and pressed it between my legs again.  I ground myself against it.  Then I looked at him.  “Get me off,” I said in a low voice.  “Right here in front of everyone.  I want to know what that feels like.”
“Abby….”
“It’s fine, Chance.”  I’ve just had a little come-to-Jesus moment.  “I want this.”
Although he looked perplexed, he nevertheless obliged.  
Despite the air conditioning, which was running at full blast, it wasn’t long before I started to become warm as his foot thrummed against me.  As time passed and the sensations increased, I looked around the room, and it was as if I was seeing it through a fish-eyed lens.  Figures were warped.  My breathing became quick and shallow.  I started to feel a little drunk, even though I’d yet to touch my martini.  I looked at him as he lifted his glass of Scotch to his lips, and wondered what his lips would feel like against me now.  
Each time he brushed himself against me, he made certain that he passed over my clit.  He played me as if he was playing an instrument, but he was no amateur.  He was a master at this.  With each delicious swipe of his foot, the room seemed to grow dimmer.  Sounds diminished to the point that all I could hear was the rapid beating of my own heart.  And then, with a certain kind of violence, he pushed his foot against me and twisted his toes so that they sank into me.  Before I knew what was happening, I was coming.
I thrust my hips toward him—and when I did, I gasped, even though I knew that I needed to contain myself.  I was in a public space, and what I was feeling was not meant for public consumption.  
As discreetly as I could, I grabbed onto the edge of the table in an effort to steady myself as I began to shudder beneath his touch.  I felt myself grow wetter.  I became overwhelmed as my orgasm gripped hold of me.  I brought one of my hands to my lips to cover what I was experiencing, but not before intentionally brushing that hand against one of my nipples, which was enough to do me in.  I had to stifle a moan while I crested through my climax and then faded away from it.
When it was over, I felt as if I’d just received a hall pass to the other side, where my aunt had lived most of her life.  In a haze, I just looked at Chance—and blinked.
“Drink your martini,” he said.  “We’ll order dinner—and then we’ll get out of here.  Are you all right?  Was that too much?  Not enough?  I’m saying it wasn’t enough.  You look as if you want more.  And don’t worry—right now there's no reason for you to speak.  Frankly, the look on your face says everything I need to know about you, Abby.”
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
  
When we left the restaurant, there was no cab waiting for us.  This time, it was a limousine.  Long, black, and shiny.  Dinner had been a blur spent in a kind of fevered silence.  I’d barely picked at my food, but I’d ordered another martini.  I’d sipped just enough of that until I felt relaxed enough to face what I’d just come to terms with, and what was coming later.  
 “A cab won’t do at this point,” Chance said as we walked toward the vehicle.  “We need privacy now.”
At what point had he called a car?  I had no idea.  
He held open a door for me, I got into the back seat, and he slid in beside me.  “Take us to The Plaza,” he said to the driver.  Without saying another word to the man, he pressed a button that lifted a partition, giving us the illusion of being alone.  When the car pulled away from the curb, Chance crushed his mouth against mine.  I could taste a hint of Scotch lingering on his tongue and lips, and then he pulled away from me and met my eyes with his own.
“I don’t know what’s going on with you right now, but it doesn’t matter.  Not now, at least.  You were beautiful back there.  I watched you let yourself go.  I watched you throw away the veil.”
Could he see through me that easily?  Was I that transparent?  Before I could respond, he parted my legs and knelt down between them.
“Take off your jeans,” he said in a thick voice.  “I want to taste you.  I want to taste what I missed earlier.”
I did as I was told, but apparently I wasn’t fast enough.  I was still in a state, and I fumbled with the button on my jeans for a moment before he deftly took control—removing my shoes, unbuttoning my jeans, sliding them off of me.  
He hooked his fingers on either side of the delicate red panties I wore, and pulled them off, but not before holding them to his nose, and breathing in my essence. Chance had no hang-ups about sex—I envied him for that.  He was free to embrace every part of it.  I wanted to be that free.  
When he put my panties aside, a slant of light from a streetlamp sliced through the tinted window to his right and fanned across his face.  Even though it was fleeting, when I saw his expression, I could tell that he was as inflamed as I was.
He started to stroke me with his tongue, and my breathing became irregular.  The stubble along his jawline brushed against the tender skin on the insides of my thighs and sent shivers of pleasure through me.  I reached down and moved my fingers through his dark hair and marveled at how soft it was.  How thick it was.
Just like him….
Even though I was warm, wet, and ready for him, I still covered my mouth with my hand when he plunged his fingers inside of me.  
To give him better access, I scooted down on the seat and parted my legs wider.  I felt ridiculously exposed to him at that moment, as if what we were doing was somehow illicit.  But there clearly was a tug of war going on within me, because what was happening thrilled me—and made me feel liberated. 
If last night’s one-night stand had blown open a few doors for me, then tonight promised to blow apart my world—and how I saw myself within that world.  Who was I?  Was I really just finding out at the age of twenty-five?  Maybe I’d been this person all along, only hidden beneath the shadow of my mother’s personal beliefs and her beliefs about sex and religion.  More than anything, I wanted to continue to be the woman I was being right now, somebody who could let herself go and give all of herself without guilt or regrets.
The question was whether this was temporary, or permanent.
When he covered my clit with his thumb, and started to stroke it while his fingers continued to probe within me, I tried to stifle my moans, but I couldn’t any longer—and I didn’t want to any longer.  I wanted this to be permanent.  Why not unleash my pleasure?  Would my aunt have silenced what she was feeling?  No, she wouldn’t have.  She would have wanted to share with her lover how she was feeling.  So, again I let myself go.  I let my voice be heard, and when I did, I saw Chance glance up at me—and smile at me.  When he reached up through my tank, slipped his free hand beneath my bra, and tweaked one of my nipples, I arched my head back and began to writhe beneath his touch as the car rocked and swayed toward the hotel.
“I want to taste you,” I said to him.
“Not yet.”
“Sit down next to me.”
“No.”
“Why can’t I do the same to you?”
“You will do the same to me, just not here.  You’re going to come again, Abby.  And when you do, I’m going to make you you feel like you’re about to leave your body.  Because only after you’ve experienced this again and again, will you believe that you should never deny yourself of it.”
“Nothing’s going to hold me back again.  I want this.”
“You deserve this.”
I tugged at his T-shirt and pulled it over his head.  Though the car’s interior was dim, the city lights were enough for me to see the sweat glistening on his muscled torso.  I reached out to touch him, but he wouldn’t let me.  He withdrew his fingers, held my hands at my sides, and anchored me in place against the car’s back seat.
“This isn’t about me,” he said.
“But I want to—”
“This is about you.  Stop interfering.  You’ll have your chance soon enough.”
Again, he dipped his head between my legs.  Again, he brought me to the gray edges of climax, and then pulled back just before I did come.  I asked him to fuck me, but he didn’t.  I begged for him to do it, but he wouldn’t.  Instead, his tongue returned to my folds, licking them and fluttering against them in such a way that no man ever had.  He was so relentless in his pursuit of my climax that his own breathing started to quicken with desire as it warmed the area between my thighs.  Through it all, I cast every detail to memory so I could savor it tomorrow, next month, and for years to come.  This wouldn’t happen to me again—not like this.  How could another man top this?  Chance was so skilled, I couldn’t imagine that it was possible, and so I closed my eyes—and lived this moment as if it were my last.
When I gave myself over to another climax, my head twisted back against the seat as release slammed into me—and then burst out of me to the point that I screamed.  As I writhed beneath his touch, it occurred to me that this was the beginning of the end of us.  Tomorrow he’d leave for L.A.  Then it would be London.  Then Paris.
The very idea of it pulled me out of the moment.
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
When we arrived at The Plaza, we finished dressing in the car.  
As I put on my tank, all I could think was that this was the last time I’d be with Chance, and how important it was for me to protect my heart.  I already knew that I could fall for him, but I also knew that if that happened, it would only lead to heartbreak, which I didn’t want and couldn’t bear.  
His life was so big, it dwarfed both of us.  He was so busy.  He didn’t even know when he’d be back in New York, which was unacceptable to me.  Whatever happened between us over the next few hours—and whatever was said in the heat of passion—I needed to remember that tonight was just about sex.  The lesson that I needed to take away from everything that had happened and was about to happen, was that I could let go and enjoy sex without fear, guilt, or apology.
If I overlooked the truth of this situation for even a second, I knew that my heart would challenge my mind come morning, and that I might never untangle myself from this situation.
I checked my makeup in one of the limo’s mirrors, and saw that not only was my hair a mess, but that my lipstick had smeared across my right cheek during our lovemaking.  I opened my clutch, removed a compact and a brush, and fixed my face and hair so that I was at least somewhat presentable when I left the car.
Then I pulled out my cell.
“One minute,” I said to Chance.  “I promised the girls that I’d send a text so they wouldn’t worry about me.  I have to do this.”
“That’s fine,” he said.  “Send the text.”
I glimpsed the mark on his cheek, and smiled at him.  “First, let me get rid of this.”
“Get rid of what?”
I reached out a finger, rubbed the lipstick off his cheek, and held up my stained fingertip to him.  “That,” I said.  “We can’t have you going into The Plaza like that.”
“This doesn’t have to end tonight, Abby.”
And so it begins….
I kept my head lowered while I typed out the text.  “To be fair to each other, we both know it does.”
“Why?”
I sent the text and looked up at him, not in anger, but with a kind of loss I couldn’t keep from my expression.  I wanted our last moments together to be memorable.  Wonderful.  Something each of us would remember with great fondness.  I didn’t want the impossible to get in the way of that, so I spoke to him as gently as I could.  “Let’s go to your suite,” I said to him.  “We can talk about this in the morning if you’d like.  But not now.  Why ruin what time we have left?”
