
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Chapter 1



    The first time Adam saw Ella, she looked tiny on her surfboard, gliding inside the curl of a wave. Swells were good that time of year, and he had to admire her skill in manipulating her board, considering her size. The white tip of the roaring wave curled over her head, threatening to swallow her.


    She slid down the smooth underside, cutting a path toward shore, shooting through the ferocity of the ride. He stood at the water’s edge, unable to take his eyes away from her. The power in her small form was spellbinding. It seemed the wave, many stories high, would swallow her. Yet, it didn’t.


    The early morning sun of spring peaked above the horizon, giving the scene a pale orange glow. His toes curled into the warm sand, and the ocean lapped at his feet. Ready to paddle out and catch the best waves of the morning, he held his board, looking out. But he didn’t see the swells, or the surfers dotted over the blue expanse - only Ella. She was a slender, feminine figure, commanding the immense power of the enormous wave. One hand tightened on his board and the other clenched into a fist, his breathing shallow, and his heart pounding. She was a sight to behold.


    Crouched, knees perfectly bent, arms out for balance, Ella propelled at high speed, her light form like a feather in the wind. Yet there was something about her, something indefinable. She was small, but the ferocity with which she clung to the board and the determined stance she took, controlling the board, the wave, and everything around her, said it. She was a force to reckon with, and the ocean knew it, allowing her to take her ride as she would. Her fall through the wave was a slow motion dance, every moment of her fly down the wall of water seeming to take an eternity.


    Then the wave came crashing down and swooshed to shore, the elegant performance over. Not thinking, only reacting, Adam let go of his board and ran knee deep into the water. Not stopping, he dove into the surf and paddled as hard as he could, adrenaline taking over.


    + + + + + + + + + + +


    Ella had come to the beach early wanting to catch the best waves at this Newport Beach break before the crowds flooded her beloved ocean. She loved the early morning air and the soft glow of the beach just before the sun came up. Most mornings before work, just like this morning, she rolled out of bed and threw on her suit. Grabbing some coffee, drowning it in cream, and chugging it, she snagged a sweatshirt and her beach shoes, and was out the door.


    Kaiyla Montgomery, her friend for life and roommate, would usually still be sleeping, but the past few mornings she’d had been up early, already dressed, and ready to go to the beach. She was on a new workout program that included running in the sand early in the morning, which was fine with Ella because that meant Kaiyla had the coffee ready when Ella staggered out to the kitchen.


    Living near the beach was non-negotiable for Ella. She’d walked to the beach early in the morning since she was a kid living in Laguna. She couldn’t imagine a life without the smell of the ocean right outside her door. Surfing was not a hobby; it was life itself. The problems of life didn’t exist when the thrill of surfing a wave invigorated her body. The winter season had offered sizable swells, and she hoped today would be no different.


    “Hurry, Kaiyla,” she said, striding down the uneven sidewalk, her board under one arm, her towel over her shoulder.


    “I’m not awake,” Kaiyla complained, shuffling behind and trying to keep up.


    “You’re the one who’s on this new program. If you wait until later, the beach will be too crowded so hustle up.”


    Ella’s life so far, at the ripe age of twenty-one, had been rougher than she could easily deal with. One bright spot in the mess was her best friend. Originally from Texas, Kaiyla retained the friendly attitude and even a bit of the accent, although she’d been in California since junior high school. That’s when Ella met her, and they’d become instant friends. In many ways, they were different. Ella considered herself plain, whereas Kaiyla was a beauty. No one could question that.


    They were about the same size and traded clothes as the opportunity or need arose. Ella’s wardrobe was woefully inadequate, so it was more that she borrowed from her roommate’s closet as need inspired her. It was unlikely that the favor was ever returned, since her wardrobe consisted mostly of beachwear, and faded beachwear at that.


    However, Kaiyla understood her and knew what she’d been through. No one else did; at least, up until now. Nor did Ella have anyone else who cared about her, or who would be the least bit interested in her story.


    Hitting the beach, Kaiyla flopped onto the sand, wrapped her arms around her legs, and yawned.


    “That’s some workout,” Ella laughed, peeling her sweatshirt off and tossing it at her friend.


    She scanned the waves, noting it would be another good day for surfing. The good swells had lasted way past the normal winter season. That must be a good sign. Grabbing her board, she jogged out into the cool water up to her knees. Throwing her board in front of her, she leapt on top and began to paddle out. The salty smell of the ocean comforted her. She was safe, away from life, from other people. One with the ocean.


    When she was out far enough, she sat on her board and looked around, bouncing up and over the waves. Her new board was just perfect for her. Some time ago, she’d saved up to get one that was ideal for her body weight and skill level. Although she’d had it for a while, it had proven itself over the summer, and she felt excitement over riding it again today.


    She leaned down and paddled into a wave, then turned her board around to wait for one to catch. She didn’t have to wait long. The wave she spotted cresting toward her would be a wild ride from the looks of it, but she was up for it. Grabbing the wave rolling over her, she jumped onto her board and navigated to a secure perch, deep inside the swirl.


    A thrill ran through her. The exhilaration of riding a wave was a familiar feeling, one she never tired of. Her soaked hair clung to her back, and her feet gripped the waxed surface of her board. She soared from the peak, spray from the ocean showering her. The power of the ocean could engulf her in a second, so quick she’d have no time to react, yet fear was not part of the equation. Fear caused hesitation and hesitation made the worst fears come true. With confidence, she skimmed through the rolling water.


    For no reason she could name, someone on shore caught her eye. Even from a distance, he exuded a command of the environment that pinned her eyes to him. He was muscled and lean like surfers she saw every day. Yet, he was somehow different. There was something about him.


    Captivated the instant she spotted him, she couldn’t get enough and gazed toward the shore a moment longer than was wise. Taking in his presence, nothing else existed for that fleeting second in time: not the ocean, not the wave that crashed forward, not her board, not her body; just him.


    In the next second, a heavy wall of water gulped her down. Too late, she realized her inattentiveness had caused her to be pulled down by the heavy-handed wave. She was under before she knew what hit her. Worse, she’d swallowed water on the way under.


    Floundering against the impossible pressure all around her, she didn’t have time to even consider what had happened, only that she needed to surface. And fast. Her body switched to emergency mode and she tried not to panic, a nearly impossible task, in a prison of water weighing more tons than she cared to think.


    Maybe this was it: the end. She couldn’t say she’d be too sorry about that. Her life was dull at best. The only thing she’d miss would be surfing, and Kaiyla, of course. The thought of Kaiyla seeing her tumble flashed through her mind, but the fight for survival took over and dull life or not, she struggled in what she hoped was the right direction, water already tickling into her lungs.


    There was no hope; just a solid mass of water in every direction. Whether she looked up toward the surface or down deeper, it all looked the same: just dark and solid. Disoriented, panic overtook her senses despite her best intentions. It was a reflex and all she could do was wildly kick her feet and plow through the angry depths with her arms. The heavy, pounding, roiling water showed no mercy, and she doubted her strength against it.


    Pitted against the force of nature for what seemed like long, tortuous minutes, the reality that it had been only seconds was beyond her. On the edge of losing hope, and consumed with the irrational feeling to just give up and die, she felt a new pressure against her - an arm, a strong arm, around her waist.


    Before she could consider how that could be possible, she was moving in a steady motion, in one direction, which she hoped was toward air. Consciousness threatened to leave her but now revitalized, if only slightly, she began to fight toward the surface again.


    The strong arm and the hard body she’d become aware of, pressed against her back and refused to let her go. She gave in to the guidance with a sordid relief, not knowing for sure if whoever had her was a friend or foe. She had to believe it was a friend. Who else would attempt such a feat as to jump into the frightening undertow to save her? She hoped.


    Air, as sweet as life assaulted her senses and she gasped and coughed. Flailing her arms to stay above the surface, she wiggled and kicked her feet, still in the throes of panic. Soft words soothed her.


    “You’re okay. I’ve got you.”


    It was him. She knew it was. She could feel it, but he was behind her, and it wasn’t until he turned her around that she had affirmation. Water, unwelcome in her lungs, produced a round of deep coughing. He held her around the waist and lifted her higher to get more air.


    The coughing fit was shorter than she would have expected, and she looked at him seeing his face up close for the first time. At the sight of him, she stopped breathing but only for a second, before she gasped for air again like she couldn’t get enough.


    He was keeping them both afloat somehow. Turning and pulling her onto his back, he said, “Hold on. I’ll take you to shore.”


    She was further out than she’d thought, and it was a challenge to get them both back to shore in the crazy waves. Once they passed the swells, it got easier. Ella should have been anxious to get out of the water but now that he had her, she knew she’d be okay.


    The trip back to shore gave her time to drink in this unfamiliar man. He was hard as a rock. His sun drenched skin a golden color. Even half-drowned, out in the waves, he was handsome as sin.


    Regret washed over her when he stood knee-deep in the water and reached behind to slip her off his back. She wanted to keep holding onto him, a man she didn’t even know, and felt awkward. Thankfully, he didn’t let her go entirely. With his arm around her shoulders, he guided her to the beach. His touch, his strength, warmed her skin, and she flushed.


    She’d almost put the trauma of nearly drowning behind her when she saw Kaiyla jumping up and down. The instant Ella’s feet hit the sand her friend ran over and threw her arms around her.


    “Oh my God, what happened out there?” She gasped. “You scared me to death.”


    Missing his touch already, Ella was disappointed that her friend had rushed to her so fast, cutting the stranger’s assistance short. Yet, there was no way she could admonish her for it. Obviously, from shore it must have looked like Ella was plunging to her demise. Fearing the worst, Kaiyla was grateful that she’d been delivered safely to shore. Never releasing her, she walked her to further safety, grabbing the towel and wrapping it around Ella’s shoulders.


    “I thought you were going to die,” she breathed, distress showing in her pretty face.


    “Not yet it seems,” Ella replied and took a huge breath, still oxygen deficient.


    The adrenaline which had kept her going, faded, and her strength along with it. Her knees folded and she fell to the sand, involuntarily. Ella rolled to her back and laid there listless, eyes to the sky. Her lungs hurt, and her skin was cold.


    “You’re trembling,” said Kaiyla, alarm resonating in her voice.


    The sun was blocked by a form standing over her, and Ella felt disappointed to see it was Robert, the lifeguard.


    “You took your time,” Kaiyla accused, unable to hide her annoyance. “She could have drowned. Where were you?”


    “Hey, I just came over to see if she’s alright. I saw some dude saved her. Seems he had the situation under control,” Robert offered.


    “Yes, you would want to wash off your sunscreen before diving in after someone. Heaven forbid you would rescue them from drowning, which is what you’re here for.”


    Robert just shrugged and knelt down to check out how Ella was doing. He lifted a wrist to take her pulse. Another surfer placed her surfboard on the sand beside her, having retrieved it from the ocean as a friendly gesture. Robert nodded at him. Ella was too out of it to notice.


    The ensuing argument between Robert and Kaiyla was droning noise to Ella. She neither heard, nor cared. Shocked to alertness, she realized that her rescuer was not saying anything. She bolted upright, looking all around. Squinting, she looked out over the water dotted with surfers. He wasn’t there. Nor was he on the beach.


    She leaned around her friend and stared toward the parking lot. Her heart leapt at the sight of him, board under his arm, walking towards the lot. An impulse to run after him shot through her, and she even lurched in that direction, but she didn’t even know him.


    Of course, she wanted to thank him. He’d saved her life. That would be reasonable wouldn’t it: to run after him to thank him? Her body rebelled and refused to rise. All her muscles felt like jelly, and she was dizzy and lightheaded. She tried forcing her muscles into action and started to stand, but just collapsed back onto the towel.


    Then he was gone, out of sight. Ella just sat there, stunned, suffering from the loss of him, a man whose name she didn’t even know. He may never come back to the beach. She may never see him again. That thought distressed her, more than any discomforts from her near-death experience.


    Death, be damned. Only he mattered, and the fact that she’d had to risk her life for him to appear was just fine with her. Her dull, boring life had just taken a new blush. She felt alive, really alive, and it hurt. The pain of never seeing him again was more than she could bear.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2



    Adam was attracted to the wisp of a woman he’d just saved. One minute he’d been enjoying the early beauty of the beach, ready to surf the morning away. The next, he’d been glued to the sight of her, flying gracefully over a wave before plummeting into the sea.


    Instinctively, he dove in to rescue her. Yes, instinct that was all. Saving a woman’s life, or anyone’s for that matter, formed a brief attachment, a bonding of sorts. That had to be it. Come on, she wasn’t even his type. He liked his women a bit voluptuous, like the women he knew in Brazil and some in college.


    This one was slender, almost frail. Yet, he shook his head thinking about her controlling the wave. That is, until she fell off. She had no business being out in today’s swell. The vision of her on the surfboard aroused him. Ridiculous. Unable to decipher the hold she had on him, he shook his head. Best to just leave. Yes, that would take care of it. Go on with his day and just forget about her.


    The trouble was he knew that wasn’t going to happen. Stowing his board on the roof and sliding into the driver’s seat of his car, he was already feeling her pressed against his back; the way her belly flattened against his lower back and her feminine arms wrapped around his shoulders as he towed her in. The rescue had turned into a sensual encounter. And that annoyed him. He didn’t need this. He really didn’t.


    All day, Ella thought about him, too, even though she was not able to fathom that he would give her a second thought. She’d always considered herself plain and being half-drowned couldn’t have helped.


    At Kaiyla’s insistence, she called in sick to work. Although, once the water got out of her lungs, she felt better, at least physically. The bookstore wouldn’t miss her. Surely, they’d get coverage. How important could one clerk be, after all?


    “Ella, are you okay?” Kaiyla was hovering, still not convinced that she should leave Ella alone. “You worry me. It’s like you’re miles away.”


    Slouched in the one armchair they owned, Ella leaned her head against the seat and draped one leg over the arm.