When he didn’t answer, I put my phone back in my clutch.
Chance knocked once on the glass partition, and I heard the driver’s side door open and click shut.  A moment later, my own door swung open.  
As I stepped out, not once did the driver look at me, but I still felt as if I was about to do my second walk of shame in two days.  He knew what had just taken place back here—of course he did.  He’d probably heard all of it.  But he was a professional, and he only wished us a pleasant evening as we moved toward The Plaza’s entrance.  We then entered the building, crossed the lobby, and stepped in silence into one of the elevators. 
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
When we entered the suite’s foyer, Chance pressed me against a wall, stroked the length of my hair between his fingers, and then kissed me with a fierceness that was so aggressive, it suggested a trace of anger.  Or frustration.  Or maybe a mix of both—I wasn’t sure which, but the undercurrent was there.  
His mood had shifted.  I knew why, but I didn’t want to discuss any of it now.  What was the point?  Why ruin what time we had left?
For a long moment, he just held my face in his hands and looked at me as if he expected me to say something to him.  But what was there to say?  Did he want me to lie to him?  Did he want me to tell him that this would go on?  That I’d just wait for him here in New York while he traveled the world?  I refused to do that because it wasn’t true.  
When I didn’t speak, he looked disappointed and pulled away from me.  
“Get undressed,” he said.
“Shouldn’t we go to the bedroom first?”
“I asked you to get undressed.  Now.  This is our last night together.  Remember?  You’ve certainly said it often enough, Abby.  I’ve heard you loud and clear.  So, get undressed.”
“Are you angry with me?” I asked.
“I’m hungry,” he said.  “And you’re the last course, so let’s finish this if that’s what you want.  Don’t worry—you won’t be disappointed.  And you won’t soon forget what I’m about to do to you.”
“I’m not doing anything with you if you’re angry with me.”
“Why would I be angry with you?  I want you.  Don’t you get it?  Don’t you see that?  There’s a difference.  Or are you blind to all of it?  What you’re hearing in my voice is impatience.  But whatever.  Get undressed.”
Blind to all of what?
“Do you have something you want to say to me?”
“I’ve said enough.  Get undressed.”
I almost didn’t, but when I realized that I’d only regret it later, I decided to go forward with it.  He was hot right now.  Maybe he’d calm down.  In a flurry of activity, we removed our clothes as we made our way through the foyer and toward the bedroom to our right.  
Despite the tension between us, I kept my mind open to the moment and to the experience that would follow.  Tomorrow morning I’d think about how to end this on good terms.  But not now.  Now wasn’t the time for that.  Now was the time for abandon.
We were naked by the time we entered the bedroom.  I turned toward him, took in the length of him, and saw his heavy arousal throbbing between his legs.  I licked my lower lip, and then impulsively knelt down before him, just as I’d wanted to do in the car.  
Would he deny me of this?  He was so uptight right now—so different than he’d been at dinner, and even in the car—that I wasn’t sure.  But when I took him in my mouth, he gasped and steadied himself by putting one of his hands on top of my head.  
He was so thick that I couldn’t manage all of him—far from it—so I grabbed the base of his penis and began to stroke him while my tongue ran around him and under him.
“You’re going to make me come if you keep that up,” he said.  “And that’s not happening so soon.  I plan on enjoying our last night together.  I plan on making it last.”
His placed his hands beneath my arms, and with ease, lifted me off the floor without putting me down.  Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist while he reached around and lowered me down onto him.  
When he entered me, it was with one brutal thrust that was meant to take my breath away—and it worked.  I tightened my grip around his neck while he pounded into me.  He hadn’t been this forceful with me the night before, or this brutal and unrelenting, but I didn’t care.  It’s what I wanted.  It’s what I’d longed to experience—
Before you go back to your safe and secure life?
—and I was glad for it.  
I met each of his thrusts with my own.  There was a moment when I felt so full, it was as if I was approaching another world.  A different universe.  While I rode him, I clawed at his back, tugged at his hair, kissed him hard on the mouth.  And then, when I lost total control, he took every bit of it for himself and slammed into me until I shouted out in release.  
When I was finished trembling, I slumped my head over one of his shoulders and was once again stunned that this was what sex could be like.  What I’d experienced before Chance was sex with men who had little to no idea about what they were doing.  But this went to a whole different level for a few reasons.  First, he was gifted.  Second, there was an undeniable chemistry between us.  And third, there was something primal to our lovemaking that couldn’t be ignored.
Gently, he lowered me down onto the bed, and then straddled me.
“We could stop now, you know?” he said.
“But you haven’t—”
“Maybe I don’t want to.”
I shook my head at him.  “Why?”
“Because this isn’t just about getting off for me.”
“Are you angry with me?”
“Anger isn’t the right word.”
“Then what is?”
“One word can’t explain how I feel about you, Abby.”
“Can you try?”
“I’m frustrated.  I’m captivated.  I’m confused.  I’m happy, discouraged, and surprised.  I feel as if I just won the lottery, but that all of it is about to be taken away from me in a matter of hours.  You know what’s different about this?  Not since I can remember has a woman ever asked me about my life—my home life.  My day-to-day life.  Where I came from.  Why I have fucking callouses on my hands.  Or in which city I’d be in next.  All they ever wanted was my money, and perhaps the chance to have a relationship with me for financial reasons.  When I sorted that out, I changed my life.  That’s the reason I haven’t been with anyone in years.  When I saw you last night, I don’t know what it was, but I sensed that you were different from those other women.  You weren’t on the hunt.  You didn’t have that predatory look in your eyes that most of them do.  Instead, you were focused on your job, and you weren’t trying to bed some random rich guy.  Whether you know it or not, that’s what most of your colleagues were doing.”
“I don’t care about your money, Chance.”
“I know you don’t.  Unlike those women you saw me photographed with, you’re willing to walk away from this, and that tells me everything I need to know about your character.  But it goes deeper than that.  You and I both know that there’s the potential for more than just this, but you won’t admit it because you’re scared.”
“It’s not that I’m scared, Chance.  It’s that I don’t see this working out.”
“Then let’s save that conversation for the morning.  Because if this does end up being my last night with you, then I want to show you something else.”
I furrowed my brow at him.  “Show me what?”
He slid down my body, kissing every part of me as he did.  “What it really feels like to have a man make love to you.”
“Isn’t that what we’ve been doing?”
“No.  I just got done fucking you.  I gave you what you wanted.  Now I want to give you something else.”
“But the first time that we had sex together, when I asked you to make love to me as if you meant it—what was that?”
“A show.  I didn’t know you then, but I tried my best to give you what you wanted.”
“You barely know me now.”
“That isn’t true.  Now I know you a day later.  Now I know you after dinner.  Before things got heated beneath the table, we talked at length.  We talked about our pasts and our hopes for the future.  It’s obvious that we have more things in common than we realized before.  But enough talk.  Let me show you what I’m feeling.  Let me show you the difference.” 
When he made love to me, it was different from what I knew with him.  It was sensual, tender, loving, intense, and filled with unexpected moments that cast me into the thrill of the unknown.  
He caressed me so that there was no part of my body that he didn’t stroke or touch.  When he entered me, he did so with such care, I knew that what I felt wasn’t just a physical connection of two bodies coming together.  Instead, I could feel the emotion behind his thrusts.  For reasons I couldn’t explain, I felt that this was a natural extension of us.  The way we were meant to be.
But I didn’t want to overthink any of this now.  So I just let myself go and I went with it, allowing him to take me to the ceiling, through the roof, and into the night air, where my body drifted above the city lights and saw the moon.
When we came, it was with such force, it was difficult to deny what had just happened.  I held him close to me as he finished with a shudder.  I kissed his neck and then his lips, and then he slid out of me and off of me.  For a long moment, we just held each other before he turned me onto my side, came up close behind me, and enveloped me in his arms as he gradually began to drift off to sleep.  
“Don’t leave,” he said.
“I’m sorry?”
“In the morning.  Don’t leave me this time.”  
I closed my eyes when he said that, and allowed the seconds to tick by.  His breathing deepened.  And then he said one last thing to me before sleep finally overcame him:  “Give this a chance, Abby.”
And that was it for me—I couldn’t sleep.  My mind was a hive of confusion, and it was in overdrive.  His left hand was draped over my breasts, and I held it in my own while his breathing became heavier against my neck.  
There was no question that having him near me like this made me feel safe and secure.  Or that the evening itself had challenged any adventure I’d ever imagined for myself.  Chance was capable of offering me both—and now he was asking me to give this a chance.  But I had to wonder again how much longer we could last given his workload and that he didn’t live here.  We’d only known each other for two days.  This was still so fresh, it felt as if there was nothing we couldn’t achieve together.  But I was no fool.  What would this look like six months from now?  A year from now?
There were too many questions I couldn’t answer.  Too many things to think through before he woke.  I lay with him for an hour before I saw dawn press against the closed blinds.  I had to have time alone to think.  So, as he continued to snore lightly, I slid as quietly as I could away from him, moved into the suite’s living area, and pulled up a chair so that it overlooked Fifth Avenue, which was just now coming to life beneath the lavender haze of light.
Elle was right, I thought.  I never should have agreed to see him again.  I’m falling for him.  Hell, I’m crazy about him.  I want to see more of him, but I can’t.  It will only end badly—I know it will.  So, what do I do now?  
How do I end this without hurting both of us?
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
  