    “Sure, I’m fine now. Just a little worn out.”


    “Well, you don’t look fine. I still think you should have gone to the hospital to be checked out.”


    “Nope. No hospital. Really, I’m telling you, I’m okay. I just need to rest.”


    “Who was the hero? That guy who rescued you?”


    “No idea. He was just there, so fast. I still don’t know how he reached me, but he was so strong. I don’t know what would have happened if he hadn’t seen me.”


    “I can’t think about it. I saw you on the board and then I looked back and didn’t see you at all. I panicked. It was like I was glued to the spot. I shouted ‘help’, but it was useless. No way had Robert heard me. He probably had his iPod on with the earphones. You’d have to slap him to get his attention.”


    “One minute I was buried in water and the next he, whoever he is, had his strong arm around me, pulling me up,” Ella said, reliving the encounter.


    “What happened out there? You’re a good surfer, Ella. I’ve never seen you fall like that.”


    Ella’s cheeks warmed, and she wondered if how she felt about the mysterious man who rescued her was obvious. Her friend didn’t miss much and knew her better than anyone. It was hard to hide her feelings. Kaiyla was sharp and could see through a bluff.


    “I, ah….was. I guess it was just a moment of inattention.”


    “Well, don’t get distracted out there. Stay focused. It’s dangerous in those waves.”


    Ella had been focused, very focused, just not on surfing in the moment before her fall. Her skin warmed at the thought of him, the way he looked standing at the edge of the shore. There was something special about him. That was for sure.


    With her purse over her shoulder, standing at the door, Kaiyla still hesitated.


    “Go ahead, go to work. Your customers wouldn’t appreciate having to reschedule their hair appointments. Don’t worry about me. I’ll just rest. I’ll be here when you get back. I’ll be fine.”


    With a sigh, her friend opened the door to leave, calling out, “Okay, but call if you need me.”


    The door shut, and Ella was alone. Alone with her thoughts, and she wasn’t sure she liked where they were taking her. She had to be realistic. This was a man she may never see again. She had been at the beach every day, and he’d never been there before. Guaranteed, she would not have missed him. No way. So, if he hadn’t been there before, chances were good that he wouldn’t be back. What a depressing thought.


    Ella looked at their small apartment. Rent didn’t come cheap in a classy neighborhood like Newport Beach, and it was all they could afford, so Ella slept on the sofa bed in the main room and Kaiyla got the bedroom. It seemed fair since she had a boyfriend, just in case he wanted to stay over, and Ella had no one. Not a cheery thought.


    It’s not that men didn’t ask her out. Once in a while, they did. But she didn’t see the point of dating someone she didn’t like all that much. She’d rather be by herself and spend time writing. Someday, she might get published.


    Actually, she had been published, but only a few articles in some magazines. Surfing was a subject she knew, and she’d managed to write a few helpful articles on the subject, but it wasn’t a living and that wasn’t the direction that she wanted to take her career. She aspired to write fiction. Unfortunately, her stories lacked verve, just like her life. Drab and boring was a perfect description of her life. Throw in lonely, and you’d have the whole picture.


    Grabbing her tablet and placing both feet on the floor, she started to write. Her muscles ached from the strain of earlier, and her head was pounding, but inspiration hit her. Typing away, her fingers small enough for the keyboard, words began to flow:


    


    This day was like any other. The sun was bright orange, the sand like beige velvet, and the waves high. All I’ve ever loved is surfing. Out in the water, it’s exciting. I feel in control. Out of the water, I am nothing. My dream is to someday find that perfect wave, the one to remember, and the one I’ll never forget. Every day, I think maybe today. Yes, just like any other day. Until….there he was. Like that perfect wave you find only once, he was there. Coming from nowhere, he stood at the shoreline, and I knew there would never be another like him. Yet, he’s someone I can never have. I know he’s a vision, one that disappears as soon as it arrives.


    I’ve never been lucky in my life and see no reason to hope that I might be now. You, my dear diary, know me better than anyone. In my solitude, I’ve always confided in you, and we both know that I’m plain and I’m boring, and he’s just the opposite. The sight of him brought me to life. Even though my interaction with him was oh so brief, I’m changed. Even my drab apartment looks brighter. I almost like it. Almost.


    Life holds interest to me, like it never did before. If only because there’s a chance - a slim one, I admit, that I’ll see him again. If I could just see him again, just once more, I might be satisfied for life. Fate has not smiled on me often. In all fairness, I’m not asking that much. I just want to see him once more. You understand, don’t you dear diary?


    


    Weariness won out, and Ella put aside her writing, intending to lay her head on the pillow for a few minutes. The next thing she knew, keys were jingling in the lock of the apartment door, and she opened her eyes with a start. She’d slept so long it was dark in the room. She felt stiff and rubbed her arms to get some life back in them.


    “Hey Ella, you been sleeping?”


    “Guess so.”


    “I’m starved…wanna go out? There’s no food here. One of us needs to shop.”


    Having lived in California since junior high, Kaiyla’s Texas accent was barely perceptible; yet, every once in a while Ella could still pick it up. It was how she said certain words, like “I’m” sounded like “Ah’m.” The intonations matched her friendly personality.


    “Sure, let me change.”


    Ella forced her feet to the floor and staggered to the bathroom to clean up. It would be good to get out, get away from her thoughts. She knew it would be a long night. Insomnia was an issue for her, and she was sure sleeping during the day would make it worse.


    Eating out with Kaiyla would be a welcome distraction. Her friend was fun and outgoing, the opposite of Ella, who could be painfully shy at best and horribly dull at the very least or so she thought of herself. Anything to take her thoughts away from him, her unforgettable rescuer, was welcome.


    Dinner was hamburgers at their favorite place, the grill down the street that had changed owners so many times they no longer called it by name, just “the place down the street” was what it had come to be known as. Ella didn’t have much of an appetite and ended up nibbling at her fries and wrapping the burger to go. Leftovers were a frequent solution to meals, if there was food in the refrigerator. A hamburger on the second day was a doubtful prospect, but she carried it home anyway.


    As she expected, sleep eluded her until early in the morning. She spent the first few hours tossing and turning. The aches in her body didn’t help, and the ibuprofen only muted the discomfort a little. Giving up just after midnight, she turned on the light and flipped open her tablet.


    Of late, writing fiction was elusive. Bored with every story she attempted, clearly her readers, if she had any, would be too. But tonight was different. A story welled up inside her, and she poured it out, letting the words flow. Her fingers flew with renewed excitement, and she’d written for a couple of hours before stopping to look at the clock.


    Sleep did come, but not before three. Even staying up until the wee hours of the morning did not stop her from waking up early, like she always did. Excitement had her wide awake. The night was finally over, and she could go to the beach.


    She slipped out of bed, not even taking time for coffee. She tiptoed across the carpet and was out the door within minutes, picking up her surfboard on the way. No need to wake Kaiyla. It was her day off. Certainly, she didn’t plan to run on a day when she could sleep in. Plus, Ella wanted to go alone today. She had her reasons.


    It was still dark at the beach. Pale white light glowed in the sky, promising a new sunrise. Looking around, she could see she was alone. Carefully, she placed her board on the sand and spread out her towel to sit on.


    Always enjoying the early hours before others arrived, it was Ella’s pattern to sit on the sand and soak in the scenery before it was light enough to surf. The lap of the waves against the shore, the blue sky, and the warm sand relaxed her. But not today. She was antsy. Looking all around, she spotted just one other person, an older man at the beach for an early morning swim. Not even Robert, the lifeguard, was on duty yet.


    She hoped as hard as she could hope that her mystery man would return. She promised wouldn’t ask for anything else, if she could just see him again. So she waited. And waited.


    The sun edged over the horizon, glowing hot orange as she’d come to expect. More swimmers, surfers, and sunbathers arrived, chatting and laughing. The beach began to get crowded, but not one person went unnoticed by her.


    Constantly on the alert, determined not to miss him if he showed up, Ella took in every motion, every activity on her favorite beach. She’d always been happy sitting on the shore. Never until today, had she been unhappy witnessing the beach coming to life. Today, she was miserable. Gloom settled around her.


    When the sun was bright in the sky, she was convinced he wasn’t coming. By the looks of him, he was a good surfer, and he’d know the best waves were early. If he returned to the beach, it would be early. He wasn’t coming. Not today.


    Discouraged, Ella left. Having lost interest in surfing, she trudged home to dress for work. Riding the bus took extra time anyway. Might as well get there early. The day at the small bookstore on Balboa Island seemed to last forever.


    Even the customers she usually enjoyed seeing did nothing to lift her spirits. Zoe Preston, her boss, kept asking if she was okay. It was hard to reassure her that she was when she kept spacing out, gazing into space at who knows what. All she could do was endure, until the next morning when she could go to the beach again, to wait.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 3



    But each day, he wasn’t there. By the third day, she had to admit she was depressed. Her co-worker, Cameron Port, sensing she was stressing about something, suggested they go to lunch at a taco place he knew she liked. He’d worked at the book store longer than she had. In fact, when she’d been hired the prior year, he’d grooved her in.


    Always, he’d been nice. She suspected he might take it further, but she never gave him any indication that she was interested, keeping things friendly, nothing more. He was a good guy, and she appreciated his friendship, as much as she could. Introverted, and lacking in confidence, she wasn’t sure how good of a friend she made.


    With Cameron, she made an effort because he was so cordial about it all. He never made her feel uncomfortable, and over time, she’d gotten to know him. She found she could talk to him about her plans to be a writer, and that he didn’t demean her for it. Their relationship developed into a comfortable friendship, but she wished he had a girlfriend so she didn’t have to worry he’d want more. He did date, but no one steady.


    Lunch was good, but she only ate one taco and gave him the other. Her mind was elsewhere, so she wasn’t very good company. Cameron, in his usual style, didn’t make a point of it. He was glad for her company, and just wished she wasn’t stressed about, whatever it was. Clearly, she wasn’t going to confide in him because he’d hinted at it several times, but she never volunteered anything about what was bothering her. He knew Ella was a sensitive, introspective young woman, and gave her space to work it out as she could.


    No way, she wasn’t going to the beach the next morning. It was her favorite beach and surfing was her only release in life, her only tenuous grasp on the fragile sanity she clung to. She had nowhere else to go. She lived blocks from the beach, despite the expense, just so she could carry her board the short distance to surf. The bus was okay for work, but wielding a surfboard along for the ride was not practical, even if it was allowed.


    So, she’d be at the beach every morning, whether he ever reappeared or not. She started to think she’d imagined the whole thing, him included. He was too perfect, anyway. It was all a dream. It must be. Yet, that dream made her heart heavy and her steps slow.


    On the fourth day, Ella was there, earlier than usual. As always, she couldn’t sleep much and woke early. Staying in bed was useless, so she slipped out to the beach in the dark. Sitting alone, she pulled her knees to her chest, hugging them to her, and placed her chin on her knees. Lost in thought, she barely noticed light showing in the sky. Something caught her eye, and without thinking, she looked to her left.


    Shock hit her. He was there. Looking straight ahead, leaning back on his arms, feet outstretched with ankles crossed, he gazed out at the waves. Unmoving.


    Ella looked away, then back, for verification he was real. Sitting some distance from her, he didn’t move. Not even a twitch. Possibly, he didn’t see her. She stared unable to look away, afraid he’d vanish if she didn’t keep her eyes on him. If she’d thought he was handsome before, he was even more so that morning.


    In the pale orange light of the sun, just barely burning over the horizon, his lightly bronzed skin shone. His hair was a golden brown, and though he wasn’t looking her way, she remembered that his eyes were golden amber. She’d looked into them one time, the one time that he’d held her, saved her. He’d looked at her when he’d slid her off his back, and she’d never, ever forget those eyes. The light flattered him. He looked golden, gorgeous and golden, that’s how she’d describe him.


    She should go over. Thank him for the other day. Dreadful shyness took her, and she could not will her body to move. She knew if she did manage to walk over, and by some remote chance attempt to thank him, she’d freeze up. She just knew it. Social graces were not high on her list. People often thought she was stuck-up, not knowing that her silence was shyness.


    If she didn’t move now, she might lose her chance. Yet despite her great need to say something to get his attention, she was riveted to the spot. Just staring. He didn’t give any sign he noticed her, and it occurred to Ella that he didn’t like her. He’d felt compelled to save her, but he’d rather not have anything to do with her.


    Calmly, he turned his head to look at her, and she looked down. Adam had stayed away for days. He didn’t want this to go further, knew it was dangerous. Despite his better judgment, he was here. And she was here. It wasn’t fair to her to pull her into his life. But he was unable to stay away, or to walk away, now that he’d seen her. If she knew what was good for her, she’d reject him anyway. That would be best, as he didn’t have the strength to forget her.


    That was the problem. He couldn’t forget her. For days, she’d haunted his every waking moment. Even in his dreams, she didn’t leave him alone. One slender woman, whose live he’d saved, now determined to be a part of his. Coming to the beach and seeing her again, that would do it.


    He wasn’t right for her. She’d see that, reject him, and he’d get over it. He’d meet her again, and see that his memory of her allure was enhanced by the drama of their first meeting. He’d realize she was like any other woman, and he’d go on with his life.


    Only she wasn’t. His eyes locked with hers, and his pulse throbbed. The feelings she caused, his reaction, was enough to make even him blush. What he wanted to do with her was…


    “Hello,” he said, his amber eyes sparkling.


    “Hello,” she answered, squirming. Her initial shock had worn off, replaced by anxiety. Low self-esteem reared its head, and she grasped for some cue on how to continue. Clutching the end of her towel, she managed a smile, just barely.


    He stood and stepped through the sand, moving toward her. Dreaming of him and writing about him in her diary, was one thing. Having him coming over to her in real life was another. Doubts reared their head, and butterflies fluttered wildly in her stomach. She watched him walk, utterly engaging in that simple task.


    He was well-muscled, but not overly so. His strong chest narrowed to a trim waist. One glance at his ripped abdominal muscles sent heat, low in Ella’s body. His tan was a smooth, bronze. His deep golden hair was cut, blunt at the neck, the rest slightly long and delightfully messy. His thighs flexing with each step, and his feet gripping the sand as he walked, had to be one of the sexiest things she’d ever seen.


    Only a couple of feet from her, he dropped to the sand and sat, cross-legged, hands on his knees, looking at her. His look seared right through the faded gray sweatshirt she wore over her suit, and left her feeling completely undressed. Clearly, he wasn’t socially trained like the men she knew. There was a certain etiquette she could count on. They’d glance quickly and then look away. No one would have the nerve to just look, with such a boldly lustful gaze. His amber eyes burned into her, and she ran her hand through her long, light brown hair, in a vain attempt to present a casualness she didn’t feel.


    He smiled, and the light of that smile nearly made her faint. God, he was charming. Her own voice surprised her, not sure she’d be able to speak at all in her current state. “Where did you go the other day?”


    “What do you mean?”


    He had an accent, Italian she guessed. “The day you rescued me…you vanished.”


    “You seemed in good hands. Your friend was taking care of you.”


    “But I never got to thank you.”


    “Oh,” he said, as if he’d never thought of that. “Well, I’m here now.”


    “Yes, I can see that. So, thank you. I might have drowned if you hadn’t dived in to get me.”


    “It looked that way,” he said, so matter-of-fact.


    “I don’t know how you got there so fast.”


    “I’m a strong swimmer. I’ve been at the beach since I was a toddler in Brazil.”


    “Lucky for me.”


    “Yes,” he said, his look still piercing into her.


    “So, you are from Brazil?”


    “I live in Brazil. That’s my home.”


    “What are you doing here?”


    “Vacation.”


    “Again, lucky for me,” Ella said and blushed, thinking he might read more into that statement than she meant, and see how she really felt.


    “I’m the lucky one.”


    His words hung in the air, neither quite knowing what to say next.


    Ella averted her eyes, and noticed surfboard, over by his towel. It was a beauty, easily worth many times what her blue epoxy board cost. “So, you must be a good surfer.”


    “What gave it away?”


    “The board. No novice buys a board like that. In fact, I don’t know anyone around here with a board like that.”


    “Ah the board….yes, it’s a nice one.”


    Ella’s mind went blank, and she couldn’t think of anything to say. Yet she was desperate to continue the conversation, so he wouldn’t leave. Although he looked relaxed enough, and there were no signs he planned to leave. Not yet.


    “You have a nice board there,” he said, breaking the ice again.


    “I did save up for it, for quite a while. I like it. It suits me, designed for my body weight.”


    “I’m not sure you should be out in these waves though,” he said, flattening his right palm and tapping the back of his fingers under his chin, dramatizing his doubt in a classic Brazilian gesture. “The waves are big, strong, as you found out the other day. And you are very slight to challenge the swells here, no matter what board you are on.”


    It was one thing for Ella to debase herself, which she often did. It was another, for someone else to imply that she didn’t measure up. Annoyance rose inside her. “How would you know? You haven’t seen me surf.”


    “Well, if the performance the other day is an example, then I think I have.”


    Ella’s cheeks turned red and it wasn’t from blushing this time. “What do you know? A person’s size has nothing to do with surfing skill. Anyone can develop the skill. And I’ve been surfing almost since I could walk. I grew up in Laguna, right on the beach. And I moved here, on purpose, to be near the beach. I come here, just about every morning. And furthermore, the other day was your fault, anyway.”


    Adam noted the fury that he’d incited. She may come in a small package, but she had passion. She’d be a force to deal with, if pushed. It was something to remember. “Why is the other day my fault? I thought I saved you. I’m not the one whose feet slipped on the board.”


    Now she knew she’d revealed a little too much. But he’d made her mad, and she was unable to hold her tongue. “You stood on the beach, looking at me. You distracted me. I was inattentive, just for a moment, and that’s all it took. So there,” she retorted with a pout.


    “You saw me?”


    Ella bit her lower lip. This was going too far. Next, she’d be telling him what’s in her diary. “I saw you. But you shouldn’t stare at people, especially people that are maneuvering a board in a high wave,” she accused.


    Adam took a minute for what she’d said to sink in. He’d not only been watching her eloquently flow through the wave, but she’d been watching him. Interesting.


    “I think I interest you,” he said.


    “You are conceited. I would have been distracted by anyone staring at me while I’m in a tricky ride.”


    “Is that so?” He said, and she was sure she saw his eyes sparkle. Was he making fun of her?


    “Yes, that is so,” she confirmed.


    “Well, let’s just see then.” He grabbed her board and pulled her to her feet, leaving her standing there while he went to retrieve his board. “Let’s surf, shall we?”


    Now, she was on safe ground. Surfing she understood. Surfing gave her confidence she never felt on land, and she was certainly going to show him that size was not related to skill. And she did. They surfed for hours, and would have gone longer, until Ella remembered she really did have to work that day. She could only get away with taking a sick day sometimes, and definitely not because she met a hot guy and didn’t want to stop playing in the waves with him.


    She could have easily fallen off her board more than once, since the sight of him gliding over the waves was one she would never tire of. He was the most gorgeous Brazilian with an Italian accent that she’d ever met. Not that she’d met any others. Really, he was just the most gorgeous man she’d ever met, period.


    She realized that she laughed and talked with him like they’d been friends forever. She couldn’t recall another time when she’d been so relaxed with another person, especially a man, and especially someone she barely knew.


    “So, I see that you can surf. You float like a leaf over the rolling waves of the California swells. I regret my earlier accusation. It seems you can take care of yourself out here. Most of the time, anyway,” he grinned.


    Ella couldn’t hide her pleasure. She was proud of her skill, and wondered what it was like surfing in Brazil. He seemed a natural on his board. “I have to go to work,” she said, but the last thing she wanted to do was leave.


    He stood so near, she could feel his breath on her cheek. His look, the way he gazed at her, felt like he could see into her heart.


    “You’ll be here tomorrow?” she asked.


    She held her breath, praying this would last, that she could see him again.


    He looked at her, his amber eyes like fire, not saying a word. With the heat of his body so close, she felt weak. If he kept looking at her that way, she was going to melt.


    “I will be here tomorrow,” he whispered, just loud enough for her to hear, and leaned over to kiss her cheek. He ran his fingertips along her jaw, before backing away from her. Grabbing his board and towel, he strode off. “Until tomorrow,” he called.


    Ella touched her check where he’d kissed her. She’d see him again. She couldn’t believe this was her life. Life seemed strangely beautiful, and exciting. If only there was some way she could make this last.


    “Wait. I don’t even know your name,” she called. But he was already gone.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 4



    Work was just a haze of time was just passing by, meaningless time. Ella ticked off the hours until she could see him again. Night was interminably long. She’d never realized how long before. Awake late into the night, she opened her tablet and wrote in her diary:


    


    He met me today. I thought he wasn’t going to come back, but he did. He makes me feel alive inside. He does something to me, and I’m so hot for him. Oh, I am. But I have no idea if this will go anywhere. He’s insanely gorgeous. I see all the other women at the beach looking at him. He stands out. He’s different. Maybe it’s because he’s from Brazil. The way he looks at me. He’s so bold. In his culture, that must be allowed or even encouraged. I want to measure up but when he looks at me like that, I feel embarrassed and excited, both at the same time.


    If only I were beautiful like Kaiyla or even like my sister, Julianna. No, I had to get drab brown hair and no curves. When he stands next to me, I feel so plain. It’s awful. No, it’s wonderful how he looks at me. When his eyes pierce into me, he makes me feel – different. Like maybe he thinks I’m pretty. Probably I’m imagining it. But he did kiss me. Not on the lips, so maybe it was friendly, what friends do in Brazil. His hot lips on my cheek were – indescribable. I can still feel the burn. I keep touching my cheek, to feel his kiss again, to be close to him.


    I’m sure his accent is Italian. I’ll have to ask him about that. And I definitely need to know his name. What if he disappears? What if I needed to find him, and I didn’t even know his name? Nothing would be worse. I need to find out more about him. He’s a mystery.


    


    Ella had trouble sleeping, waking up every hour or two to check the clock, worried that he wouldn’t be at the beach, and she would have no way to find him. No, something that bad couldn’t happen to her, not even to her. Yet, the feeling that he might not show nagged at her. She was up too early, impatient for Kaiyla to get up. She had to wait for her. The beach running program was still on. Ella made coffee and paced the claustrophobic kitchen until she heard the alarm in the bedroom go off.


    “Get up, Kaiyla,” she yelled at the closed bedroom door. “He’ll be waiting for me.”


    Her friend opened the door, bleary-eyed and exhausted. She’d stayed late at Steven’s place. He was her boyfriend, and Ella was grateful that they spent their evenings together at his house. She wasn’t sure she wanted to deal with hearing them in the bedroom in the shoebox-size apartment. No privacy.


    “Hurry, hurry,” she said.


    Kaiyla dressed in record speed, for her. She could sense the urgency and hadn’t seen Ella excited about a guy, any guy, in forever. So this was news. She finished her coffee and put the cup in the sink to follow Ella, who was already out the door and down the stairs.


    “So, tell me about this guy,” she called.


    “You know, the guy who rescued me. You remember him,” Ella replied, never slowing her stride in the short walk to the beach. Her friend jogged to catch up.


    “Oh that guy. He was hot. You’ve seen him again?”


    “Yes, yesterday, and he promised he’d be back today.”


    “What’s his name?”


    “I don’t know yet. I’m going to ask him today, but I know he’s from Brazil, and he has this really romantic Italian accent, or sort of Italian, I think. Wait until you hear it.”


    Ella dropped her towel and lowered her surfboard next to it. She gazed around with anticipation, shuffling her feet in the sand. It was still early, and he hadn’t said what time he’d arrive. She should have asked, but with him near her mind wasn’t capable of handling such details. The rush of being so close to him was all. She remembered, in exquisite detail, how he looked and how it felt to be near him.


    Kaiyla was well into her warm-up stretches when Ella called, “It’s him. He’s here.”


    She had the urge to run to him but thought better of it. That would be too forward. If he thought she was crazy about him, like she was, it might scare him off. Although, she didn’t think he was scared of much.


    Kaiyla turned to look where Ella had pointed but continued to stretch out her calf, knee bent, hands on her thigh. Ella struggled with a vain attempt to suppress a grin, having no idea how to present a cool demeanor in the presence of such male charisma. Even his slow walk across the sand, carrying his surfboard, was enthralling and weak giddiness possessed her.


    Adam put his board next to Ella’s and nodded toward her in greeting.


    Ella flushed, and stammered, “Uh…I’m so glad you came. Let me introduce my friend…Kaiyla Montgomery.”


    Adam’s charm was never more evident than when he bowed to take Kaiyla’s hand, but not to shake it. He leaned down, lifted her hand to his lips, and kissed her knuckles.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kaiyla.”


    He noticed her blond hair, pulled back in a ponytail, and her friendly green eyes.


    Kaiyla was smitten with this gorgeous hunk of a man, as any woman would be, Ella conceded. A pang of something akin to jealously surfaced, flustering her further.


    Not missing a beat, despite not being able to take her eyes off him, Kaiyla let her hand linger in Adam’s and said, “Let me present, Ella Walker, living and breathing today due to your heroic effort.”


    She nodded in Ella’s direction, and Adam let go of her hand to reach out for Ella’s. His amber eyes pierced into her just like before, and Ella felt weak. To counteract the effect he was having she stiffened, praying that she wouldn’t make a fool of herself.


    “I believe we’ve met, although we’ve never been properly introduced,” he grinned. “Adam Bianci,” he said, taking her hand in his. “You do appear to be living and breathing.”


    Ella wasn’t so sure of that, realizing she’d been holding her breath. His touch was making her crazy, and she didn’t want him to let go. He delayed, just holding her hand in his with a gleam in his eyes, and she was certain he knew the effect he had. Out of the corner of her eye, Ella saw Kaiyla enjoying the interaction.


    There was no way Ella was going to withdraw her hand from his. No way at all. It was more likely she’d fall into his arms and ravage him, and it took inner strength not to do just that. And that surprised her because she hadn’t felt this way about a man, well, maybe ever. Delaying as long as he could, Adam lifted her hand slowly to his perfect lips and kissed her skin, making her tingle from head to toe. He let his lips linger a moment too long, the message clear, leaving Ella at a loss for words.


    Adam looked cool and charming, never losing control of the situation. But inside, he fought the urge to sweep Ella up from the sand and carry her off. He wanted her, and he wanted her badly, which distressed him. He knew he shouldn’t have returned to the beach, but he’d promised and though he had many character flaws, he was a man of his word, or he tried to be. So here he was, engaged in polite introductions, kissing her hand with laudable politeness. Yet, that’s not what he wanted to be doing with her, not at all.


    She was trouble. He knew that from the first moment he saw her dwarfed by the huge wave she rode with ease. Somehow, he’d been unable to avert his eyes from her, the same as now. He was losing it, and his personal admonishment that he should disappear did not have the power to command him. There were plenty of beaches in the area, so he saw no reason to frequent this one. That wasn’t true. The reason for visiting this one was his attraction to Ella (now he even knew her name.) At that very moment, she was looking right at him, his body reacting as he wished it wouldn’t.


    How he’d explain to her hanging out with him wasn’t a good idea, he didn’t know, because he wanted to hang out with her, to put it mildly. The last thing he wanted was to confess to her that it was wrong. Or, convince her that it was better if he didn’t come back to this beach, didn’t see her again, and wasn’t consumed with wanting her, as he was.


    Strong, and in control, was how he viewed himself. Not now. Standing near her, left him utterly incapable of walking away. He knew he’d come back, again and again. He had a weakness for this woman who made his blood pulse heatedly through his veins.