Although my impulse was to run, I chose not leave before Chance woke—instead, I respected him and his wishes, and stayed.  I made myself a cup of coffee in the suite’s kitchen.  I sipped it while I thought about what was best for each of us going forward and waited for him to wake and join me so we could talk.  
Two hours passed before he did.
I looked at him over my shoulder when he emerged from the bedroom wearing a white terry cloth bathrobe tied loosely around his waist.  I was still naked, but I didn’t care, even if he couldn’t see all of me because my back was turned to him.  He’d seen my body.  He’d seen my soul.  Hell, what hadn’t he seen over these past two days?  He seemed able to see through every part of me, so what was there to hide?  Nothing.  And besides, I didn’t want to hide anything from him, especially now.  He deserved better than that. 
“Good morning,” he said.
“Good morning.”
“I’m glad that you’re still here.”
“Sometimes there’s a point when you can’t just cut and run, Chance.  Sometimes, people in your life deserve better than that.”
He looked at me as if he didn’t understand what I was saying, but I sensed that was only because he was still groggy from sleep.  
 “The coffee is probably stale by now,” I said.  “Would you like me to make you a fresh pot?”
“I can make it.”
“Why don’t you do that, and then we can talk?”  I nodded toward the bedroom.  “Is there another bathrobe in there?”
“In the adjoining bath.  Let me grab it for you.”
I got out of my chair, and stood naked before him.  I saw his lips part when he realized that I wasn’t wearing anything.  
“I can get it,” I said as I walked toward him.  As I did, I’d never felt so brazen, so vulnerable, or so free.  But this clash of emotions was what I’d come to expect from Chance.  I looked at him with affection as I neared him, and my brain and heart began to battle each other again.  Each wanted to win.  Each demanded to win.  But only one could take the throne.
And I already knew which one that would be.
“Make some coffee,” I said.  “I’ll be just a moment.”  
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
In the bathroom, I splashed cold water on my face, found a brush to run through my hair, and then looked at myself in the mirror.  I wondered who this person was, and how she’d gotten to where she was now.  Everything had happened so fast, I decided I didn’t know.  Too much of it had been a blur.  For whatever reason, life had ambushed me over the past two days, but what was I to take away from it?  What was I to learn from it?  Not just the fact that I had the ability to let myself go sexually with someone, but from all of it?  
Maybe I’d know tomorrow.  Maybe I wouldn’t.
“Would you like more coffee?” he called from the other room.
“Another cup would be great.”
“How do you take it?”
“Black.”
I used the bathroom and then removed the extra bathrobe off the back of the closed door.  The robe was huge on me, but it was nothing if not luxurious.  I wrapped myself in it and held it close to my throat, and when I did, I sensed a trace of his cologne on it, which was too much.  
My stomach hitched.  I turned on the water in the basin to full blast, and then I vomited into the toilet.  When I was finished, I was nearly spent.  I flushed the toilet, rinsed out my mouth with cold water, and then opened one of the small bottles of Scope that was on the vanity.  I took a long swig, swished it around in my mouth, and after a minute, spit it out.  I hadn’t brought a toothbrush with me, so this would have to do.  At some point, probably when he was getting ready last night, he must have worn this robe.  I could smell him on it.  It only heightened my anxiety about what was to come.
Just get through it.
When I rejoined him in the living area, he was sitting on one of the sofas with his robe parted in a way that revealed his chest to me.  Two cups of coffee sat on the coffee table.  They were next to each other, indicating that he wanted me to sit next to him.
But I couldn’t.  Not now.  Maybe not ever again.
I sat down on the other sofa and looked at the two cups.  “Which one is mine?” I asked.  “They’re both black.”
“What’s mine is yours,” he said.  “Choose your poison.”
He was right-handed, so I chose the cup at his left, and sipped.  “Did you sleep well?” I asked.
“I did until you left.  Then I just laid there, drifting in and out.  Would you like some breakfast?  I can call room service.”
“I’m not hungry,” I said.  “But please, if you are, call and get what you’d like.  I don’t mind.”
He studied me for a moment and then said, “Why don’t we just talk, Abby?  You’ve been up for hours turning this situation over in your head to the point that you’ve just made yourself sick.  I heard you in the bathroom, and I hate that you’re feeling this way.  So, why don’t you just talk to me?  I have a feeling where this is going, and I can tell you right now that I don’t like where you’re driving it.  But I need to be fair to you, and I need to respect your wishes.  So, tell me—what are you thinking?  And why do you look so sad right now?”  
I didn’t realize that I did.
“Shouldn’t we share this conversation together?” 
“Not if you’ve already made up your mind about us.”
For the most part, I had made up my mind, but I deflected the comment because there was one question I needed to ask him first.  “Do you remember what you said to me last night?”
“I said a lot of things to you last night.  Some of them were probably obscene.”
“Some of them were—not that I minded much.  I’m talking about what you said to me just before you fell asleep.  Do you remember what you said to me?  Or was that just sleep calling, and you didn’t know what you were saying?”
He leaned forward and picked up his coffee.  “Of course I remember what I said to you.  I said it for a reason.  I asked you not to leave.  I asked you to give this a chance.”
That surprised me—last night, I thought he was too far gone to remember much of what he’d said.  But I was wrong.  He did remember, which meant that he must have meant it when he’d said it.  
“You thought I didn’t remember?” he asked.
“I thought that you were half asleep.”
“I meant what I said.  I want you to stay.  I want more time with you.  I want to see how this unfolds.”
“You’re going to L.A. today.  Then to London.  Then to Paris.  You told me you don’t know when you’ll be back in Manhattan again.  So, I have to ask you, Chance—what’s the point of taking this any further than we have?”
“The point is right here between us.  The point is that we shouldn’t ignore this—whatever this is.  That’s the point.”
“Last night, I was clear with you.  I told you that I don’t do long-distance anything.  That kind of lifestyle wouldn’t be fair to me, and it wouldn’t be fair to you.  It’s a set-up for failure.  It’s a set-up for being hurt.”
“What if I changed that?”
“How?”
“What if I moved here?”
“When?”
“I don’t know when, but what if I did?”
“All right.  So you move here.  But you’re still going to be on the road for much of the time, which means that you really won’t be here.  You’ll be in L.A.  Madrid.  Istanbul.  And God knows wherever else you travel to.  You told me that you live in Chicago, but you said that you only consider it a base.  How long have you lived there?”
“Seven years.”
“And still it’s not even a home to you?  How do you expect Manhattan to become a home to you?”
“Because you’d be here.”
“And I’d be waiting weeks or months before you found time in your schedule to visit me.  Don’t you see how difficult that would be on us?  Or are you prepared to give up traveling?  To run your business from Manhattan?  To hire someone else to take over your duties so we can really explore this?  Because if you aren’t, I’m telling you for each of our own good, there’s no need to go further.  We’re only going to get hurt.”
He didn’t answer, and I knew why.  He loved his job.  He might have said that he was ready to see how this unfolded between us, but the fact that he just balked at my last question suggested that he wasn’t.
“It won’t work, Chance.  I’ve had a wonderful time with you these past two days, but it’s already clear that not much will change with the exception of you possibly moving to Manhattan.  These past two days were special.  You’ve made me see that I really am ready to move on and date again.  I wish it were with you, but I think you’re too wedded to your business to have time for anything else.”
“You don’t know that.”
“All right.  Let’s say that I’m wrong.  Let’s say that you did find time for us.  What concerns me is that, at some point, you’d grow to resent me for it.  For taking you away from you work.  That’s something I can’t live with.”
He shook his head at me.  “You sure make a lot of presumptions, Abby.”
“Then challenge them.”
“There are ways around this.”
“What ways?”
“You’ll need to give me some time to think about them.”
“So, even now you don’t have an answer.”
“Obviously, I’d need time to sort things out.  There’s nothing unreasonable about that.”  He narrowed his eyes at me.  “Why are you so willing to keep throwing up roadblocks?”
“Because I’m a realist.”
“Oh, that again.”
“Someone has to be.  Look, I’m a woman trying to get through school, which won’t be for another year.  You’re a man who’s already made it.  You own an international corporation that demands your attention and your time.  Tell me how that situation has a happy ending to it?  I don’t think it does.  So, it’s with affection that I say that I should just leave—it’s better for both of us.”
“You know what, Abby?  The times when you throw up the most resistance are the times when you should drop all resistance.  Your fear is telling you that this is something that you don’t want to face for a reason—but maybe you should.”
“What fear?”
“That I won’t follow through.  That I won’t take this seriously.”
“And how long will moving to Manhattan take?  A year?  Two?”
“You know that I have a suite here.”
“A suite isn’t a home.  Look, I was honest with you yesterday, Chance.  I told you when you called me that last night was it for us, but you seem determined to complicate it.”
“That’s because I know this can work.  I was hoping that you’d want the same.  Can you really sit there and deny that there isn’t something tangible between us?”
“No.  I can’t.”
“And how often has that happened to you, Abby?”
“Not this fast,” I admitted.
“So we should just ignore it?”
“In this case, maybe ignoring it is for the best.”
“God, you’re frustrating.”
“I don’t mean to be.”
“I think you’re just scared.”
“For all the reasons I’ve listed, why wouldn’t I be?  Would I love to take a chance and go forward with you?  Yes.  But only if the circumstances were different.  I will not be the woman who asked you to move to Manhattan and give up the real love of your life—your work.  If I did, none of this would end well.  I have a feeling that you live more for your work than you would for any relationship.”
“You know, you keep saying that, and now it’s really starting to get under my skin.  Tell me—how have you come up with that assumption when you have no idea what’s in my heart, or what I want for my own future?  Whether it’s with you or with somebody else?”
“Because you’ve put years into your business.  You’ve worked hard to get where you are.  We’ve only had two days together.  Am I being that unreasonable?  Why would I think anything else?”  I leaned toward him.  “Let me ask you this, Chance—have you ever been in a serious relationship?”
His shifted on the couch, and I saw a flicker of something unwanted cross his face.  “Once.”
“How long did it last?”
“Four years.”
“Why did it end?”
When he looked at me, he looked unsettled, rattled, and as if I’d just evoked a terrible memory.  “It ended because she died of cancer,” he said.
And to that, all I could do was close my eyes.  What have I just done to him?  I felt sick to my stomach again.  “I’m so sorry,” I said.  “I had no idea.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about.  How could you have known?  It’s not as if I told you about Beth.  But here’s what I learned from her, Abby.  When we first met, we were both twenty.  It was magic, and the connection was instant.”  He snapped his fingers.  “Instant.  More than once, I’ve told you that what’s happening between us is rare.  Now you know why I’ve been saying that.  And why I’ll keep saying it.  I’ve only felt this once before in my life, and it was with Beth.  She died seven years ago.  Until two days ago, it’s never happened to me again.  But here you are now, sitting across from me, and I can swear to you that it’s happened again.  Even though I never thought it could.”
I didn’t say anything.  I couldn’t say anything.  He’d just sidelined me.
“Shit just got real, huh?”
What could I say to him after that admission?
“What are you afraid of, Abby?”
“I’ve told you.  This not working out.  Being hurt.  And potentially hurting you.  I’d never want to do that to you.  Or to me.”
“I think it goes deeper.  I think you’re afraid of taking a risk.”
“With my heart?  I agree.  It’s been broken twice.  It took me a year to recover from the last time it was broken.  He cheated on me.  When I commit to another man again, I want to make sure that it’s going to work out.”
“How can you ever be sure?”
“I think that—”
“How can you ever be sure?” he insisted.
“I guess I can’t.”
“Your problem is that you’d rather be in this safe, secure prison than tackle the unknown.”
“Why are you doing this?” I whispered to him.
“Because I want more of you.  Because I think you’re worth the fight.  Because I want to see what happens between us.”
“At what cost?”
“At all costs.  You keep saying that we’ve only known each other for two days.  Well, I knew Beth for one day, and we were together for four years before she was stolen from me.  It didn’t end because we were no longer in love with each other.  It ended because she died.  What don’t you understand about that?”
It was too much.  None of this was going the way I’d planned.  He was putting up more resistance than I’d imagined, and was becoming visibly angry with me.  He was fueling this with arguments that I hadn’t anticipated.  I felt unhinged at that moment.  Lost.  In my heart, I honestly couldn’t see how any of this could work out between us.  If I could, I’d stay.  But I couldn’t, so I got up to dress and leave before this really ended on bad terms.  
“You have a plane to catch soon,” I said.
“I have four hours before I need to catch that plane, which happens to belong to me.  I can cancel the flight whenever I want.  Not that it matters.  I can see that you want to leave, so I won’t get in your way.”
“I’m sorry, Chance.”
“About what?”
“That this isn’t going to work out.”
He waited for me to reach the bedroom before he said, “Who says it hasn’t?  Who says it won’t?”  
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
Ten minutes later, I left Chance Caldwell behind.
When the door to his suite clicked shut behind me, it was with a gentle push—but it still sounded final.  I quickened my pace as I walked down the hallway to the bank of elevators.  
I still felt sick to my stomach.  I was questioning everything that had just happened between us.  Had I done the right thing?  In my heart, I felt that I had.  I’d been honest with him, which was critical to me.  I’d told him my concerns, which he’d answered.  But how would I ever know if he could meet those concerns?
That’s what’s going to haunt you, Abby.
And that was probably true.  But I didn’t want to risk my heart again, not with so many uncertainties in place.  I didn’t want to go through that pain again.  Ever since Brian, I’d lived with it for too long.  I wanted to be free from it.  I deserved to be free from it.  I wanted to live again.  There were other men in this city, many who were happy to call Manhattan home, not just a base.  Men whose lives weren’t as complicated as Chance’s.
I can get beyond this, I thought.
Can you?
I have to.
Good luck with that.  You’ve just made a mistake.  That man was perfect for you.  That man could fall in love with you.
Neither of us knows that.
Maybe not.  But either way, not knowing what could have been is going to consume you.  What would your aunt have done?
She would have taken the risk.
Then why didn’t you?
Because, despite last night, I guess I’m more like my mother than I thought.
You can change that.
Could I?  Long ago, my mother put her stamp on me.  She was so deeply entrenched in me, I wasn’t sure that I could see my way clear of her influence.
When I stepped out of the hotel and into the morning air, my bank account told me I should take the subway home, but my emotions told me differently.  I needed to be in the back seat of a cab, not surrounded by strangers, who would clearly see that I was upset.  And so when I left The Plaza, I crossed over to Fifth, hailed a taxi, stepped into it, and gave the driver my address.
As the cab lurched into traffic, my emotions took hold of me and I started to cry.
  