    Ella ran her hands down the sides of her sweatshirt. It hung mid-thigh, and the sleeves were a bit long. She wished she’d had the sense to wear something a little more attractive. Not that she owned much else. Her gaze shifted down to her feet, then back up to Adam. She was a bundle of nerves. Taking a deep breath, she ventured, “Well, we’re here to surf, right?”


    Ella nearly jumped out of her skin at the unexpected voice that boomed behind her, “Hey Ella. Are you okay? I see that you’re here. I didn’t work the last couple days so didn’t know how you were, uh, after your fall the other day.”


    Robert had worked the lifeguard job at the beach for several years and knew many of the regulars by name. He was built for the job: tall, muscular, and tan. His dark hair was gelled and spiked stiffly from his head. He was a stud, no question, but Ella wished he hadn’t come over. She didn’t want any distractions at that moment.


    “I’m fine, Robert, really,” she assured him. “Just a little sore for a day or so, but it’s nothing.”


    She tried to sound as definitive as she could so, hopefully, he’d leave. She glanced over at Adam, and he had an odd look on his face, like he was annoyed. She wasn’t sure, unable to read him.


    “Adam…this is Robert,” she said, inclining her head toward the unwelcome presence of the lifeguard. “Robert…Adam,” she added, finishing the brief introduction, wanting to demand that Robert go. Go sit on his stand, high above and far enough away from them, and listen to his iPod. But she didn’t.


    Robert, satisfied that she was okay, nodded toward Adam as his only acknowledgement of the introduction. He shifted away, knowing he did need to get to work.


    “Okay then, take care,” he said. “I’ll keep a lookout.”


    He tapped Ella’s shoulder reassuringly, and sauntered away. Ella looked at Adam, who watched him go.


    “What?” She asked, looking puzzled.


    Maybe she just imagined Adam’s reaction, but she didn’t think so. Being reserved, she tended to pick up on other people’s emotions and tune into their reactions. She’d been told more than once that she was overly sensitive, and she couldn’t deny it, wishing she wasn’t.


    “Nothing,” Adam said, glancing at Kaiyla, apparently not wanting to say anything in front of her.


    Ella looked over at Kaiyla, who took the hint.


    “If you’ll excuse me, I have a beach run to do,” she said and took off in a slow jog across the sand.


    Adam’s jaw tightened and he said, “He likes you.”


    “Robert?” Ella replied.


    “Yes, Robert. I saw how he looked at you. You just don’t see it. You better watch yourself.”


    And before Ella could argue further, Adam picked up his board and started a light trot toward the water. Quickly, Ella peeled off her sweatshirt, kicked off her shoes, and grabbed her board to follow him.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 5



    Ella wasn’t sure about Adam showing up at the beach every day. That might be a bit much to ask. The fact that she wanted to spend every waking minute with him was beside the point.


    “He showed up again today. That’s a good sign, don’t you think?” She said to Kaiyla.


    “Yes, very,” her friend agreed through a mouthful of banana. “I’m hungry. We never have any food around here. We’ve gotta go shopping. I’ll have to pick up something before work.”


    Kaiyla worked at Beach Beauty Salon and Spa, appropriately named for its location. Her clientele was young, consisting mostly of beachgoers in the area. The salon offered full service, including massage, facials, and waxing, not just hairstyling. Ella got her waxes there, since she got the friend discount, meaning it was free because Kaiyla did it for her. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been in her budget. Wearing a bathing suit every day demanded good grooming, and she found it easier to wax. It was less hassle than shaving, and only needed to be done every few weeks.


    “I guess I’ll get a taco at Jose’s later,” Ella said, not feeling as hungry as normal after hours of surfing. She didn’t have much of an appetite, and she’d rather think about Adam than about food. He was all that interested her at the moment.


    “Did you see his surfboard?” Kaiyla said. “It had to cost a fortune. It puts everything else on that beach to shame.”


    “Yes, it’s quite something. Beyond what I’d ever be able to afford. I’ll have to ask him about it.”


    There were many things she wanted to ask him, wanting to know everything, and knowing so little. At least I know his name now.


    The look on Ella’s face didn’t go unnoticed.


    “You’re really stuck on him, aren’t you?” Kaiyla asked. “I’ve never seen you like this.”


    And if anyone would know, she would. They’d been friends since junior high, and no one knew Ella better than she did. Kaiyla had been through everything with Ella, including all of the hell she went through at home, and that was saying a lot. There was never a reason to hide anything from her. She’d see right through any pretense and besides, she could be trusted. She’d proven that.


    “Can you blame me? You saw him,” Ella replied.


    “You have a point there. I’ll take him if you don’t want him.”


    “Hey.”


    “Just saying.”


    “You already have a boyfriend. What about Steven?”


    “Yeah, Steven. Forgot about him,” Kaiyla laughed.


    “But Adam is a real male specimen…. beats out all the other surfer dudes on our beach. He’s not from around here, you can tell. Did you notice how polite he is? And charming? I mean, no man has ever kissed my hand before,” Ella gushed.


    Adam’s good qualities flooded into view, all at once. God, he was perfect. Too perfect. She didn’t stand a chance with him, not really. Who was she kidding?


    “Hey, what did I say?”


    “Nothing, it’s not you, Kaiyla. It’s just… I’m scared.”


    “Of him?”


    “No, no, not of him…. exactly. But you saw him. You can’t honestly say he’s my type, can you?”


    “I didn’t know you had a type,” she chided and Ella smirked back. “I mean, how can you tell? He definitely likes you. Definitely. That was obvious. And I think he was jealous of Robert. Robert, of all people.”


    “Yeah, he didn’t want to say anything in front of you.”


    “Well, I’m not stupid. I can read men. I may not have many talents, but that’s one I’ve honed to a fine art.”


    Ella giggled, loving how Kaiyla could get her to see the lighter side of things.


    “I know I’m a worrier. Can’t help it,” Ella confided, filling a plastic glass with water and then chugging it.


    “Tell me something I don’t know. And I see that low-self esteem rearing its head. You have gotta knock that off, hon.”


    Ella liked how she called her “hon,” another expression she’d picked up in Texas, no doubt. It made her feel cared about, a simple thing like that. Whereas, her own mother never even called her “honey” – not ever, just Ella. How depressing.


    “Ya got me. I’ve been workin on that. I don’t know if I’ll ever conquer that beast.”


    “You have to, and you will. This is one you can’t let get away. You can’t let your issues ruin it for you. You hear me?”


    Ella sighed. If only she could do it that easily. She’d struggled for years, most of her life it seemed, with issues as Kaiyla put it.


    “I hear you but no promises.”


    Kaiyla knew what she’d been through and about the issues that haunted her. It wasn’t fair, but then life usually wasn’t. She’d known Ella for a long time and knew that she was doing better these days, away from home, and without her mean domineering father. And that’s what he was, mean. The way he’d treated Ella, and criticized her at every opportunity, was a crime. She couldn’t have left home soon enough to suit Kaiyla, to escape from the abuse. If Ella’s parents would have allowed it, she could have moved in with her.


    Her own parents were nothing like that, and her mom loved Ella like a second daughter. But no, Ella’s father had flatly refused. She guessed he took it as a personal slight. The fact that his own daughter wanted to be away from him was an insult, so he couldn’t allow it. Or worse, maybe he just enjoyed tormenting her and intended to make use of every second he had her at home to destroy her. Emotional abuse was as damaging as physical abuse. Kaiyla would have never thought so, but knowing Ella and witnessing what she went through, she had no doubt about it.


    And her mother was no better. She just didn’t care. She couldn’t be bothered with her daughter. She was too busy, too involved with her social activities, or who knows what. Even when Ella had collapsed in her senior year, due to the stress at home and bullying at school because of her shyness, her mother had hardly noticed. She just told Ella to snap out of it. The heartlessness drove a knife into Kaiyla’s heart, even now, years later.


    Yes, Ella deserved someone that would treat her right, someone good for her. And it seemed the only men that gravitated to her were replicas of her father, just younger. A shiver ran through her at the thought of Doug, the worst of the lot. She hoped, really hoped, that Adam wasn’t like that. He didn’t seem to be, but it was too early to tell. They all seemed nice in the beginning.


    Thinking of her parents reminded her, “My mom called yesterday. We were on for an hour. She’s thinking of moving out here, but my dad doesn’t want to, so we’ll see. I wouldn’t mind having them closer, but then I’d never get any work done. My mom’s a talker,” Kaiyla said.


    “At least you have a mom,” Ella replied.


    The twinge inside Kaiyla’s chest every time she saw that look on Ella’s face, twisted deep.


    “You do, too. She’s just not around much.”


    “Hmm hmmm. She doesn’t care, you mean.”


    “I didn’t say that.”


    Kaiyla wanted to tell her that her mother really did love her, that they’d be able to repair the relationship, but she didn’t believe it, so she didn’t say it. There was nothing she could say.


    “Okay, well I’m off. A client is coming in early. Will you be here tonight?”


    “Should be. I get off work at four, but I have such a full social calendar, I just don’t know,” Ella shrugged.


    Kaiyla gave her a quick hug. “Yep, we know about the social calendar. See ya later then. Maybe we can catch a movie. I don’t want to hang around in this dump tonight, do you?”


    “Sure, a movie sounds great.”


    With Kaiyla gone, Ella had nothing to distract her from thoughts of Adam. Rummaging in the cupboard, she found a bag of stale pretzels, and tossed them aside. She guessed she wasn’t very hungry, anyway. How long could they have been in there? It takes a long time for pretzels to go stale. Stale, just like her life.


    That is until the incident the other day, when Adam magically appeared and saved her. She made an effort to straighten up the apartment while she pondered that. Nothing that unusual or exciting had ever happened to her before, not in a good way like that. She felt different, like maybe her life would change… had changed. Nothing looked quite as blah as it used to. Even the shabby furnishings of the apartment didn’t seem quite so shabby.


    Well, there was only so much she could do to make the apartment neat. Every day she rushed out, not giving it a second thought, so it got pretty messy. Not dirty exactly, they did clean, after all. But there was no hope for making it attractive or even homey. Kicking off her shoes, she sank into the sagging armchair, the rough, worn fabric scratching the back of her thighs. She still had time before she had to shower for work, so she opened her tablet and logged into her diary.


    


    Today was amazing. I want him. I really do. I can tell you, diary, because you know I’ve never had anyone. Just Doug. But he doesn’t count, you know that. I know I’m dreaming to think he wants me because I feel so inadequate. I see the women at the beach look at him. He could have his pick. Even Kaiyla wants him. But I’m sure she was just kidding, kind of.


    If only I could do something to make myself look less plain. Even then, I’m not sure. He’s perfect. He really is. I think of him as “golden” because he shimmers in the sun. His hair is a golden brown, his skin is golden tan, and his eyes are golden amber. If his name were Adonis, it would fit.


    He’s built but not over-muscled. He has the legs of a surfer, but he must work out too, because he’s so strong. My heart throbs when I’m near him. It’s so loud I think he can hear it. I want his arms around me, his cheek against mine. He kissed my hand today, and my skin still tingles. I keep imaging what it would feel like if he kissed my lips. I imagine the warmth and pressure on my mouth. And I know I shouldn’t have, but he wears tight swim trunks, and I saw a bulge, bigger than it should be.


    If only it’s because he wants me. I wish it would be so. If you could see him……


    


    Oh God, Adam. She cast her tablet aside and said his name out loud several times, loving the sound of it. She could see him, tan and buff, lean muscles and all, just as if he were in the room with her. Nothing was more real than he was. She flopped on her bed and draped her arm across her forehead. If only he were with her. Or somewhere better, like a nice trendy hotel with a queen-size bed, satin sheets, and lots of privacy. She imagined him wanting her, feeling his breath on her, imagined his tender kiss on her lips.


    Moisture and heat flowed under the crotch of her skimpy bikini. She felt inside and slicked across the wetness with her fingers. “Oh, Adam,” she moaned. “Adam,” the only aphrodisiac she needed. Her nipples tensed at the sound of his name.


    Slipping off her suit bottom for better access, she spread her legs. Closing her eyes, she envisioned Adam placing his hands on the sensitive skin of her thighs and spreading her legs. She used her fingers to quell the throbbing between her legs. She felt so good, better than she could recall feeling. It took little to bring her to a crest, where she balanced tensely, pushing her head against the bed. Her legs stiffened and her muscles tightened as she gave into the pleasure.


    Feeling him pressed to her, if only in her imagination, sent her into a delicious explosion. She yelled out a long agonizing moan, part ecstasy, part torture, for she couldn’t imagine her wish becoming reality. Pretend would have to substitute. Even having him as a daydream was better than anything she’d had before, which was good, if sad.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 6



    Standing at the edge of the water the next morning, Ella nearly fell in when Adam said, “We can’t keep meeting like this.”


    He’d appeared without a sound, and was standing directly behind her. She whirled around and bumped into his hard chest. The brief contact took her breath away having no resistance to such male sexuality. He was so close, she could feel his body heat radiating against her skin, like a sensual caress.


    She opened her mouth to say something but froze looking into his eyes, not trusting herself to move lest she lose all reserve. The impulse to lean against his chest and nuzzle the soft golden hair covering his smooth skin seemed powerful enough to move her to action. But not quite.


    Reserve wasn’t that easily caste aside. Ella wasn’t naturally affectionate. Maybe she could have been, if she’d had different parents. Affection wasn’t something fostered in her upbringing. Thus, she found physical contact awkward.


    Her inhibition played against her desire, and inhibition having taken root with ferocity, won out.


    “You could scare a girl to death,” she accused, less than an inch from him.


    Adam could smell the citrus of her shampoo, combined with sunshine diffused through her long hair. She was soft and feminine, so delicate. Yet tough, he knew that. All he had to do was reach out and pull her into his arms. Nothing would stop him, and he wanted to, but he didn’t.


    Instead he just stood there, having no wish to move away from her, treasuring every second she was close to him. She’d have to be the first to move away because he couldn’t, nor did he want to. His lips parted slightly, and he imagined how it would feel to smother her mouth with his, dip his tongue next to hers. She had a lovely mouth, a kissable mouth. And those soft brown eyes, big and round, were going to be the death of him. Yet, she didn’t seem to have any idea how sexy she was.


    Ella lifted her hand, and for one earth-shattering second, Adam thought she was going to touch his chest. Instead, she ran her fingers through her hair and took a step back. Adam relaxed, but only a little. The question remained, why did he let this continue? He knew full well that the torture he suffered being so near, yet unable to have her, was nothing compared to the pain of never seeing her at all. There, he’d admitted it. Finding no solace in what he already knew, he sought to deflect the tension.


    “I didn’t mean to scare you, only to surprise you,” he said. “Let’s take a walk.”


    He said it more as a command than request, and Ella followed beside him as he started down the beach. He was tall, almost six feet, and she had trouble keeping up.


    Noticing her difficulty, he slowed his pace, his bare feet sinking in the thick sand with each step. The rays of sun, barely cresting the horizon, favored him. He had a sort of amber glow, and the sun warmed his sandy-colored hair. It was wonderfully messy, cut in layers, blunt at the neck. Ella wanted to run her hands through it. From behind she eyed his back, admiring his broad shoulders and trim waist. Mmmm, he had a nice butt, round and firm.


    Ella knew she was staring but couldn’t help it. She couldn’t drink in enough of the image of this man, Adam, and she wanted to know everything about him. Yet, she knew so little.


    “Where are you from, exactly? In Brazil, I mean,” she ventured.


    “Rio is my home. That’s where my family is. My father was from Milan, in Italy, but my parents moved to Brazil before I was born, so I’m an Italian from Brazil. Ever been to Brazil?”


    Ella shook her head, avoiding confessing that she’d never been outside California.


    “It’s beautiful. You’ll have to go sometime.”


    She’d like to, especially with him.


    “You speak English so well. Do they teach it in the schools there?”


    “Oh no, most Brazilians speak only Portuguese, although that is changing now. I had private tutors. That’s how I learned. I was lucky enough to be able to afford it, but it’s important in business to speak English. Otherwise, one is at a disadvantage.”


    “So you have a business there?”


    “My business is more international. Home base is Brazil, but I can run it from anywhere, thanks to the internet. I maintained control of the business while I was in college.”


    “You had a business before college? I thought one went to college to train for a career.”


    “Most do. But I’m not like ‘most’. I think you’ll find that out, all too soon.”


    Ella could see he wasn’t like most. She didn’t need him to point that out. The more he told her, the more of a mystery he seemed to be.


    “How did you start a business before college?”


    “That’s another story,” he said, and she could see his jaw tense.


    Maybe she was pushing or being too intimate. After all, she’d just met him. Prying was not in her nature. In fact, she was normally shy and quiet. Being in his presence did something to her.


    “What type of business?” She asked, not giving up so easily.


    “Software. I write software programs.”


    “You must do it well. That’s a fancy surfboard you have.”


    “Yes, I do, I suppose,” he said but a pained look came over his face, contrasting with his statement of success. “Now, that’s enough about me. What about you? What do you do?” He asked, finding her extremely interesting. There was something about her, and he intended to find out what.


    Ella glanced out at the ocean, the sun glinting off the swells, the soft crash of the waves comforting her. Her story was nowhere near as interesting as his. Boring described her life so far, and she hesitated to talk about herself. Once he saw what she was really about, he probably wouldn’t stick around.


    “I work at a bookstore,” she said flatly.


    “Really? That’s interesting. Which one?”


    “Zoe’s Books.”


    “Where?”


    “Balboa Island.”


    He had to pry every word out of her when just before she’d been full of questions, talking his ear off. Not fathoming why she’d be shy about where she works, he shifted subjects, though fully intending to revisit the details of her life. Interesting, that’s what she was. No, more than that. Ella was a beautiful young woman, slender, feminine, and delicate, and she sent his heart racing every time he saw her, but she seemed to have another side, something going on that he couldn’t unravel. She had depth and what she held inside was like a ripe fruit that he couldn’t resist plucking.


    “Did you go to college here?” He asked.


    Ella shook her head again. Offering no explanation, she just said, “No, just worked.”


    Hoping to shift the conversation back to him, who she found to be much more intriguing, she asked, “Where did you go to college?”


    “Here,” he said. “I got my Bachelor’s degree at ITT Technical Institute in Anaheim.”


    “Why not Brazil?”


    Adam had no intention of telling her the reasons he had for choosing a college outside of Brazil. The complexities of his youth, and the dark cast his father threw over his business, were better left out of the discussion.


    “I wanted to be in California for the surfing.”


    “You chose college based on surfing?” She marveled.


    “Guess so. Is there a better reason? Surfing is a national pastime in Brazil. I surfed as soon as I could walk. Sometimes in the morning when the surf’s good, I go out there in the waves, and I don’t feel like it’s a bad world.”


    Ella gaped, unable to envision the world would be anything but good for such a handsome, intelligent, charming man, but he’d struck a chord. Surfing was her escape from her father, from her mother, from her life. Growing up in Laguna, she’d gone to the beach every day, even early before school. She’d chosen to move to Newport Beach for the same reason, to be near the beach.


    “When I surf, I feel alive,” she said. “When I’m out of the water, I feel insignificant.”


    Unable to believe that she’d just blurted that out, she looked at him intently, trying to judge his reaction.


    Adam stopped and took her hand. The unexpected affection surprised her. Standing there holding his hand, felt so right and so real. More real than anything in her life had ever felt. He looked at her, his amber eyes filled with emotion.


    “We are of the same spirit,” he said. “When I am riding a wave, the rest of the world disappears.”


    Having said that, he remained quiet, showing no inclination to release her hand. Ella wasn’t used to spontaneous affection. Growing up, her father was stern, and her mother didn’t care. Touching was unfamiliar, and she was sure she was broken on the subject of personal shows of affection.


    Kaiyla sometimes gave her a friendly hug, but that was different. And she’d hugged her sister a few times, but not often. To have Adam holding her hand in his, emotion flowing through her, made her uncomfortable. Inside she was conflicted, really wanting his touch more than anything, just unable to easily allow it.


    Adam on the other hand, seemed calm. However, taking note of her reaction, he reluctantly released her hand. One of his oddities was the ability to perceive the emotion of others. He wished he didn’t, and it had caused him much pain, but he couldn’t ignore what he was reading in her face. She relaxed the instant he withdrew his hand. Yet, disappointment showed in her face – confusing messages.


    “So that explains why you are at the beach every day. You have the love of the ocean, of surfing, the same as I do.”


    Still rattled from the physical contact, Ella wasn’t up to telling him that he, and only he, was the reason she came to the beach every day. At least he was, since a few days ago. She now had a new reason to come to the beach, and it was quickly rivaling the surfing reason. She came every day to see this amazing man, Adam. A little lightheaded, she struggled for something to say, feeling shyness she couldn’t seem to quell.


    Adam walked a couple of steps to some flat rocks and motioned for her to sit beside him, which she willing did.


    “So you speak English and Portuguese, huh?”


    “And Italian,” he said. “My parents spoke Italian at home.”


    “Three languages, I’m impressed.”


    Adam looked unhappy, just briefly, not the reaction she expected. Desperate to know him, to edge further into the warmth that he exuded, she asked, “What do you do exactly? How did you manage to start a business so young? I’d like to know more about you.”


    It was true. She wanted to know everything about him. Admitting that was a little forward and again she noted how she opened up around him.


    Adam raised his index finger and shook his hand side-to-side, in a gesture that Ella read as a warning. “You don’t want to know me,” he said. Realizing how cold that sounded, he tried to soften it. “After all we just met. I’d rather our relationship not end, just yet.”


    His message was clear. There was something he was unwilling to tell, lest she find him abhorrent enough to sever their relationship in its early stage. While at the same time, implying they had a relationship. She wasn’t sure which message impacted her more, and she couldn’t imagine what he could tell her that would make her want to end their conversation, much less the friendship she hoped they were beginning to develop. Friendship was only the start. She wanted so much more than that. Oh, if he could read her mind, he’d have no fear of telling her anything.


    Adam watched her expression and could only imagine what she must be thinking. Yet, it was better than the truth. He wasn’t good at lying, so had developed the skill of silence. There was no way he was going to share the evil that pervaded his life because of his father. And evil it was, in his mind. Nor was he going to tell her about Violetta. He’d only known Ella for days and couldn’t expect her to understand. Yes, it was better to keep quiet about that.


    He wanted to see Ella again. He wanted to do more than just see her. More than he had a right to.


    Women were attracted to him, he knew. In college he didn’t date, but he’d had sex when he’d wanted it. He’d learned his tastes and found women to accommodate him, but he didn’t talk to them like he was with Ella. She was different, though he didn’t know how, exactly. He was drawn to her beauty, her honesty. She loved surfing, as he did. Yet there was more, much more to Ella than met the eye. She tantalized him without realizing she was doing so. He looked at the loose sweatshirt she wore over her swimsuit, bare legs bent with her forearms resting on her thighs.


    He wanted to kiss her, to touch her, to pull off the thin sweatshirt to reveal her lovely body. Yet, he knew he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. It had been wrong of him to let it get this far. He couldn’t trust himself, but he’d had to see her, wanted to beyond all reason. So now he was here, and she wanted to know more about him. He could see it in her eyes. He’d have to end it now, while there was still a chance to do so.


    Standing, his hand brushed against her thigh, sending electricity through her. Just a brush of the hand was all it took to make her heart race. She feared she’d offended him. Maybe she’d asked too many questions. It would have been better to wait, at least a little while, but she didn’t know if she’d see him again. If he didn’t return to the beach, she’d have no way to find him. He’d never asked for her phone number and by the look on his face, he wasn’t going to ask now either.


    “I have to go,” he said, but not moving.


    Ella hesitated, thoughts racing through her head. The idea of asking for his phone number was out of the question, completely. Yes, she’d talked more to him than she ever did with a stranger. But if he didn’t ask for her number, she certainly couldn’t ask for his. Obviously, if he wanted to talk to her again he’d arrange it, and if he didn’t, she couldn’t force him. Her heart fell at the thought of not seeing him again. If she never saw him again, she didn’t think she could endure it. Was it possible to find your soul mate and lose him so quickly? She hoped that even she couldn’t be that unlucky.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7



    Adam regretted having to leave so abruptly. He’d nearly weakened and asked for her phone number, just so he could call and hear the sound of her voice. He’d resisted, but just barely. The urge to pull her into his arms and kiss her was strong. Leaving quickly was all he could do. There was no other choice. Recalling the look on her face when he’d said, “I enjoyed our talk….I have to get going,” he felt a knife to his heart. Who did he think he was kidding? He wanted her and was willing to cast aside good sense to have her, but he couldn’t damage her in that way. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t.


    Driving home, he nearly hit the guardrail, distracted and driving too fast. Her questions about him lingered, made him raw inside. If only he could be like everyone else, free to reveal intimate details. That was a freedom he didn’t have, never had. No, he wasn’t like others and never had been. Some said it was a gift, and maybe it was, but it didn’t feel that way most of the time. As a child, he’d learned to read very early, which did not go unnoticed. All he could remember was adults focusing on him, pointing at him, and talking about him. He always felt strange, like an outcast.


    Then his father reaped the benefits, found ways to profit from Adam’s genius, or so he called it. A father should love a son, especially in Brazil where family is highly valued. Even in Italy where his father was born, a son was to be loved and honored, as was a father. Still Claudio Bianci, his greedy selfish father, had only seen fit to rape from him everything he could. Love was not part of it, nor was there any sort of father-son relationship. His father had pretended to admire Adam, to admire his talent with numbers and computers, but it was only to manipulate Adam for his own benefit.


    Reading early was only the start. By age seven, Adam began studying college textbooks and by thirteen, he conquered computers. Pulled by his interest, he learned programming, never thinking it unusual until others began to chide him for it. He was a weirdo, a freak, to be lost in computers at such an early age. And worse, to be competent, to understand things he shouldn’t. Various games existed for children to teach them to create their own computer games. His father was more than willing to purchase those, but not for Adam’s pleasure.


    Claudio saw his son’s mind as a commodity. He began to resent even the time Adam spent surfing, seeing it as a distraction from his advancement in the vast field of computer software, a profitable field. Once Adam wrote several games of his own, his father sought the assistance of a family friend, an attorney. Together, they marketed the products and saw immediate success. Dollar signs glowed brightly in Claudio’s eyes, and Adam’s heart ached. Seeking his father’s love, he worked harder, at first wanting to please, but approval was not to be won that easily.


    The more Adam learned, the more his father pressured him. Childhood seemed remote, and Adam’s teens became a grind of never ending demands to do more. Profits fueled his father’s greed. He began to hate his father and for a sensitive young man such as Adam, it was untenable, so Adam came to abhor himself equally with his father. Vowing to be a good son, he worked harder. Still sneaking out to surf every day, he endured his father’s wrath. Even young and without perspective, he instinctively knew surfing was sanity. Without his one and only release, a world away from his father, he wouldn’t have been able to endure the ill treatment.


    As long as he was under age, Adam had no way to fight against the oppression. It made it worse to see the tender affection in his mother’s eyes, knowing that she didn’t agree with the way his father was using him. Serena Bianci was the opposite of Claudio. She was a loving mother, wanting only happiness for her son. Adam’s sister, Fiorella, stood outside the limelight, allowed to blossom in her youth and grow to adulthood without the perversions pushed upon her. She had no particular talent that Claudio could see. Thus, she wasn’t worth his attention. Fiorella was close to her dear mother, Serena, and distant from her coldhearted father. She tried to defend Adam at every opportunity, but being four years younger and a girl, Claudio paid her no heed.