  
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
  
When the cab dropped me off at my apartment building, I paid the driver, stepped outside, collected myself on the sidewalk, and then took the five flights of stairs to our apartment.  It was already past nine, and I knew that the girls would be up at this point, which was a blessing because I needed to talk with them about this.
When I entered the apartment, the first thing I smelled was fresh coffee, which reminded me of Chance because we’d just shared a cup together.  From the living room, I heard Brooke say, “Somebody’s home!”
But when she saw me—and then when Elle saw me—each came to my side out of concern.
“What’s happened?” Elle said.
I dropped my clutch in the entryway and felt tears sting my eyes again.  “Everything you anticipated.”
“Did he hurt you?”
“No—I hurt him.  And myself.  It’s a mess, it’s over, and I’m the one who’s to blame for all of it.”
They gave me a hug.
“Come and sit down on the couch,” Elle said as she pulled away from me.  “Sit over here.  That’s right.  Give me your shoes.  Just relax.  We’re here for you.  Would you like some coffee?”
“Actually, I would—if I can keep it down.  I’ve already puked once this morning.  You probably should also bring over an empty bucket, because with the way I’m feeling, none of this is going to be pretty.”
Brooke sat down on the edge of the chair across from me.  “I don’t know what happened, but I’m sorry, Abby.  I hate seeing you so upset.”
Elle sat next to me and put her arm around my shoulders.  “It’s going to be OK.”
“That’s just it—I don’t know if it is.  I don’t know if what I just did was right or wrong.  It’s so fucking confusing.  I’d pull my heart out if I hadn’t already kicked it to the curb.”  I looked at her.  “I should have listened to you.  I shouldn’t have seen him again.  How could we have become attached so quickly?”
“Sometimes it just happens,” she said.  “You’re not the first.”
“But over the course of just two days?  Really?  I’m not that person.  I’m slow to warm up to someone.  You both know that.  I thought that all of this would be just one big roll in the hay.  Obviously, I’m more naïve than I thought.”
“Abby,” Elle said.  “If you need time alone to think, Brooke and I can step out and give you your privacy.  Or we can sit with you if you’d like.  We also can listen to you and talk this through.  You can tell us everything that happened since we last saw you, but that’s up to you.  Just know that we’re here for you.”
I wiped my eyes and tried to pull myself together.  “Why am I crying?  I never behave like this.”
“It’s fine to cry,” Brooke said.  “You’re upset.  There’s a reason.” 
“Yeah, like I screwed up.”  I looked at them both.  “If you don’t mind, I actually would like to talk about what happened, and I’d especially like for you to hear what he said to me.  I need some perspective, because I can promise you this—I have zero perspective at this point.”
“Of course,” they said.  
“Let me grab a cup of coffee first.” 
“I’ll get it,” Elle said.  “You stay put.”
When she left, I looked over at Brooke, who had a troubled look on her face.  All of us were so close at this point in our lives that we felt each other’s pain.  I wanted to reassure her that I’d get over this eventually, so I said, “Don’t look so upset.  It’s going to be fine.”
“I’ve never seen you like this.”
“That’s because nothing like this has ever happened to me.”
“I know it hasn’t.  We’ve been through Mark with you, and through Brian with you.  This is different.”
“Something in the back of my mind keeps telling me that I blew it back there.”
“We don’t know that yet.  But we’ll discuss it together and figure it out, OK?”
When Elle returned with my coffee, I thanked her for it, and then spent the next hour telling them everything that had led me to this point.  
We talked about what had happened at the diner—the conversation we’d shared, the things we learned we had in common, and the surprise he’d pulled on me when he’d brought me to climax in public.  I told them about the limousine that was waiting for us when we left the diner, and exactly what had taken place there.  I told them how he’d seemed irritated with me when we first had sex in his suite at The Plaza, and how his mood shifted when he said that he wanted to show me what it was like for someone to really make love me—which he had.  I left out no detail.  When I told them about the conversation I’d initiated this morning, the experience was still so fresh, I was able to recount almost every word of what had transpired between us. 
“Jesus,” Elle said when I was finished.  
“What does that mean?”
“That I didn’t see this coming.”
“What did you see coming?”
“I was worried that you might become attached to him on some level, but not on this level.  And then there’s his side of this.  He’s attached to you, Abby, and in a major way.  So are you.”
“So, what are you going to do?” Brooke asked.
“Move on.  Try to forget him.  What else can I do?”
“Are you serious?” Elle said.  “I’ve changed my mind about this.  After what that man said to you, and after what you’ve just told us, you need to fix this.  You need to trust him.  And you need to meet him at the airport before it’s too late.  What time does his plane leave?”
“I—”
“What time does his plane leave?”
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
“What are you talking about?” I said to her.  “This coming from you?  Of all people?”
“It’s obvious that he’s crazy about you.  Did he exactly come out and say so?  No—but that’s just a man thing.  Before we go forward, the question is how crazy you are about him.  So, let’s hear it—how crazy?”
“It’s complicated,” I said.  
“All right, so while we’re at it, let’s also cut through the bullshit.  How crazy?”
“I think you already know.”
“Fine, so you’re over the moon.  Good.  Great.  I get it.  And he feels the same, even though neither of you have said as much.”
“Not in so many words, but it was pretty much implied.  We were walking on eggshells during the conversation—well, at least I was.  I could tell that he was frustrated with me because he was more certain about this than I was.  He was pointed.  More reasoned.  But my fear got the best of me.  The last thing I said to him was that it wouldn’t work out.  And yet he was unshaken by that comment.  Before I left, he countered by saying, ‘Who says it hasn’t?  Who says it won’t?’”  
“Well, there’s that,” Brooke said.  
“Just let me get all of this straight,” Elle said.  “He said that he was willing to move here for you?” 
“He said that a couple of times.”
“And when you asked him how he would cut back on traveling, he said that he needed time to sort that out?”
“That’s right.”
“And you balked?”
“I did.  Why wouldn’t I?  He gave me no timetable.  Am I supposed to just wait a year or more for him?”
“How did you come up with that figure?”
“I don’t know—I just assumed that given his position, it would take that long.”
“Based on what?”
“Based on nothing, I guess.  I’m the first one to admit that I don’t know his world.  But big business is big business.  At the very least, I thought I was being fair.”
“This man has the means to do whatever the hell he wants in whatever timeframe he wants.  So, let’s give him the benefit of the doubt.  If he’s being honest with you, then I have to agree with him.  He runs an international corporation.  If he were serious about exploring something more with you, then he’d know that he’d have to hire someone to take over those duties for him, and that would take time.  There’s nothing unreasonable about that.  In fact, it only makes sense.  But it goes deeper than that.  From what you’ve told us, this is a guy who can have any woman he wants.  So, why would he go to all of this trouble to convince you to give him a chance if he didn’t mean it?  That’s what’s given me such pause.  Why bother if he didn’t mean it?  If he was only after sex, he wouldn’t be acting this way.  He wouldn’t have said that he wanted to work this out.  Instead, he would have just casually moved on to the next woman—that’s how it works with most guys.  But pay attention—that’s not what he said.”  She held up her hands.  “I think he meant every word of it.”  
“So I messed up,” I said.  “Great.”
“No, I just think everything he threw at you this morning was too much.  You weren’t prepared for it.  I think you got scared.”
“That’s what he said.  And both you and he are right—I am scared.”
“Why?  Because you might get hurt again?”
“That’s part of it, but not the biggest part.”
“What’s the biggest part?”
“I can’t wrap my head around why he’s willing to change his life for someone he’s only known for two days.”
“All right, you need to get over that.  Like I said, sometimes these things just happen.  It also sounds like he’s saying he would have done the same thing for Beth when they met.  And that he feels like what he has with you could be like what he had with her.  If we’re taking him at his word—which I think he deserves at this point because it would have been easier for him to just move on—he hasn’t had a meaningful relationship since her.  But here you are, suddenly in his life.  Brooke and I know how special you are.  He’s seen that, too.  So, let me ask you this—now that we’ve talked this over, how do you feel now?”
“That I’ve made a mistake.”
“Do you want to fix it?”
“How can I possibly fix this, Elle?”
“Because of what he said to you before you left.  So, just answer my question.  Do you want to fix this or not?  Do you want to give this guy a chance, or do you want to move on?  It’s your choice.  There’s no pressure.  Brooke and I will support you either way.  But time is running out.  Tell us what you want.”
“To fix it,” I said.
“Then let’s do that.”
“How?”
“You said he’s leaving for L.A. today.  On a private jet?”
“He said he owned the plane.”
“Then it’s a private jet.  When does he leave?”
“When I left him, he said in four hours.  But he also said that he could cancel that flight at any point.”
She got up from the couch.  “The problem is that we don’t know whether he will, which means we need to get out of here fast.”  She turned to Brooke.  “Find something for her to wear.  Iron it.  Something pretty—that white summer dress of hers would be perfect.”
“Which white summer dress?  She has a few.”
“The one you’re always trying to steal from her.  The one with the roses on it.  There’s no time for a shower, but she doesn’t need one.  I can make her hair and her face look as fresh as if she’d just taken a shower.”  She turned back to me.  “We’ll do this together.  We’ll take you to the airport so you can intercept him before he leaves.”
“But I don’t know which airport he’s leaving from,” I said.
“Shit,” Elle said.  “Brooke, how do we find out?”
“I can Google which airport his company generally flies out of.  If that doesn’t work, I’ll call each airport and find out that way.  It’s not a bit deal, and it shouldn’t take long.  I’ll get on it.”
“Then get on it.  There’s no time to waste.”
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER NINETEEN
  
“He flies out of LaGuardia,” Brooke called from our bedroom.  
“How do you know?” Elle asked.  She already had fixed my face, hosed me down with antiperspirant, and given me just a touch of perfume.  Now she was scrutinizing my face while she freshly flatironed my hair.
“Image searches.  News stories.  Press releases.  Whenever he’s made a major acquisition in New York, the media sometimes finds him at LaGuardia and interviews him there.  It’s LaGuardia.  I’m certain of it.”
“Fine.  It’s LaGuardia.  Then we need to get to LaGuardia.”
When she finished with my hair, she put the flatiron in the sink, put her hands on the tops of my shoulders, and took a step back to study me.  Then she smiled.  “There,” she said.  “What do you think?”
“That you’re a genius.  That I’m glad that you’ve been a slave to fashion magazines pretty much since I’ve known you.  And especially glad that you work for Vogue.”
“For the time being at least, but yes—I’ve learned a few tricks during my time at that particular sweat shop.  Now, let’s get you dressed so we can get the hell out of here.  We’re lucky that it’s Sunday in July.  Everyone’s in the Hamptons.  The traffic should be light, which we need at this point.  It’s pushing nine-thirty.  We need to be at LaGuardia by ten at the latest.”
“That’s pushing it.”
“And that’s why you need to get dressed.  STAT.”
But when I got up to go to my bedroom, I heard my phone ring in my clutch.  Elle and I looked at each other as Brooke flew out of the bedroom.
“Answer it!” she said.
“There’s no way it’s him,” I said.
“You don’t know that.  Answer it.”
“Settle down.  It’s probably just my mother trying to get yesterday’s dose of Aunt Marion out of my head.”  I looked at them.  “And by the way, that’s a whole different story.  Later, we’ll discuss the affects Aunt Marion had on me last night.”
“Fine.  But if it’s your mother, don’t answer.  You need to change.  We need to get out of here.  Let it go to voicemail.”
“But what if it’s him?” Brooked asked.
“Then she answers it.”  She looked at me.  “You tell him that you want to meet before he leaves.  That you’ve made a mistake.”
“Now I want to hurl again,” I said.
But when I dug my phone out of my clutch, sure enough, it was my mother.  “It’s her,” I said.  “I told you—first she wants to exorcise my aunt, and now she feels the need to exorcise me.  Not that that’s a bad thing at this point.  I could probably use an exorcism right now.”
“Talk to her later,” Elle said.  “Get dressed.  In fact, we all need to get dressed.”
“I don’t have anything to wear,” Brooke said.
“Does it fucking matter what you wear?  Wear what you wore yesterday—that’s what I’m doing.”
“There’s no need to be crass, Elle.”
“We’re in a situation.  Move it.”
“I am so biting my tongue right now.”
“Feast on it.”
“No arguing,” I said as I put on the pretty, rose-patterned sleeveless dress I’d nailed at Century 21, which was the only place in the city where I could afford to buy nice clothing.  It was one of my favorite summer dresses—light and airy, and with a bell-shaped skirt that came to just above the knee.  It hadn’t been tailored to me, but somehow it fit perfectly.  I stepped into a pair of three-inch, triple-strap black sandals that looked a hell of a lot more expensive than they were, and hurried into Elle’s room, where she was changing into shorts and a tank.  I stood before her mirror, and turned.  
“It’s just right,” she said.
“You think?”
“I know.”
“Do you think I should add—?”
I was interrupted by a knock at the door.
I looked at her.  “Who could that be?  We made the rent, didn’t we?”
“Of course we did.  It’s probably that old crab from 5C, the one who always wants to borrow something from us.  It’s either going to be detergent or milk—you’ll see.  You’re dressed.  Get rid of her.”
But when I went to the door and peered through the peephole, my heart caught in my throat.  Chance was standing beyond it.  He was holding a large bouquet of yellow roses, and was dressed in a navy blue suit—and he appeared to be looking straight at me.
  
  
*  *  *
  
“It’s Chance,” I whispered.
“Oh, no, it isn’t,” Elle said.
“I’m not dressed,” Brooke said.  “Don’t you dare let him in.”
“It’s him.  I swear to God it is.”
“How did he get inside?”
“Somebody must have left the building, and he stepped in after them.  Or who knows when it comes to this shithole of a building?  The damned door might have been left ajar.  The lock could be broken.  Hurry!”
“I can hear you beyond the door,” Chance said in a voice that was just loud and deep enough for me to hear.  “And you’re right—I waited for someone to leave before I let myself inside.  It was forty-five minutes before that happened.  So, you know, I hope you’ll let me in.  For perseverance.”
“Sweet Jesus, what the hell?” Elle said.
“What do I do?”
“You let me in,” he said.
“Can he hear everything?” Brooke asked.  “Can he hear me fastening my bra?”
“Not quite,” he answered.  
“Did you hear that?”
“He has flowers,” I said in a lower voice.
“And they need water,” he countered.
“He really can hear everything.”
“Pretty much.”
“I’m dressed,” Elle said when she popped out of her room.
“Same here,” Brooke said.
“So, you know, open the door,” Elle said.  “Let just do this shit.”
I took a breath before gathering up the nerve to open the door, but for whatever reason, when I did open it and saw Chance leaning against the jam looking so happy to see me, my nerves faded away.
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
“May I come in?” he asked.
I still couldn’t believe that he was here—he should be at the airport by now.  “You’re in a suit,” I said.  “And you should be on your way to the airport.  You’re supposed to leave for L.A. soon.”
“I’m not going to L.A.  Or to London.  Or to Paris.  I’ve cancelled everything until we can sort this out between us.  Because it needs to be sorted out, don’t you think?  I sure as hell do.  The flowers are for you.  So is the suit.  I wanted to look proper for this visit because you deserve it, and I knew that I’d be meeting your girlfriends.  And by the way, Abby, you look beautiful.  You weren’t wearing that when you left earlier.  Are you going somewhere?  If I’m interrupting—”
“She was going to meet you,” Brooke blurted.  “All of us were.  Well not all of us—Elle and I were just going for moral support.  You know, we were going to try to console her and coach her in the cab.  Abby was going to take over and find you once we arrived at LaGuardia.  She was going to seek you out.  Somehow.  None of us really knew how.  We’ve just been riffing on this since Abby told us what happened between the two of you last night.  And this morning.  Especially this morning.  She pretty much—”
“Would you just shut up?” Elle said.  “Do you always have to ramble?”
“I’m sorry.  I can’t help myself.  You know how I get when I’m freaked out.”
“Check it for once.”
“You were coming to meet me at the airport?” Chance asked me.
I shrugged at him.  “That was the plan.”
“Why?”
“Thanks to Brooke, I think you have a fairly good idea why.”  
“You’ve reconsidered?”
I stepped aside.  “Why don’t you come inside so we can talk?”
Given the expression on his face, it was clear that he hadn’t expected anything like this, so he didn’t answer me at first.  When he did come inside, he took me in his arms and kissed me so deeply that it took not only my breath away, but, considering Brooke and Elle’s gasps, it seemed to take theirs as well.
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
When our lips parted, he searched my eyes with his, and placed the palm of his hand against my cheek before gently kissing me again.
“God, he’s hot,” Brooke said.
At that point, all I could do was shake my head at him.  When he came into the apartment, there seemed to be no room for him—the ceilings were too low, his shoulders were too broad.  He practically filled the doorway.  He handed me the bouquet of roses, which I pressed to my nose before Elle took them from me.  
“I’ll put these in a vase,” she said.  “Then Brooke and I will leave you two alone so you can talk.”
“Where are we going looking like this?” Brooke asked.
“Starbucks,” Elle said through gritted teeth.  “Just like we did yesterday.”
“You’re so uptight, Elle—I was just asking.  But, yeah, Starbucks works for me.  And by the way,” she said, giving Chance a once over, “you’re really tall.”
“I’m a farm boy who happened to like his vegetables,” he said as he extended his hand to her.  “I’m Chance.”
“Who else could you be?”
“You are?”
“Brooke.  Elle is the control freak taking care of the roses.  Why can’t I look away from you?  What’s this weird hypnotic thing you’ve got going on?  Why do I have stars in my eyes right now?”
I placed my hand against her back.  “Perhaps because your blood sugar is too low,” I said.  “You haven’t had breakfast yet.  And you didn’t get enough sleep.”
“I seriously doubt that’s the reason.  I think it’s because Chance here is one fine—”
“Brooke!”
“Anyway,” Elle said as she came back to the entryway.  “We’ll be at Starbucks.”  She introduced herself to Chance, and they shook hands.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chance.”
“The pleasure is mine, Elle.  And I’m sorry if you feel the need to rush out.  You can stay—Abby’s best friends should hear what I have to say to her.”
“Then we are so staying for this,” Brooke said.
“No, we aren’t,” Elle said.  “We’ll be at Starbucks people watching.  It’s what we do.  Now, let’s give them their privacy.”  She looked at me.  “Just call us when you’d like us to come back home.  We’ll have our phones with us.  No hurry—OK?”
“Thank you, Elle,” I said.
As they stepped past Chance and me, I caught the look on Elle’s face.  She was as taken by his presence as Brooke was, only she was sharp enough not to show it as easily.  She remained cool, but I knew by the way her lips parted when she brushed past him that she found him as attractive a I did.  
“See you,” she said.  When she opened the door, she took Brooke by the hand, and led her into the hall.  I closed it behind them, and Chance and I were somehow alone again.
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER TWENTY
  