    Arguing in the household ensued, and escalated as Claudio got worse. He even woke Adam up early before school, demanding he create more software products that could be sold in the free market. Frustration reached a peak and finally when Adam was seventeen, his parents divorced. His mother had threatened it many times but in the end, Claudio had done the deed. Considering himself wealthy now, he moved out, arrogant and despicable. His own family was beneath him. He continued to threaten Adam, even as he knew his son would come of age and not have to obey him. He avoided that day in his cowardly way by divorcing his wife, and moving away before Adam’s eighteenth birthday.


    At first, his spirit crushed, Adam found no joy in the development of the computer software he’d once found invigorating. Months passed before he had any initiative. He continued his last months of school in a numb, mindless state. It was only his love for his mother and sister that roused him to life. Claudio had taken everything he could, having no concern for the welfare of his ex-wife or daughter, and definitely not for his son. Having intelligence on his side, Adam retained his own attorney and brilliantly regained control of his empire. Some aspects of the business were out of reach, organizations having been cleverly structured by Claudio so they couldn’t be touched.


    That didn’t bother Adam. Whatever money Claudio clung to, may he choke on it. It was within Adam’s ability to create endless software programs. Revitalized and outside his father’s grasp, Adam’s creativity spilled forth. Before graduating school, he’d already realized profitability from new programs he’d devised. And with his attorney, he’d protected them legally, so his father couldn’t steal them or profit from them. His mother and sister were the reason he did it. Fiorella, who he called little flower because fiorella meant flower in Italian, was now eighteen. She was sweet and pretty, and he adored her.


    From that time forward, he’d supported them. His mother had never worked outside the home, and he didn’t want her to have that burden. Every business expansion was for the two women he loved. With a sour taste in his mouth, he needed to get away from Brazil, as far away from his father as he could. Not that his father had power over him. He was weak against Adam, now that Adam was a man and not the youth that Claudio sought to pervert.


    Only a man with a heart as black as Claudio’s would abuse a child as he had. Reminders were everywhere. The home where Adam lived was a reminder of his father. Even his beloved beach in Brazil reminded him of his father’s refusal to let him have his one pleasure, and of the need to sneak out just to enjoy surfing, his only salvation.


    School had certainly been no reprieve from his suppressed childhood. Adam was endlessly teased by schoolmates. He tried to hide his brilliance, tried to be like everyone else. But word spread. His father had the nerve to come and speak with his teachers, to let them know he was special. There was no hope of blending in, none at all. His father even saw to that.


    Adam was a weirdo. He didn’t play soccer or drool over the girls. He didn’t hang out with kids his age. Though handsome, he was a nerdy brain, and not fit for company. The girls stared at him because he was good looking, but dared not approach him. The threat of being outcast themselves, just for associating with him, was too much.


    He was bullied, kidded, and shunned. His teenage years were destructive. Only his love for Serena and Fiorella carried him through. Otherwise, he might have found one of the high cliffs at the beach he loved so dearly and plunged to his death. Certainly, he’d considered it more than once.


    Turning eighteen and leaving school was liberating. He’d felt as though he’d been let out of prison. But still oppression wasn’t that easy to shake off. He had determined that he was going to leave the country, to go to a place where no one knew him, where he could disappear.


    California seemed the perfect place. He’d be near the beach, and he’d heard the surfing was good. Considering his aptitude with computers, ITT Technical Institute was the obvious choice. So he’d left Brazil, but not before setting up a trust so his family would be cared for. His attorney had structured it for him. He’d continue to fund it from his business profits, which were growing by the month. He’d hired a reputable marketing firm to promote and sell his products, with all final review of contracts going through his trusted attorney.


    College wasn’t bad, and he found that in California he didn’t seem so odd. Other students paid little attention to his talents. At ITT, no one was easily impressed, and that suited Adam. At last, he felt he could blend and get lost in the crowd, and he made every effort to do so.


    The curriculum didn’t challenge him, as he knew most of it. He was self-taught and already successful in the field. The last thing he wanted was to skip college and stand out as a brilliant mind. He knew from experience that being different was emotionally painful, and there were those that would seek to profit by him. His own father had taught him that lesson.


    The women at the institute were bright and lively. The fact that they found him attractive didn’t surprise him, but he found no satisfaction in it. Dating seemed as out of step with his life as other normal activities always had. However, he found he liked sex, and he liked it a certain way. He had his choice of beautiful, intelligent woman willing to accommodate him. And right or wrong, he took them as he wanted. No woman he’d encountered had any trouble acquiescing to him, serving to increase his appetite not sate it.


    But there’d been no personal connection, not really. Sure, he was kind to them, polite even. And always respectful, though his heart was never touched. Not even by Violetta, another part of his painful past.


    No, his heart was never touched - until Ella. He was unable to push her from his mind. He wanted her, and any woman he wanted, he got. That’s how it always went. This time was different. He wanted more, more than he had a right to expect and it would require letting her in, being in touch with the evil that darkened his life.


    As long as his father was alive, he’d never quit harassing him. Adam had been forced to hire guards to prevent his father from entering the home. He’d installed a security system covering the premises of the house where his mother and sister still lived. Video cameras and an alarm system were installed, and he taught his mother how to use them.


    The good things money can buy had not been part of Adam’s life, despite his propensity to create wealth. Greed and avarice reigned instead. Only Adam was changing that, little by little. It was bad enough that his mother and sister had to live in fear. It would be horrible to drag Ella into it, and he couldn’t stay in California forever. He’d have to deal with things back home, and deal with his father, eventually. It was hard for Adam to face what his life had been, what it still was. It was unreasonable to expect Ella to do so.


    Ella was good, and so normal, in a pleasing way. There was nothing devious about her, and she didn’t look at him like he was a weirdo, even when he told her he’d started a business before college. She’d seemed impressed, and that was okay, but it didn’t change how she’d acted around him.


    She’d commented on his expensive surfboard, which he’d bought when he arrived in California. Simply showing her admiration of the exquisite board, without envy, told him much about her. It was a relief to know she wasn’t after his money, not that he minded sharing. However, he knew it skewed one’s view of a relationship. Sometimes he didn’t know if a woman wanted him or wanted his wealth. With Ella, he knew.


    In his disassociation from the usual activities of growing up, he’d found it easy to tap into the emotions of others. Reading them was like a game, and he’d practiced, priding himself in discovering that he was most often right. His mother called him sensitive and maybe he was. Ella enjoyed talking with him, and that came as a surprise. Talking, imagine. Her sincerity was the sexiest thing he’d encountered, and he’d encountered plenty of sexy things. Sex was something familiar to him. The strength of spirit she exhibited was not. He wanted her, he admitted again.


    But he mustn’t. It wasn’t fair to ruin her life along with his. Casual sex was one thing, but he was under no delusion that’s all he wanted with Ella. He wanted her body and soul. The only solution was to stay away, something he’d done poorly over the last week. That had to change.


    He’d been lost in thought during the drive home. Pulling into the driveway, he refocused. He’d been at the beach too often lately and distracted thinking about Ella when he was home. It was time to get lost in work. He needed to catch up and planned to work on new software he’d been developing, knowing it would mentally absorb him. He’d had to escape into his work many times to survive, or surely he’d have gone crazy from his father’s antics. His phone indicated he had messages. Probably his attorney needed to consult or his sales team needed authorizations. Both could wait.


    He grabbed a cold beer from the refrigerator and sat at his computer, waiting for it to boot up. Swigging down the cold liquid, he sighed, enjoying the refreshing taste, and he was already lost in calculations. This new software would be revolutionary. It was the first he’d done because he wanted to, since he was a child. First it was for his father, then to make money to support his mother and sister. This one really interested him. He was creating it just because it intrigued him.


    He liked the challenge and felt the thrill of the solution he’d come up with just last week. He’d woken from a deep sleep with the answer. It still amazed him how the mind worked. It wasn’t the first time he’d resolved complex issues in his sleep. He began working and didn’t stop until it was too dark to continue, never interrupting his work to turn on a light when the afternoon faded, and dusk seeped through the windows.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 8



    Ella was wrestling with her own issues. Seeing Adam at the beach was the highlight of her day, and it went downhill from there. She held close the memory of her hand in his and of his brush against her as he left, but she was concerned about his sudden departure and worried that she might have said the wrong thing. She’d probably blown it with him, and she struggled with what she could do to fix it.


    She was not in the mood to call her mother, but she had to. It was her mother’s birthday, and even though Jeanne Dufort Walker didn’t love her as a mother should, she’d be hurt if Ella didn’t call. There was no way to win. Delay wasn’t out of the question though, so Ella called Kaiyla to see if she could take a break and grab some coffee. Her friend was often better with life situations. Hopefully, she’d have some advice on how to patch it up with Adam. That is, if she ever saw him again.


    Kaiyla was up for coffee, and Ella arrived early at the Starbucks, around the corner from Beach Beauty to wait for her. It was big enough to find a table out of the way, and the staff kept the place clean. The décor was beach-modern, suitable for that neighborhood. She didn’t have to wait long. Kaiyla appeared, a big smile on her face, purse over her shoulder, and held up her hand in greeting. She made her way to the table and leaned over to give Ella a friendly hug.


    “Hey girlfriend,” she said, draping her purse over the back of the chair. “Let me run and get something.”


    Ella watched her stroll up to the barista to order her usual latte, which was ready quickly.


    “Thank you kindly,” Kaiyla said, in true Texas style, lifting her drink from the counter.


    Ella loved her friendliness, and would have envied her, if she wasn’t her best friend. She was a Texas beauty, long blond wavy hair, green eyes, lovely skin, and a sunny personality. Ella had been friends with Kaiyla for a long time, and the relationship had helped her maintain her tenuous grip on sanity more times than she could count. They wore the same size and traded clothes, although Kaiyla was well-endowed, thus not everything fit right on Ella.


    “I like that hairdo,” Ella commented.


    Piles of blond curls were balanced high on Kaiyla’s head, held up somehow. As a beautician, she was always trying out new styles before attempting them on her customers. Plus, she just liked change. In contrast, Ella’s light brown hair hung long and stringy, no matter what efforts she made. It might be time to get her friend’s help with that.


    “Oh, you like this? I just wanted to try something different, some kind of up do,” she replied. “What’s up? You look thoughtful.”


    “That’s a good way to put it,” Ella started. “I saw Adam again.”


    “Oh, the hunk from the beach. What’s new with him?”


    “We talked. We walked and talked.”


    Kaiyla eyed her, waiting for the rest of the story.


    “But I think I annoyed him.”


    “I’m sure you’re imagining it. That’s your lack of confidence talking.”


    “Maybe, but everything seemed fine. He told me a few things about him. You know, I hardly know him, but I want to know everything, so I think I was prying too much. We were talking and then he just said, like out of the blue ‘I have to go’, and that was it.”


    “Or it could be that he really had work to do or something.”


    “No, it was too sudden and the look on his face. Oh, and he said ‘You don’t want to know me’ when I asked a question.”


    “The guy’s got secrets, that’s all. ‘You don’t want to know me’, what else can that mean? I wouldn’t take it personally. He keeps showing up at the beach, doesn’t he?”


    “So far, but he might not if I annoyed him. What would I do then?”


    Kaiyla looked at Ella, and pushed away negative thoughts. Ella was pretty and very smart. She’d been dealt a rough childhood which wasn’t fair, but then life wasn’t fair. Ella was introverted around most people. Not with her, since they’d been friends forever. Since junior high school, Ella had been a bookworm, preferring reading to social interaction. Time after time, Kaiyla had dragged her to parties or out to the movies, only to see the shyness win out. Ella’s father had been domineering, and her mother negligent, just not caring about her daughter. It was a recipe for disaster, and sure enough, Ella struggled with issues of low self-esteem.


    Adam was the first man, since that loser Doug, who had Ella excited. Even with Doug, she’d been involved but not excited. Just the opposite, in fact. She was always morose when she was with Doug, and Kaiyla blanched at the thought of how that turned out, glad it was over. Now Kaiyla needed to say the right thing to encourage Ella, boost her up, so she could keep things going with Adam.


    “That’s the worst possible scenario,” Kaiyla said, knowing directness was always best. “You are imagining the worst, so knock that off. He’s been seeing you at the beach for the past week. There’s nothing you said that could be that bad. Trust me. Everybody has issues, don’t kid yourself. Give him some space. He will come back. I know it. I saw how he looked at you.”


    “You seem so sure,” Ella said, shaking her head. “I wish I was.”


    Kaiyla said, “You wouldn’t be sure if he dropped to his knee and proposed. But that’s you, your issues, not him. You get that don’t you?”


    Ella knew it was true. Being handed rejection so many times had made her expect it. Over and over, her friend had urged her to get beyond it, but she hadn’t been able to. Now there was more at risk. Adam meant a lot to her. He felt like someone she wanted to know, intimately. Her issues couldn’t stand in the way. Kaiyla was right.


    “Okay, enough of that,” Ella pronounced. “He’ll keep coming around. He better.”


    “That’s more like it,” Kaiyla smiled. “I’m meeting Steve later at Abbott’s for a drink. A couple of other friends are going to stop by. Meet us there. It will be fun.”


    “Sure, I probably can. I get off work by five, and I’ll probably need a drink later. I have to call my mom. It’s her birthday, and you know she throws a fit if I forget to call. Which makes no sense, since when I do call it’s like I’m interrupting her busy life.”


    “You will need a drink, more than one, after that. Don’t let her get to you. She fell down on the job as a mother. She’s lucky you still call. I’m not sure why you do.”


    “She’s my mother,” Ella shrugged.


    “You got me there. I can’t imagine never speaking to my mother, but then she’s a world apart from yours. Just don’t let her get to you. You need to have a thick skin. She’s the one who bailed on the mother-daughter relationship, not you.”