For a moment, we stood in an awkward silence before either of us spoke.  
“I’m surprised that you’re here,” I said.
“I’m surprised that you were going to the airport.”
“I was going there for a reason.”
“Just as I came here for a reason.  Funny how that happened, huh?”
I didn’t answer.  I was so anxious and I was trying to keep myself calm, but it wasn’t working out so well.  
“Maybe we should sit down and discuss those reasons?” he said.
“I’m embarrassed to show you our apartment.”
“Abby, I don’t care about what you have or don’t have.  And I have a pretty strong idea that you feel the same way about me.  I’m here to see you.  I came here to talk with you.  To fight for you if that’s what it takes.  So, where can we sit?”
“In furniture we bought at a second-hand shop.”
He rolled his eyes at me, but then he smiled.  “At the very least, I was hoping for something third-hand.  That shit is usually pretty comfortable, unless a spring bites you in the ass.”
I smiled at that.  “At the very least, I can promise you that it’s clean.”
“That’s the least of my worries.”
He reached for my hand, squeezed it in his own, and I led him into the living room, where the air conditioner was rattling to such a degree that it was shaking the window casing as it leached whatever cool air it could spurt into the room.
“Sorry about that,” I said.  “It tries its best to keep things cool, but mostly it’s there to remind us what failure looks like.  If you’re too warm, I can take your jacket.”
“I’m fine.  Let’s sit.”
“Would you like something to drink?” I asked.
“I came here to talk, but thank you,” he said.  “I’m fine.”  
When I sat down on the couch, he took one of the chairs opposite me, likely because that’s what we’d always done.  Whenever we had a conversation—whenever things got real between us—I’d always kept him at arm’s length because—for whatever reason—it had seemed safer to me.  He was respecting that, but it also needed to end now.
“Why don’t you sit next to me?” I asked.
“Are you sure?”
“I think I’d prefer it that way.”
With that, he raised his eyebrows, got up, and sat next to me.
“Chance, I’m sorry about this morning.”
“You have nothing to be sorry about.”
“I’m afraid that I do.  You were right—I got scared.  I became irrational.  I think I was hearing only how things could go wrong, rather than how things might go right.  Instinct told me to leave, so I did.  I apologize for that.  I should have stayed and listened to you.”
“And I shouldn’t have given in so easily.  Look, Abby, I came here to tell you that I’m crazy about you, OK?  Do I understand how that happened so quickly?  No.  Can I put my finger on it?  I can’t.  Should I give a damn if I don’t understand why I feel the way I do?  I shouldn’t.  All I know is that I couldn’t leave today without giving this my best shot.  Otherwise, I knew that I’d only regret it later.  So I cancelled everything.”
“I’m not going to lie—I’m glad that you did.  And I’m glad that you thought enough of me to come here.  After the way I behaved, that couldn’t have been easy.”
“That’s the thing—it was easy.  I told you that I’ve never felt this kind of connection since Beth.  I think where we differ is that I try not to overthink things.  I’ve always gone with my gut—I rely on it.  But maybe you don’t.  I think that’s where things became muddled between us this morning.  I might have come on too strong, and that could have been a trigger for you.  I think the whole idea that I feel something for you might have frightened you.”
“That’s part of it, but not all of it.  What I couldn’t face is that I felt the same way.  That frightened me more because those feelings I couldn’t control.  With Mark and with Brian, it took time for me to feel the kind of spark that I feel between us.  This has happened so quickly, I got cold feet and ran.  I shouldn’t have done that.  I regret having done that.  That’s why I was going to meet you at the airport.  To tell you that I’d made a mistake.  To say that maybe there’s some way we can give this a shot.”
He put his hand on my leg, and when he did, I could feel the heat of his palm against my thigh.  “When you left, I thought about what you said.  That you didn’t do long-distance anything.  And why should you?  That’s the situation you were facing.  But if you’re willing to give this a chance, I’m willing to move to Manhattan and cut back on my travels.”  He paused for a moment, and from the indecisive look on his face, I could tell that he was weighing the options of telling me something he shared with no one.  “Do you want to know why I travel so much, Abby?”
“I assume it’s because you’re busy.”
“It’s because it serves as a perfect distraction.”
“From what?”
“From my personal life.  The more I travel, the more people I meet.  The more people I meet, the more deals I can strike.  And onward until I have more stuff to attach myself to, and to manage.  I do it all in an effort to dilute the fact that I don’t have anyone in my life.  That I’m alone.  I won’t settle for just anyone, so I work.  I live out of hotels.  I go to these big business dinners—or charitable events such as the one where I met you—and I fool myself into thinking that I have some sort of a social life.  But I don’t really.  And then everything shifted when I met you.  When I felt that spark again after all these years, I knew what it meant, so I went after it.  I hope you felt it, too.  Maybe not at first, but I think you have.”
“I have.”
“Look, Abby, I don’t have to travel to run my company.  I travel because of all the reasons I just listed.  Finding someone in-house to take my place on these trips isn’t an issue—I’ll just choose one of my chief executives to assume those duties.  One of the men I have in mind is more than capable.  So is one of the women.  So, if you’re willing, I’d like to explore this, and see where it takes us.  The question is whether this is something you want.  Do you think we can work this out together?”
“You’d move here?” I asked.
“We can go apartment shopping this week if you’d like.  Or next week.  I’m officially on vacation for the next two weeks.  No work.  Just you.”
“Your business is based in Chicago, Chance.  How will you run it from here?”
“I pay people to run it for me, Abby.  And businesses can always be moved.  They also can be sold.  In the meantime, there’s technology, which is pretty much how I run my business anyway since I’m on the road so often.  It’s not an issue.  So, what do you say?  Do we give this a shot?”
For once, everything he’d said seemed viable to me, and I didn’t hesitate.  “Yes,” I said.  “We give this a shot.”
When I said that, his smile was so bright, it lit up the whole room, moving me to the point that it brightened my heart.
With ease, he lifted me onto his lap, wrapped his arms around my waist, and kissed me with such feeling, I knew that the decision was right.  Without holding back, I returned his kiss with every bit of pent-up passion I had within me.  I was finished holding myself back—on all levels.  I wanted to take risks in my life like my Aunt Marion had in hers.  I loved my mother, but I didn’t want to become my mother, despite how disappointed she’d be with me.  I wanted a life filled with adventure, and here it was before me.  Kissing me.  Holding me.  What I recognized for a second time is that the more he held me and the deeper he kissed me, the more I felt the safety and security I also wanted.  
Somehow, Chance was capable of offering me the balance I craved.
When he pulled away from me, he said, “You’ve just made me very happy, Abby.”
I kissed him gently on his lips.  “I feel the same.”
“How long before the girls come home?” he asked.
“Whenever I call them.”
“Where is your bedroom?”
“To the right of the bathroom.  Mine is the twin bed beside the window.”
When he made love to me, it surpassed anything I’d ever expected or experienced, if only because this time we truly were naked—literally and figuratively.  There was weight behind our lovemaking.  Something that was almost palpable.  
I don’t know why, but when I climaxed, I started to cry.  Maybe my tears were filled with letting go of past expectations, and knowing that I could embrace new ones.  Maybe they were tears of happiness or tears of gratitude that I hadn’t thrown away the possibilities of exploring what life would be like with this man.  Or maybe it was just a combination of all of it.  
I wasn’t in love with Chance—it was too soon to call it love—but I was on the cusp of falling in love with him.  I could feel myself sliding closer to it.  And for me?  After a year of being alone?  
It felt beautiful.  It felt right.
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
Later, after calling the girls to tell them that it was fine to come home, I saw Chance to the door.  He was in his suit.  I was in my bathrobe.
“Dinner tonight?” he asked.
“I think I can get away with calling in sick one more time.”
“If they fire you, I can always offer you a job.”
“Look at me—sleeping with the boss already.”
“I’m serious, but I also know that you want to keep your independence, so we’ll cross that bridge when and if it comes.  Just know that there’s a bridge there, OK?”  He bent down and kissed me on the lips while he slipped into his suit jacket.  “And by the way, I bet I pay better.”
“When and if that bridge comes, we’ll talk about it,” I said.  “But thank you for the offer.  And thank you for everything else, Chance.  I mean it.”
“Remember this moment, Abby.”
“Why this moment?”
“Because when we look back on our lives several years from now, it’s going to be this moment that turns out to be one of our most important moments together.  This is the moment that changes everything.  In my heart—and I believe this—this is the moment that is going to lead us to a lifetime of happiness.”
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
When Brooke and Elle returned home, they were overflowing with questions, not the least of which was why I was standing before them in my bathrobe.  
“As if you don’t know,” I said to them.
“Spill it,” Elle said.
We went into the living room and sat down, and I told them what was said and what had happened. 
“I’m so happy for you,” Brooke said.  “This needed a happy ending, and you got one.  You deserve one.”
“I’m thinking of this as a happy beginning.”
“I am, too,” Elle said.  “And by the way, I liked him on sight.  I especially liked how he handled this situation, which was tricky.  He seems like a good guy—now I understand why you were so torn up about him this morning.  Good for you, Abby.  I agree with Brooke—you deserve this.  Enjoy whatever may come of it.”
“When are you going to see him again?”
I turned to Brooke.  “Tonight for dinner.”
“But you work tonight.”
“Let’s just say that I’m calling in sick again.”
“Who cares?” Elle said.  “Look, you’ve worked at that joint for a full year, and you’ve only called in sick once, which was yesterday.  So what?  Your cold has gotten worse.  It happens.  People get sick.  You’ll be fine.”
“That’s what I’m thinking.”
“Where are you going to dinner?”
“He didn’t say.”
“I wonder if he’ll get you off in public again,” Brooke said.  “That was kind of hot.”
“I’m kind of thinking it shouldn’t become a habit.”
“I’m kind of thinking you need to have your head checked.”
“What’s he doing this afternoon?” Elle asked.  “Why aren’t you with him now?”
“First, I wanted to talk with both of you alone.  Second, he needs to tend to some business before he shuts down for two weeks.  Apparently, we’re about to do some apartment hunting for him.”
“Just make sure that you look at that apartment as a possible place that you might find yourself living.”
“Let’s not jump the shark just yet, Elle.”
“Listen to me,” she said.  “I’m serious.  You do need to be thinking that way.  No one knows what the future holds.  Today is proof.”
“Tell her what happened,” Brooke said.  
“What happened where?” I asked.
“You’re not even going to believe this,” Brooke said.
“Believe what?” 
“Do you remember Aiden Shaw?” Elle said.
It took me a moment, but then I remembered.  “That baby-faced boy you dated during our first year in college?”
“That’s right.”
“What about him?”
“We saw him at Starbucks.  He lives here now.  And let’s just say that he’s lost the baby face.  He looked chiseled and amazing.”  She pulled her dark hair off her shoulders and twisted it into a chignon behind her head.  “He also asked me out.”
“Aiden?” I said.  “But he was so—”
“Annoying?  Didn’t understand me?  Unbelievably hot in bed, which is why I hung around as long as I did?  Yes—that would be him.”
“Are you going to see him?”
“Why not?  People change.”
“And this guy has changed,” Brooke said.  “Abby, you should have seen him.  He looked like a refined version of what he used to be.  He was gorgeous, but he was also charming, which I don’t remember about him.  I always thought he was a little bit stuffy, but time seems to have smoothed him out.  He’s way more polished now.”
“You were eighteen when you first dated him, right?” I asked Elle.
“That’s right—a mere child railing toward bedlam.”
“Nothing like a good seven years to help one grow up.  Maybe he has.  What does he do now?”
“No idea.  He said he’s going to give me a call soon—we’ll see if he does.  And if he does?  I’ve already made up my mind.  After what I saw today, I’m going to give Aiden Version 2.0 another try.”
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Thank you for taking a chance on CHANCE.  AIDEN is next in the “One More Night” series—look for it soon!  Like CHANCE, it also will be a stand-alone novel.
  
What follows is a brief excerpt from my #1 international best-seller that has been translated into multiple languages and has sold over 800,000 copies worldwide—Annihilate Me.  It’s my breakout series.  If you haven’t already, please give it a look.
  
My other series is the #1 international best-selling Unleash Me series, the first volume of which you can find on Amazon by clicking here.  Like Annihilate Me, it’s a serial, this one told over the course of three books.  
  
Thanks again to all of you for your support!  I appreciate it!
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BOOK ONE
  
CHAPTER ONE
  
New York City
August
  
In my suffocating, one-bedroom, prison camp of an East Village apartment, I stood in front of the narrow mirror attached to my broken closet door and saw an older, messier version of myself staring back at me.  I wondered who the hell was she—a distant relative, a long lost sibling, my ugly stepsister?  All of the above?  But then I was too distracted by the sweat coming through my white blouse to be sure or to even care.
What am I thinking?  I look ridiculous.  Not even ice in a freezer could keep cool in this heat.  Call and cancel.  Tell them there has been a death in the family—my hair.  
“This isn’t going to work,” I called out.  “My makeup is running down my face, my hair looks like a hot mess because of the humidity, and my clothes are starting to make the Hudson look dry.  Why couldn’t I have found a job in May or June?  Or even July?  I could be in a comfortable, air-conditioned office right now, doing my work, making light chit-chat with my elegant co-workers, laugh, laugh, laughing with them over the water cooler, and getting something I’ll apparently never see in this city—a paycheck.  But, oh no!  For whatever reason, no one wants to hire me.  So, today, I’ll go and sit in front of some other prickly HR professional who will judge me to be unworthy and send me on my way.”
I waited for a response, but none came.
I grabbed a magazine off my bed and started to fan myself with it.  I walked to the doorway that entered into the living room, and found my best friend and roommate, Lisa Ward, typing at a quick clip on her MacBook Pro.  She was nearing the end of her second novel, which she’d upload to Amazon in a few weeks.  Given the success she enjoyed with her first book, which was an overall Top 100 best seller, I knew my time with Lisa might be brief if this book also took off.  And I hoped it would, if only for her.  Lisa had worked hard and she deserved it.  At least one of us could enjoy our lives.
“You’re awfully quiet,” I said.
“That’s because while you were in a full-on rant, I was taking notes.  I’m going to use that mother of a tantrum for a scene in the new book.  You were brilliant.”
“You’re putting me in your book?”
“I’m putting that rant in the book.”
“Tell me I’ll receive a royalty of some kind.”
“How about dinner out?  Like at a hot dog stand?  We can afford that.”
“Works for me.  I’m Raman-noodled out.”
Lisa pulled her blonde hair away from her face, wrapped it into a ponytail, and turned to look at me.  Her skin was shiny from the heat, but even from where I stood, it appeared poreless.  Lisa was one of those beautiful young women who could go without makeup and still look chic.  She often said the same about me, though I never believed it.  I’d never seen what others saw in me.  I only wished I had Lisa’s confidence.
“So, where is this interview?”
“At Wenn Enterprises.”
“Never heard of it, but I’m not the business type.  What’s the job?”
“Oh, you’ll love this.”
“What?”
“I may have my master’s degree in business—you know, the one that has sucker-punched me with forty thousand dollars’ worth of debt—but because I’m essentially broke, I’m now going for a secretarial job.”
“Jennifer—”
“It’s fine.  Wenn Enterprises is a successful conglomerate.  Here’s what I’m thinking.  If I can get my foot in the door as a secretary, someone might see something in me, and in a few months, I’ll have the job I’ve been seeking.”
“I told you I’d give you money.  The book is doing well, and this one is better than the first one, so maybe it’ll do better.”
“I appreciate that, Lisa.  But I need to get out of this mess on my own.  I still have a little left in savings.  Enough to pay for next month’s rent, but then I don’t know what I’ll do.  If I don’t get a job, I might have to go home.”
“Why would you ever leave New York for Bangor, Maine?  Why would you ever go back to your toxic parents?  They just bring you down.”
“The reality is that there is a bomb attached to my bank account, and it’s about ready to explode.  I’ve been frugal ever since we came here in May—no bars, no boys, no eating out, no new clothes, not even a latte—and it turns out I did the right thing.  Otherwise, I would have been out of here at the end of June.”
“You know,” she said, “maybe you should consider a waitressing job at one of the city’s better restaurants.  You could clean up there at night, and then you could look for a job during the day.  It wouldn’t be easy, but if there’s one thing I know about you, Jennifer, it’s that you’re tireless.  The servers at some of the best restaurants make serious money.  Six figures a year isn’t uncommon here—and not many of them look as good as you do.  Stop underestimating your looks.  I think you’re not getting a job because you intimidate the women who are interviewing you.”
I overlooked the comment.  I just didn’t see in the mirror what others saw in me.  Never had, never would.  “I’ve actually thought about waitressing.  And I do have experience, though hardly at a high-end restaurant.  Essentially, I shucked pizzas and beers to get through college.”
Lisa held out her hands.  “What you got at Pat’s is experience.  Whoever hires you will likely train you to serve their customers in the manner they expect anyway.  Think about it.  It would give you the money you need, and allow you to look for a job during the day.  If this interview doesn’t work out, that might be the magic bullet.”
She was right.  “Sorry I freaked out earlier.”
“I’m not.  That shit was good.”  Her face softened, and she looked at me with concern.  “I just wish you weren’t going through this.  I know it’s been difficult.  I’ve seen how hard you’ve worked to find something.  It’ll happen at some point, but I’m as frustrated as you are that it hasn’t happened yet.  You deserve a good job.”
“We’re a team,” I said.  “Always have been.”
“Since fifth grade.”
“How’s the book coming?”
“I’m actually digging it.  The zombies are ferocious in this one.  I think I might have the first draft done by the end of this week, and then it’s all about the editing, which is good, because editing is the best part.  You just slice and dice the words, reassemble them, read and re-read, get the book into its best possible shape, and put it out there.”
“When can I read it?”
“The day it’s finished.  You’re a great proofreader.”  Her eyes widened.  “Hello.  This town is filled with publishers.  Have you considered that avenue?”
“I’m a business grad.  They want English majors from Harvard.”
“I wouldn’t rule it out.  You can do anything.  I’ve always told you that.”
“You’re the best.  I love you.”
“I love you, too.  It’ll get better.”
“I hope so.  It’s only the first week of August, and this is my seventh interview this month.”
“Lucky seven.  Now, go and take the hairdryer to yourself.  Put it on cool, blot your face with a clean towel, and air yourself off.  I’m giving you money for a cab, and I won’t take no for an answer.  Seriously.  Don’t even start with me.  You need air conditioning.  If this new book takes off, I’ll buy us one for the apartment.”
If this new book takes off, I’m afraid I’ll lose you, which is another reason I have to find a job.
“OK,” I said.  “But you need to let me pay you back for the cab when I get a job.”
“Fine.  Whatever.  Now, scoot.  Your appointment is in ninety minutes.  Traffic might be tight.”
 



  
  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER TWO
  
With my briefcase in hand, I left our sorry-looking apartment building on East Tenth Street, and stepped into the baking sun.  Thankfully, at least, there was a breeze, which was rare these days.  For the past month, Manhattan had been an airless sauna with the coals stacked high and some fool pouring ladles of water over them in a successful attempt to keep the air miserably moist.  
I looked down the street for a cab, and, to my surprise, I didn’t have to wait long to find one.  I held out my hand, the driver spotted me, pulled toward the curb, and I stepped into the back seat, relieved to find that the air conditioning was turned to full blast.  I positioned myself so the cool air flowed over me, and I took a breath.  It felt wonderful.
“Fifth and Forty-Eighth,” I said to the driver, an older woman with a shock of red hair that was clipped close.  “The Wenn Enterprises building.  Or as close as you can get me to it for twenty dollars.”
The woman looked at me in the rearview mirror with a raised eyebrow.  “I’ll do my best.  You know how it is during the lunch hour.”
“Whatever you can do, I appreciate it.  And please make sure you leave room for a tip.  Unfortunately, five dollars is all I can afford.”
“Don’t worry about the tip,” the woman said.  “Some nice young man just gave me a twenty for a five-dollar fare.  We’ll take yours out of that.”
I met the woman’s eyes in the mirror.  Sometimes, this city surprised me with its kindness.  “Thank you.”
“Just paying it forward, sweetie.  Now, you do the same today.  OK?”
“Deal.”
And yet another reason why I love it here.  Now, if I can just stay here.  I’ve got to get this job.
We crossed over to Sixth Avenue, the driver hooked a left past the First Republic Bank and Jerri’s Cleaners, and we started to move uptown.  I kept my gaze fixed on the meter noticing how quickly we were burning through the money Lisa gave me when I left.  Already, we were at eight dollars and counting.  In this traffic, I’d be lucky if she got near Sixth and Fortieth Street, let alone Fifth and Fortieth.
And I was right.  By the time we reached Thirty-Eighth Street, my twenty dollars was gone.
“This is fine,” I said.  “I can walk from here.”
“You going back to work?”
“I wish I had work.  I’m going for an interview.  I think this is about my hundredth interview in the past few months.”
“Looking like you do, I’d think someone would hire you in a minute.”
Before I could deflect the compliment, the woman pressed a button.  A receipt started to print, and she clicked off the meter.  “Can’t show up looking like a mop, now can you?  No one’s going to hire a mop.  Don’t worry about it.  The fares uptown always pay.  I’ll make up for it.”
“You’re incredibly kind.”
“Just paying it forward.  I know what it’s like trying to find a job in this rotten economy.  Still pulling myself out of it.  I take it you’re not from here?”
“I’m from Maine.  Moved here in May.”
“Without a job?”
“Just one of the many stupid things I’ve done in my life.  There’s so much to offer here, I thought it would be easy to find work.  Well, at least easier than finding work in Maine, where there are zero jobs.”
“Nothing’s easy in New York, sweetie.  But pay it forward.  Every day do someone a kindness.  You’ll see.  Things will turn around for you.  They did for me.”
When we pulled alongside Wenn Enterprises, which was a gleaming, modern skyscraper that seemed to catch the sun and toss it back to kiss the sky, the woman adjusted her rearview mirror so I could look into it.  “Do you have a compact?”
“I do,” I said.  I lowered my head and saw why she asked—despite the air conditioning, my face was shiny.  I opened the right side of my briefcase and removed one.
“I’d blot.”
“Blotting.”
“Under the eyes.”
“Eyes.”
“Don’t forget your neck.”
“Neck.”
“Now, kill the interview.”
“You must have some very lucky children.”
“I’m the lucky one,” the woman said, taking the twenty I handed her.  “I remind myself of that every day.”
  
  
  
 



  
  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER THREE
  
Once inside the lobby, which was a hive of activity as people stepped into and out of elevators and crisscrossed in front of me, I approached the reception area.  I was so nervous that my heels sounded to me like drum taps on the marble floor.  
A man looked up at me.  
“I’m Jennifer Kent,” I said.  “I have an interview with Barbara Blackwell.”
“Ms. Blackwell?”
“Sorry.  Yes, Ms. Blackwell.”
He typed something into his computer, read the screen, picked up the phone that was next to him, and made a call.  “Jennifer Kent to see Ms. Blackwell.  Shall I send her up?  I understand that she’s early, but she’s nevertheless here.  Thank you.”
He hung up the phone and motioned toward the elevators.  “Fifty-first floor.  Take a right when the doors open.  You’ll find a sitting area to your left.  You’re early.  Wait there for a bit, and Ms. Blackwell’s assistant will come for you.”
“Thank you,” I said.  “Sorry I’m early.”
“Better than late,” he said. 
  
  
*  *  *
  
  
When the doors opened, I steeled myself and stepped into the hallway.  I saw the sitting area, went to it, and found it packed.  There was no room to sit down.  Fourteen faces looked up at me, eyes roamed over me, and one fat man stuffed into a gray business suit that barely contained his girth smiled suggestively at me.
“Excuse me,” someone said as they brushed past me in the narrow hallway.
“Sorry.”
“Right.”
Christ.
“Julie Hopwood?”
I turned and saw a middle-aged woman standing next to me.
“No, I’m Jennifer—”
“I’m Julie Hopwood,” a pretty brunette sitting next to the fat man said.  She was polished and when she stood, I thought she looked smashing in her dark blue suit.
“You’re here for the secretarial job?”
“I think we all are,” she said.
The woman smiled tightly.  “Right this way.  Ms. Blackwell will see you now.”
“Thank you.”
As she moved past me, she said, “I’ve so got this.”
Seriously?
I looked over at the fat man, who was staring at me, his lips slightly parted.  Why is he looking at me like I’m roast beef?  I certainly couldn’t linger in the doorway, so I went over to the chair next to his and sat down.  I put my briefcase in my lap, and noticed that his face was turned to mine.  I didn’t want to engage him, so I ignored him, snapped open my briefcase, and pretended to look inside for something until he finally looked away.
Fifteen minutes later, I caught sight of Julie Hopwood walking past the sitting room’s door with a contented smile on her face.  Then the older woman who had retrieved her a moment before asked for a Jennifer Kent.
“That’s me,” I said, standing.
“Ms. Blackwell will see you now.”
“Thank you.”
“Good luck,” the fat man said.
I raised a hand in acknowledgement and continued toward the woman, who brought me down a long hallway to the open door of a corner office.  Inside, I saw a severe-looking woman in a chic black business suit sitting at a large desk with the Manhattan skyline shining behind her in the sun.  She was talking on the phone, but she waved me inside, motioned for me to sit in the chair opposite her, and mouthed but did not say the word “resume.”
I clicked open my briefcase and retrieved a copy of it for her.  
“No, no,” the woman said into the phone, while reaching out a hand for my resume.  “That’s not how it works, and you know it, Charles.  Speak to my lawyer.  Don’t call here again.  And may I offer you a piece of advice?  Just sign the damned paperwork so each of us can move on with our lives.  It’s been months since I’ve filed.  I’m tired of this.  I want you out of my life.  So do the children.  God!”
Without another word, she hung up the phone, looked down at my resume, and then looked back at me, anger clearly stamped on her face.  “Ms. Kent,” she said.  “Hellohoware?”
“I’m fine, Ms. Blackwell.  Thank you for seeing me.”
“There’s no need to thank me.  It’s what I do.  All day long.  Sometimes on weekends.”  She scanned the resume.  “You’re from Maine?”
“I am.”
“And you graduated in May?”
“With my master’s degree, yes.”
“In business?”
“That’s right.”
She looked at me.  “Why would you be interested in a secretarial job when you have an MBA?”
I tried to keep myself composed.  “I’ve been here since May, and it’s been difficult to find a job.”
“You are aware that the economy is in the toilet, aren’t you?”
“I am.  I just thought that there would be more opportunities here than in Maine.”
“Which brings you to me today.”
“That’s right.”
“Here’s how I view this.  You want to answer phones until you can find a better job.  Why would I waste my time on that?  That will just mean replacing your position sooner rather than later.”
I could feel myself flush.  “Actually, I was hoping this would be a way to get my foot in the door.  I was hoping that if I worked hard enough at Wenn, that someone might see something in me that would allow for other opportunities to open.”
“Is that so?  And how long would you give us for that to happen?  A few weeks?  A couple of months?  Until you found work elsewhere?”
“If the pay was decent, I’d wait until something good opened up.”
“Well, that’s kind of you.”
“Ms. Blackwell, I’m a good worker.  I just need a chance.  If I don’t find a job soon, I’ll need to move back to Maine and give up my dreams here.”
“And that concerns me how?”  She tossed the resume back on her desk.  “Look, Ms. Kent.  I’m not looking for a short-term hire.  I’m looking for someone to fill this position for the long-term so I don’t have to fill it again for another year or so.  Does that make sense?  You’re not in Maine anymore.  You’re in New York.  It’s a big city filled with lots of people just like you who are trying to find work.  Spare me the theatrics about “just needing a chance.”  That’s already being sold in every show on Broadway.  I suggest you get a ticket to a matinee and soak it up.”
What was her problem?  “Did I do something to offend you?”
“You’ve wasted my time.”
“Actually, I think I walked into an argument.”
“You think you walked into a what?”
“An argument.  You were arguing when I walked in.  Now, you’re taking it out on me.  That’s unprofessional.  I’m not Charles, so please stop acting as if I am.”
The woman sat back in her chair and looked amused.  “Well, look at you, Maine.  Maybe you do have what it takes to make it in the big city.  That’s quite a mouth you have on you.”  She leaned forward and a lock of her black hair fell into her face.  “But we’re not going to listen to it here.  Have a nice day.”
Furious, I stood.  Really?  A three-minute interview?  What had I done to deserve this?  How many times was I going to be dismissed in this city?  I felt another flash of anger, and directed it at this Blackwell bitch just as she had directed her anger at me.  “Have a swell divorce.  From where I sit, it looks like Charles got away from a dragon.”
“Sweetheart, you have no idea.  And thanks for your resume.  I’ll be sure to call all the headhunters I know around town and warn them about you.”
“So, you’d like another lawsuit?”
“Oh, please.  From what you told me, you couldn’t afford it.  Goodbye, Ms. Kent.  Goodbye and good luck.  Now, go on.  Close your mouth.  Ms. Blackwell is finished with you.  Toodles.”
  