    “Yep, so true. Okay, see you later. Gotta run, or I’ll be late to work,” Ella called, gulping the last of her tea and tossing the cup.


    Maybe someday she wouldn’t have to ride the bus. Oh well, there were worse things. Kaiyla threw her an air kiss as she pushed open the door and took off toward the bus stop. She always carried her tablet in her bag, so she could write when she got the chance. It weighed less than two pounds, fortunately, so it wasn’t too heavy to carry. The bus stopped so often, she never tried typing on the trip to work or home. But the bookstore had a patio, so she often hid in the corner to write at lunch, or while waiting for the bus. The ride was short, too far to walk, but it didn’t take long to arrive at Zoe’s. On her lunch break, she’d have to call her mother. She’d delayed as long as she could.


    Cameron had the early shift and was already at work when she arrived. In her rush to clock-in, she barreled through the door and plowed right into him. She backed off and looked up at him.


    “Oh, sorry.”


    He was much taller than she, about five feet, eleven inches. Taking note of his long, shaggy sun-streaked hair that skimmed his shoulders, she noted a look he gave her. The feeling he had a crush on her made her uncomfortable. She was pretty sure that was the look. Expertise with men was lacking for Ella, but it was just the feeling conveyed, the way his eyes looked.


    “Really, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t be in such a rush,” she said, heading off to check in.


    He was nicely dressed. Jeans were allowed, so that was the dress code. He wore a new polo shirt. Powder blue looked good on him.


    “It’s okay Ella,” he said. “No harm done.”


    Ella made it with less than a minute to spare. She’d have to start catching the earlier bus at this rate. Stowing her bag and running her fingers through her hair, she took a deep breath and headed for the sales counter. Zoe, her boss, had just finished with a customer.


    “Hi Ella. It’s busy today so be ready,” she said.


    Zoe was in her mid-forties. She kept her dark brown hair in a straight, chin-length style and had blue eyes. She was attractive and friendly, a good boss to work for. Not taking advantage of the sun enough, her skin was a pale giving the impression that she spent too much time in the store. She was always talking about getting in shape and losing a few pounds, but she looked okay in her gray slacks and print blouse.


    The bookstore had been around longer than she had. Four years before, she’d bought it and changed the name to Zoe’s Books. She was an avid reader, so Ella had that in common with her, and she was a wealth of information for the customers. The store had become quite popular.


    “No problem. I like to be busy,” Ella replied and headed to the front of the store to help a customer.


    She really hoped it stayed busy all day. It was hard to take her mind off Adam, so working hard would be a good thing. Until break, Ella was wrapped up in assisting customers with book choices. The store was also a gift shop, so there were always questions about the items plus gift wrapping to do, a nice touch that Zoe offered her customers. It was a gift shop, after all.


    At lunch, Ella could not put off the call to her mother any longer. Dread swelled in her stomach, and her mood sagged. Better to get it over with. For privacy, she left the store and walked down the sidewalk, preferring her co-workers not hear what she knew wouldn’t be a pleasant conversation.


    As she walked, Ella thought of her mother. She tried to convince herself that she didn’t care, but it wasn’t true. Unfortunately, the fact that Jeanne Dufort Walker was her mother carried some weight. She was French, born in Paris, petite like Ella, but very pretty. Her hazel eyes and shoulder-length hair, the color of butter, caught the eye of any man she passed, and that was part of the problem. Her mother could not resist the flattery from men.


    Ella saw it as a different form of low self-esteem, something she understood. Instead of backing away as Ella was prone to do, Jeanne Dufort Walker relished all male attention, basing her self-worth, it seemed, on the number of male conquests. A sick feeling in the pit of her stomach made Ella stop under a tree, and take a few breaths before calling.


    She tried not to be upset at her mother, and made every effort to love her as she was. But too much damage had been done, and that noble task was not easy. Each time she spoke to her mother, Ella wasn’t sure how she’d react, seeming unable to control the emotions she’d held inside for too long.


    For years, she’d tried to justify her mother’s behavior, make it okay in her mind. Her mother was French. And in the few mother-daughter conversations they’d had, Jeanne Dufort Walker had proudly informed Ella that in France women don’t play the relationship game according to puritan social rules. No, they respect personal choice. If a woman is attracted to someone, she will get physical early.


    Jeanne did not consider kissing to be less sexual than going to bed with a man, nor did she see having sex as a hard-earned prize. There was no such line in her mind. If she wasn’t attracted to a man, then absolutely nothing would happen, ever. And if she was, then both kissing and sex were allowed without inhibition.


    This philosophy was a strain on Ella in her formative years, and she’d figured out being French was her mother’s justification. Her behavior was her own, and it wasn’t fair to the French to blame them. Not that she leaned toward puritan morals, just that her mother took it too far.


    Although Jeanne claimed fidelity for most of the time she was with Carlton Walker, she had gone from man to man when her marriage began to fall apart and had continued to do so ever since. As she likely did before marriage, as well. That was Ella’s guess. Her mother couldn’t seem to help it. To make it worse, her activities with the opposite sex took priority over everything else, except looking beautiful to attract men, which was really the same priority. Her daughters were an annoyance, and at best, interrupted her social activities.


    But Jeanne felt important and demanded that her daughters treat her so. Thus, not calling on her birthday would be a mortal sin. The phone rang and Ella waited.


    “Bonjour.”


    Oh, so now she’s speaking French.


    “Mom, it’s Ella.”


    “Yes, yes. I know.”


    “It’s your birthday. I just called to say Happy Birthday. I hope you’re having a good day.”


    Ella could hear noise in the background and suspected that partying had started early. Her mom did like her wine.


    “Yes, Allan planned a party for me. Isn’t that wonderful? I believe there will be forty guests arriving soon. He’s having it catered, and it’s so lovely here today.”


    Ella knew it was lovely in Laguna. She’d grown up there. Guessing that Allan was the current boyfriend, and preferring not to ask for details, she said, “That’s wonderful, mother.”


    Not really knowing much about her daughter’s life, or caring, Jeanne wasn’t inclined to extend the conversation.


    “I’ve got to run dear, to finish getting dressed.”


    No concern for how Ella was doing, no curiosity about her life, and for sure no words of affection. No wonder Ella had to struggle with relationships.


    “Sure mom. Have a good party. I’ll let you go. I’m at work, anyway.”


    Click. And that was that. Despite expecting the conversation to go just that way and trying to toughen her heart against the coldness of the relationship, Ella was depressed. It hurt, and she still wanted her mother to care about her. She’d have to get beyond it someday.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 9



    The store stayed busy, but Ella didn’t have the energy she’d had earlier. Emotional issues wore her down. At break, she sat on the patio with her soda, wishing for the day to be over. Cameron strolled out, getting some air during the afternoon lull. He hovered until Ella looked over at him.


    “You okay?” he asked. “You look a little down.”


    “I’m that transparent, huh? Yeah, guess I am down. I’ll get over it. Just a call with my mom. Never fun.”


    Cameron was an aspiring photographer; the bookstore was just a temporary job in his mind. He held his hands up and formed them into the shape of a square, like a frame. Squinting, he looked through the frame, using it like a camera lens to focus on Ella.


    “You’re cute when you’re depressed.”


    He was fit, a dedicated jogger, and when he stopped a little to get the right angle for the mock picture, she noticed his tight thighs outlined under his jeans.


    She had to smile.


    “That’s insane. Of course, I’m not. When a person’s depressed, it’s dark and ugly. How can that be cute?” she argued, deflecting his admiration.


    “Don’t know, but you pull it off.”


    “Okay sit, and stop with all the flattery. I can’t take it.”


    Cameron plopped in the chair across from her and continued to stare. He was nice looking with his brown eyes, sun-bleached long hair, and handsome face. Ella thought he was kind of like the boy next door, whatever that was. Yet, his stare was not the boy next door at all.


    “You’re making me uncomfortable.”


    “Sorry. Anyway, I thought maybe you’d want a ride. I happen to be going that way today, so you don’t have to ride the bus.”


    “Sure. Thanks.”


    She wasn’t one to refuse a ride. The bus was a necessity but certainly not a luxury. He’d given her a ride a few times, whenever their shifts meshed and he was headed that way. Since she was supposed to meet Kaiyla and Steve, it would be good to get home early. She chatted with Cameron for the rest of her break, mostly about nothing. He was nice, and she didn’t want to offend him. Really, she liked him. Dating was just out of the question, but she knew he’d ask if she gave him an opening, so she kept it all very casual.


    Mercifully, the day was finally over, and Ella decided to shower before dressing to go out. She’d wear pretty much the same thing she always did, jeans and a T-shirt, but at least she’d be fresh. Maybe she’d put on some makeup. She rarely did because at the beach it wouldn’t make sense, and that’s where she spent most of her time.


    Clean and dry, she dug through her closet for something to wear. She settled on a short top, nicer than just a cotton shirt. Going out for drinks would accommodate a dressier look. The short top was cream with a gold pattern, and she felt attractive wearing it. A quick swipe of makeup, consisting of mascara, blush, and a touch of tinted lip gloss, and she was out the door.


    Abbott’s was within walking distance. Everything was within walking distance in the beach area. In no hurry, she enjoyed the walk, allowing her thoughts to drift to Adam. That wasn’t hard to do. He’s all she thought of most of the time since meeting him. Butterflies raced in her stomach when she thought about whether he’d be at the beach in the morning. She was excited that he might, but feared he wouldn’t.


    The whole situation was putting a strain on her. He’d never asked for her phone number, so that left his feelings toward her open to doubt. So far, she hadn’t been on a date with him or anything, just surfing and a walk on the beach. He could be any guy at the beach the way things were, but he wasn’t. If only, he’d shown some sign that he was interested, really interested.


    Adam was the only bright spot in her life. Work didn’t hold her interest, her fiction writing needed passion she couldn’t muster, and her mother was disappointing. Stopping the mental list, she noted that there was surfing, at least. But now he’d messed that up because every time she went to the beach, she worried about seeing him. Or not. Something needed to change. It really did. If only it worked out with Adam. That would mean everything.


    Drinks with Kaiyla and Steve didn’t perk her up like she’d hoped. Doing her best not to be a drag on everyone else, she failed miserably. Her life had gone flat. The prospects of having it work out with Adam seemed remote. Kaiyla would tell her not to give up so soon, and she’d be right. Yet, it wasn’t that easy.


    “Hey Ella,” Kaiyla kicked her under that table, “have you left us?”


    “Sorry, I drifted. I think I need another drink,” Ella said.


    “Yep, told you that you’d need more than one after a call to your mother. How did that go anyway?”


    “Nothing new. She was focused on getting dressed for her party and has a new boyfriend, Allan. What else is new? She has so many, I can’t keep track,” Ella said morosely.


    “I’m not surprised. It’s been like that for so long. She’s lucky you still call her.”


    “Doubt she feels lucky. Anyway, enough about that.”


    Steve had spotted a friend who he’d gone to talk to, and was returning to sit next to Kaiyla. He approached the table, his jeans and T-shirt clinging just right. Kaiyla had really fallen for him. His green eyes sparkled when he smiled. He was striking, good body, handsome face with a sprinkling of freckles, and the nicest guy. He was attending the University of California at Irvine with the goal of becoming a doctor. Ella thought he had the ideal temperament to care for patients, always calm, reassuring, and friendly.


    “Okay ladies, what did I miss?”


    “Not much. I was just moaning about my sad childhood, that has now followed me into adulthood,” Ella said, trying to cast off the bad feelings. “Tell me something interesting. How’s school?”


    “A lot of work, but it will be worth it. Too much studying and not enough time to see Kaiyla,” he said, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and hugging her to him.


    She looked radiant in the low lights of the bar. Hair and makeup was her specialty, and she always went all out. The smoky eye shadow and mauve lipstick against her flawless skin gave her a dramatic look. And she’d gone trendy, using gel to make her hair poke out, here and there, just so. If Cameron were around, he’d be snapping her picture, just as she was.


    One more beer was all Ella could manage. Steve had suggested a craft beer he’d discovered, and the Belgium white was light and tasty, and went right to her head. It occurred to her that she hadn’t eaten much that day, but didn’t feel hungry. She just wanted to be alone. At least, if she couldn’t be with Adam, she wanted to be alone. Better to leave the love birds by themselves, anyway. They always made her feel welcome, but still…


    “I’m pretty tired. I think I’ll take off,” she announced.


    “So soon? I thought you were going to eat with us,” Kaiyla said. “And you haven’t met our friends. They should be here soon.”


    “Just not hungry, and I’m sorry about not meeting your friends, maybe next time. But it’s been great to see you, Steve. I’ll catch up with you later, Kaiyla,” she said.


    Steve lifted his hand as a goodbye and smiled, unaffected by her departure. Kaiyla frowned, forming creases between her brows, in her otherwise perfect face. She was concerned about Ella, knowing how sensitive she was, and unsure how it would work out with Adam. She hoped he’d turn out to be for real but that remained to be seen, and if he disappeared, she wasn’t sure how Ella would take it.


    “Okay, don’t wait up,” Kaiyla said, knowing Ella had insomnia and would likely be awake no matter what time she got back. And it might not be until the early hours of the morning, since she knew she’d end up at Steve’s later.


    “Just a joke.”


    “Ha ha, I might fake you out and really be asleep when you get home, unless you stay out all night,” she said, glancing over at Steve and smiling. “Don’t stay out past curfew,” she added, an attempt at joking back.


    She’d planned to get a ride home with her friends, but walking was just as good. The night air was pleasant and fresh, in contrast to the slight buzz she felt from the beer. She stopped at a convenience store on the way home and bought a frozen pizza and orange juice, dinner for later.


    Ella had a lot to write in her diary. Things had been building up. She slipped into her pajama bottoms and T-shirt then settled into her comfy chair. Waiting for her tablet to boot up, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a minute. The vision of Adam at the beach, just before he left her, came to mind. She strained to recall his expression exactly, to see if she’d annoyed him. It felt like she had, but his look was more pained than annoyed. That’s what she didn’t understand.