 



  
  
  
  
  
CHAPTER FOUR
  
Shaken by the exchange, I left the woman’s office and walked blindly down the hallway to the bank of elevators.  Dozens of men and women either were walking toward me, or moving past me, and all of them had jobs.  What is wrong with me?  Why can’t I land one?  I’m almost out of money.  If I don’t find something soon, I don’t know what I’ll do.  
I felt tears sting my eyes, but I was damned if I was going to cry, so I blinked them away.
You’re better than this.  This isn’t it for you.  That was all her.  Listen to Lisa.  Think about a waitressing gig.  That could give you the time you need to get the job you want.  You’ve got experience waitressing.  You need the money.  Focus on that.
I went to one of the elevators and pressed the down button.  Despite the air conditioning, I felt hotter than I had in my apartment.  I stood waiting for the elevator to come, and couldn’t help but hear my father’s voice in my head.
You’re gonna fail, you know?  You’re gonna fail and you’re gonna come runnin’ back to us.  Well, here’s the deal, girl.  We might not have you back if you fail.  Your mother and I might just be fine without you.  Think about that if you leave.
It was, in fact, that conversation which convinced me to leave.  Lisa and I had graduated the week before.  I called to tell her what my father had said, and by the end of that week, we had secured our shitty little apartment through a Realtor in New York, we had packed Lisa’s ten-year-old Golf, which we long ago nicknamed Gretta, and we had left Maine and our former lives behind,
“Gretta will get us out of here,” Lisa said when we hit I-95 South.  “She might be old, but she never lets me down.  We’ll do this together.  My book is finished, the cover is killer, but the text needs a solid proof from you before I load it onto Amazon.  Who knows what will happen to it?  Maybe it’ll hit.  But even if it doesn’t, we have each other, just as we always have.  We’ll figure this out together.  Don’t let your drunk ass of a father derail you from your dreams.  And, please, don’t let him get further into your head and fuck you up more than he already has.”
Easier said than done.  My father’s words haunted me every bit as much now as they always did.  Maybe he saw the real Jennifer Kent.  Maybe he saw me for who I really was—a failure.  Someone who after four months couldn’t land a damn job in one of the world’s largest cities to save her life.
The elevator doors whisked open.  No one was inside, which was a blessing.  I entered the car, pressed the button for the lobby, and leaned back against the elevator wall.  
I’m not going to cry.
But I did.  I was angry, I was overwhelmed, and I felt that I had no choice but to find a job as a server at a fine-dining restaurant.  This, of course, would mean another round of interviews because I needed to find a great restaurant that paid well.  I felt deflated at the prospect of having to start all over again.  My eyes again started to well up in frustration.  
To my horror, just when my emotions got the best of me, the elevator slowed as it approached the forty-seventh floor.  I quickly wiped the tears from my eyes, worrying that in the process I had smeared my mascara, and I lowered my head as the doors opened so no one could see the truth on my face about how deeply sad, angry, and desperate I was.
Only I wasn’t so quick.  For an instant, the man who stepped inside the car locked eyes with me.  He looked at me with concern, saw that the button for the lobby was already lit, and stood next to me.
The doors slid shut.  An uncomfortable silence stretched between us.
He was gorgeous.  Of course, he was.  Why wouldn’t he be gorgeous?  Why should the universe stop kicking my ass now?
It only took a glance to see how handsome he was.  Probably six-foot-two, gleaming dark hair raked away from a chiseled face peppered with stubble, full lips, and eyes that were the color of the sea.  They were his best feature—blue-green and framed by thick lashes.  I’d seen plenty of attractive men during my time in Manhattan, the lot of which I ignored because I needed to find a job before I even thought about the prospect of dating.  But this man was beyond my type.  Given my overwhelming streak of good luck, naturally I was a complete mess when he first saw me.
Get me out of here.  Please, just let the elevator move faster and get me to the street.  I’ll walk home in the heat.  I don’t care.  Just get me out of here now.
“I’m sorry,” he said.  “But are you all right?”
Fuck my life.  “I’m afraid my allergies have gotten the best of me today.  My eyes are burning.”
“Is that it?”
He knows better.  He knows I’m lying.  So, what the hell?  He’s a stranger.  According to Ms. Blackwell, I’ll never see her or him again.  Why not burn her while I have the chance?  Maybe it’ll get back to her.
“Actually, that’s not true.”
“What is true?”
“I came here for a secretarial job.  I have my master’s degree in business, I’ve been in New York since May, and nothing has worked out.  I can’t find a job.  Apparently—according to Ms. Blackwell on the fifty-first floor, who obviously is so pissed that she’s going through a nasty divorce that she took it out on me—I can’t even take phone calls or manage a filing system.  Give me a break.  I was hoping to get my foot in the door here and work my way up, but today turned out to be just another day of disappointment.”  I looked at him, saw what looked like irritation on his face, and managed a smile.  “Sorry to vent.”
“I’m the one who asked the question.  You met with Ms. Blackwell?”
“Yes, but don’t go near her.  She’s Hell on Earth.  She threatened contact the headhunters she knows in the city and warn them about me.”
His brow furrowed.  I could see the anger in his eyes.  “Why would she do that?”
“Because she couldn’t imagine why I’d be interested in a low-level job that I’m over-qualified for.  She said I’d wasted her time.  We exchanged words.  It wasn’t pretty, but she wasn’t professional.  She made it personal.  So, now I’ll be damaged goods to any headhunter I might reach out to.”
“What she did is libelous.”
“It is.  Not that I can do anything about it.  I’m broke.”  I took a breath and changed the subject.  This guy wasn’t only smoking hot, but he seemed kind and sincere, not unlike the cab driver who brought me here.  I loved this city.  But right now?  Because of Blackwell?  It could go to Hell.  
I reached behind my head and released the clip that had held my hair up and away from my face.  I shook it out and let it fall over my shoulders in soft brown waves.  It felt freeing.  
“How do you like it here?” I asked him.  “Assuming you’re an employee.  Am I missing out on something great?  Despite the black witch of death back there, I feel as if I am.”
He was looking at my hair, but then he appeared to check himself and he met my eyes.  “Working here wasn’t exactly part of my own plan, but here I am.  It’s OK.  It keeps me busy, which is important.”
“What do you do?”
“Just business stuff.  I won’t bore you with it.”
“I’d loved to be bored with ‘just business stuff’.”  
I admired his expensive suit and the gleaming watch at his wrist, and decided he likely was a senior director or something whose work was intense.  I looked fleetingly at his face, saw him looking intently at mine, and I couldn’t deny my attraction to him.  How old was he?  Thirty?  Could he be single?  Looking like that, there was no way that he was single.  Unless he preferred it that way.  Not that it mattered.  He was in a completely different league than me—the cost of his watch alone probably could keep me in my apartment for the next year—so when the elevator started to slow, I was relieved.  I really just wanted to get home.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
As hot as he was, I never gave out my full name to just anyone.  “It’s Jennifer,” I said.  I didn’t want to know his, so I didn’t ask.  
But he offered anyway.  
“I’m Alex.”  
He extended his hand, which I shook as the elevator stopped and the doors opened.  
“It was nice meeting you,” I said, aware of the spark I felt when we touched.  The palm of his hand was smooth and unusually warm.  “Again, sorry for venting.”
“It sounds as if you had every reason to.”
Was this guy for real?  A part of me didn’t want to leave, but I did.  I had to get home and start hitting the streets for a waitressing gig.  I didn’t have time for men, not even this one.
“Have a nice day,” I said.
We stepped out of the elevator together.  I quickened my step to move ahead of him, but I could sense him behind me.  I could hear his footfalls.  I could feel his eyes on me.  With my briefcase in my right hand, I ran my left hand down the length of my suit to make sure it wasn’t wrinkled when I walked outside.  I pulled down my jacket, combed my fingers through my hair, and shook it out.  I pushed open the door, and waited for him to grab it behind me.  He didn’t.  When I turned to see where he was, I saw him standing at the door with his hands in his pockets.  He was smiling at me.
I smiled back, and then, to my horror, I collided with someone on the sidewalk.
My briefcase was knocked out of my hand, and it fell to the ground with such force that it sprang open.  In the sudden suction of air, the extra resumes I kept within the case were set free and started to swirl down Fifth.  The older man I walked into told me to watch where I was going, and he walked away, annoyed.
“Jesus,” I said to myself.  I quickly started to catch whatever resumes I could.  It cost a lot of money to have them printed on good paper.  Money I didn’t have to print them off again.  I’d need them later when I started to interview at restaurants.  “I can’t believe this,” I said.
The door swung open behind me.  “We’ll never get all of them,” I heard him say.  “But we can get some of them back.  Here.  Let me help.”
To my surprise, he jogged down Fifth, where he weaved through the crowds on the wide sidewalk and picked up whatever resumes were still within reach.  I did the same.  As we finished, I watched him stroll up the avenue toward me, several resumes clutched in his hand.  On his face was a sheen of sweat.  It was hot as hell outside, but he was more than enough to make that heat feel like an icicle.  He looked like a God to me.  I couldn’t remember being this physically drawn to a man.  In fact, I’d never felt this way before.  I generally dismissed men.
“Are you OK?” he asked.  
“I’m fine,” I said.  “Embarrassed, but fine.  Thanks so much.”  I took the resumes from him.  “You didn’t need to do that.”
“Apparently, the guy you bumped into wasn’t going to help you.  It was an honest mistake.  Sometimes I don’t understand why people need to be so rude.”
“This day needs to end,” I said.  “Thanks again.  I appreciate it, Alex.”  Feeling like an idiot, I closed my briefcase, said a quick, awkward goodbye, and walked away from him, even though I sensed that he was about to say something to me when I turned to leave.
  
You can purchase the book here on Amazon.
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