    Oh diary, I hope you can help me. I always feel better when I pour out my thoughts to you. Adam is like quicksilver slipping through my hands. I like him so much. I can tell you that. I never hide anything from you. But I’m so uncertain. He came back to the beach, over and over, to see me. I hoped that’s a sign that he feels the same about me as I do about him. When he left, I found no reassurance that things would go further. He just said he had to go, that’s all. He doesn’t have my phone number, and he didn’t ask if I’d be at the beach tomorrow. I’m feeling kind of sick over it.


    I have no hold on him. He’s made no promises. He hasn’t even touched me, except by accident. His hand brushed against me when he stood up, and my body heated, as much as if he’d pulled me into his arms. That’s all I can think about, is having his arms around me, feeling his skin against mine. I imagine it. I dream of it. Maybe he’s staying away because he knows how I feel and doesn’t want that. I know I’m being over dramatic. After all, I just saw him this morning. But it seems like forever. I can’t stand to be away from him.


    What is it about him? I know he’s gorgeous, better than any of the other guys at the beach. And he has that Italian accent that’s so romantic. But when we talk, something happens. It’s like I’ve known him forever. Yet, I haven’t. I’ve never had that experience before. Not with anyone. Not even Kaiyla. We got to know each other, which was different. And I’ve never had this with another guy. Mostly I don’t go on dates. And when I have, it hasn’t worked out.


    And you know about Doug. I’m not going to talk about that tonight. I’ve told you every disgusting detail, in way too much detail. I know you don’t want to hear it again. He was a mistake, a big mistake. It makes me ill to think of what happened. First, living with my father, the most domineering parent you can imagine. Well, you don’t have to imagine. I wrote it all to you, every day. Then I go right to Doug. Insane. All he did was demean me and make me think less of myself. Am I drawn to that in men? Tell me I’m not because I don’t think I could take that again.


    Adam doesn’t seem like that. He seems nice, but not in a false way. Kaiyla says he has secrets so maybe that’s it. The pain I saw on his face. His secrets. I wish he would tell me. I’d listen. I’d never think badly of him. How could I? I feel like I know him better than any other person. Even though I don’t know him at all I guess. But I’d like to. I’d really like to. I want to know everything about him. Everything. And I want to fall into his embrace and stay there. And I want him to – do things – things I cannot put into words. I just know I want it, worse than anything.


    Ella put her tablet aside and fell face down onto her bed. She buried her face in her pillow and cried. She couldn’t say why exactly. It was everything and nothing. Her heart ached for the man she barely knew. And inside she suffered from the emotional abuses of the past. Her mother’s promiscuity and neglect, magnified by her father’s overbearing authority, had her by the throat, turning her into a specimen of neurosis. Enough on its own, her mental state had been further crushed in an abusive relationship, the details of which she’d never told any person, not even Kaiyla, not everything anyway. Only her diary, who always heard it all.


    Life was unendurably boring, and on the verge of something new, at the same time. A shred of hope balanced precariously on the tenuous prospect of getting together with Adam, which seemed out of reach. So she cried. And cried. For all of it.


    Sleep finally came, the range of emotions finally wearing her out. She woke with a start the next morning and jumped out of bed, afraid she’d be late. Kaiyla’s bedroom door was still open. She must have spent the night at Steve’s. In a mad rush, Ella flew through her routine, slipping on her surfing bikini, adjusting and tightening the elastic against her back to avoid the chance of it coming off in the water. It was late, so she didn’t bother with coffee, just grabbed her board and started toward the beach.


    But he didn’t come. Not that day or the next or the following two days. For five mornings in a row, he wasn’t at the beach.


    Her worst fears were realized. Something had gone wrong, and she’d never see him again. The five agonizing days passed with no sign of him. Her diary knew it all:


    It can’t be true, but it is. He was only a vision. His interest in me was all imagined. I’m heartbroken, and I don’t know if I was ever in love. I just know I don’t want to live without him. I want him near me. I want his touch. Most of all, I want him to talk to me. About everything. And I want to be with him forever. I’m certain.


    With him, there’s hope. Without him, there’s nothing. I’m not trying to be dramatic. It’s how I really feel. And you know I always tell you how I really feel. Life sucks.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 10



    Ella sat in the far corner of the patio at the bookstore, typing on her tablet. She’d made it, mindlessly, through another day. Talking about books, gift wrapping, and sweeping the store could be done in a semi-conscious state, she’d discovered. Zoe had been looking at her oddly, knowing something was up, but Ella didn’t care. She wasn’t sure she’d keep showing up for work. She wasn’t sure she’d keep doing anything.


    She poured her heart out into the new romance she was writing. Heart-wrenching passion and angst filled the pages. If there’s one thing she felt, one thing she understood, it was heartache. Finally her writing had come alive, filled with feeling. It was the only relief she got, putting the desperate need and unbearable longing into her story. She’d tried before to write a romance, but the pages had been listless, just as she had. But no more. The pages hurt, singed by the fire of passion, and the heat of love.


    Noise from the store interrupted her. There was some kind of commotion, not the usual customer chatter. She stopped to listen, just hearing voices, unable to pull meaning from the garbled words. Hearing excitement in Zoe’s tone, she forced herself up from the chair and stepped toward the back door, to peek inside. Her heart stopped beating, literally, before resuming in a rapid staccato.


    Adam stood in the center of the store. It couldn’t be. She closed her eyes, her pulse racing, and opened them again. There he was, a god in jeans and a T-shirt. It struck her that she’d never seen him in anything but swim trunks before. Clothes suited him, taking on a sexy ambiance they wouldn’t have on any other man.


    His golden brown hair was thick, the messy layers begging for her hand to run through them. His smooth bronze tan gave him an elegant sensuality, and his jeans, snug against his muscled thighs, revealed his masculine form. The cream-colored shirt stretched snugly across the width of his chest, the short sleeves straining against his biceps. He looked at Zoe, talking about something, and she saw the depths of his amber eyes. He was magical. He was touchable. And swoon worthy.


    Adam looked at Zoe, his gaze causing her to blush. His presence filled the room and she was anxious to assist him. He kept his words controlled, while blood pumped with fury through his veins. He was so close. He had to see her. The past week had been hell. Never in his life had he wanted to be with someone so badly. He suffered for her, suffered because he had to keep her away from him, from his life. He’d agonize for eternity before he would bring her into the evil he knew he had to face. Ella was untouched by such things. She was pure, though not unmarred.


    Perceptive of the feelings of others, he saw into her heart. She’d been hurt, and he could see it. All the more reason to stay away, to protect her from his life, the life he wished was different. But it wasn’t. He’d convinced himself that he must stay away and believed that he could. Though day by day, it became more difficult to work, to live, to breathe. Burying himself in work was a panacea of sorts, a way to involve his mind so completely that he couldn’t think of her. Even though his body ached for her and visions of holding her in his arms refused to leave his mind. He might have been successful, were it not for sleep.


    Even dreaming of her might have been tolerable, knowing it was a dream, and he would awaken. It was his creativity that was ultimately his undoing. So often in his sleep, he resolved complex programming issues. In the relaxed state of light sleep, especially early in the morning, a solution previously out of reach would pop into view. His eyes would open, and he’d quickly make notes on the notepad he kept by the bed. He’d learned to count on the creativity of his mind coming through for him outside his waking hours, and it had not failed him so far.


    Early that morning he’d woken but, for once, not with the solutions he’d sought. Instead, it was Ella. Wide awake, head on his pillow still warm from sleep, he knew. The future was revealed, not in detail, but in feeling. He was making a mistake. In his conscious effort to steer life’s events to protect Ella, he was hurting her. Complete certainty settled over him. He must be with her. To do otherwise, was to coerce life in an unnatural way. The attraction to her was so strong, so real, and so right, that to shun it was to head for disaster.


    He feared if he did not get to her quickly, something terrible would happen. It already had. He sensed her depression, knew what she was feeling. Since he’d been a young boy, he’d been in touch with the emotions of others, almost like tuning into an emotional radio station with static at first, then a clear message. It was yet another thing that made him weird, made him odd. Ridiculed for his sensitivity, he’d learned not to mention it. But it was impossible to shut it off. The message he got from Ella was clear, loud, and compelling. He’d almost forced events into an unusual pattern, destroying something good.


    Nothing had changed, except one thing. He would have to let Ella into his life. Somehow he’d have to protect her, and he’d just have to figure that out. But he had to see her, had to have her near him, with him. Life had become untenable without her, but more than that, he knew his effort to protect her was harming her and that he could not allow.


    “Where is she?” he said, his tone urgent.


    Zoe went mute, eyes glazed over, weakness in her veins. She just pointed toward the back. Cameron stood behind her, aware of Adam’s intensity, unsure if he should be allowed to see Ella. Something about the scene was disconcerting. Ella witnessed Adam walk toward the back door. Zoe stood riveted to the floor, and Cameron stared aggressively at Adam’s back, watching him walk away, wanting to stop him yet having no real cause.


    The back door opened, and Adam stepped out onto the deck. Seeing Ella, he froze. He hadn’t thought of what he’d say when he saw her. How he’d explain. He’d thought only of getting to her, impatient with any delay.


    Wearing jeans, a beige light-knit sweater, and navy running shoes, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Her long brown hair was in a loose ponytail, and she wore no makeup. She didn’t need any.


    Ella wanted to say something, but her throat closed up. Then he smiled, a glowing, warm smile, and she melted.


    “Want to go somewhere,” he said, the happiest words she’d heard in a week. She nodded.


    “Let me get my stuff.”


    She walked dreamlike to the far corner to retrieve her tablet, stuffed it into her bag, and walked back.


    “How did you find me?” She finally asked.


    “There’s only one Zoe’s Books on Balboa Island. You told me you worked here, so it wasn’t that hard,” he grinned.


    “You’re teasing me,” she chided.


    Stepping inside, Zoe’s eyes were immediately on them.


    “Off for the day?” She asked sweetly.


    “Yes. See you tomorrow,” Ella answered, then realized Adam hadn’t been introduced. “Zoe, this is Adam Bianci… my friend. Adam… Zoe,” she said indicating one to the other with hand gestures.


    Adam surprised them both with a bow.


    “Pleased to meet you. I apologize if I was abrupt earlier. I was just in a bit of a hurry… to see her.”


    Zoe smiled sweetly again, and Ella knew she was smitten. Adam had that effect on women.


    Off to the side of the store Cameron shuffled books, half ignoring them. He glanced over, unable to suppress his curiosity.


    “Cameron,” Ella called. “Did you meet Adam?”


    Cameron raised his hand and said, “Hi,” but did not come over.


    “Okay, well that’s Cameron,” she said, looking up at Adam. “Let’s go.”


    Still at bit rattled at the unexpected sight of Adam, delicious Adam, in the bookstore, Ella felt her legs tremble. She took a deep breath, and Adam opened the door for her. He was so polite. Distracted by his presence, just like that first day on the surfboard, for a second she wasn’t paying attention to what she was doing. Her shoe slipped on the top step, and she lurched forward. Before she could even react, Adam’s strong arm was around her waist, and her body was pressed against him. She stopped, absorbing every second of contact.


    He held her tightly and said, “I’m always saving you.”


    He released his grip, and she held the handrail to look back at him.


    “You’re always making me fall.”


    “Me? What did I do?”


    “You don’t have to do anything. Just being, that’s all you have to do. You make me lose my concentration."


    “I’d say that’s a good thing.”


    “It could be, but not when riding a thirty foot wave or navigating stairs,” she said and smiled wryly.


    Adam pretended to be miffed, but his eyes gleamed. He put his arm around her shoulders and guided her securely down the stairs. Safely on the sidewalk, Ella looked around. She wondered how Adam had gotten to the store, assuming he didn’t ride the bus. He owned a business, after all.


    He stepped to the curb and opened the door of a shiny red Ferrari. She eyed the tan leather seat and he held out his hand, offering to help her inside.


    “That’s your car?” She asked, stunned.


    “It was when I arrived, so yes, I guess so. Would you like to go for a ride?”


    “Okay, so if you’re trying to impress me, it’s working. I’ve never ridden in a car like this.”


    “It’s time you did. Hop in,” he said, and took her hand to assist her.


    Sinking into the soft leather of the seat, she wiggled until she fit just right. Adam shut her door and went around to the driver’s side. The beauty of the car had rendered her speechless again. All she could do was look around with big eyes, admiring what she saw. The view was sweet, especially the driver. Having Adam right next to her was thrilling. She looked at him, and he looked back, both feeling the magnetism.


    Ella looked down and Adam said, “Seatbelt please. This baby goes fast.”


    The powerful engine purred to life, and Adam checked over his shoulder for oncoming traffic before pulling smoothly out onto the road. Music blasted through the state-of-the-art sound system. Ella recognized Kelly Clarkson singing “What Doesn’t Kill You Makes You Stronger,” noting they had similar taste in music. She’d downloaded all her songs to her iPod. Exhilarated by Adam’s presence, the beat of the music, and the sexy ride, she leaned her head against the headrest, letting pleasure take her.


    Adam headed off the island, toward Pacific Coast Highway. The suspension of the car smoothed the road under her, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever want to ride the bus again. The bumps in the road bounced her in a slow motion dance. More like a magic carpet than a car, they glided over the road. The new car smell and the heat of Adam’s body so near, subtly propelled her into a state of arousal, without her being aware of it happening.


    Maybe it started when she’d first seen him talking to Zoe. Or maybe it was when he stepped out on the deck and looked at her. It could be how he watched her walk to get her bag, so they could leave. Better yet, it was his strong arm around her, holding her against him on the stairs.


    Certainly, the sight of his expensive car sent a thrill through her veins. And now, he was so close she could touch him. She wanted to touch him and imagined how sensual it would feel. She could touch him if she wanted to. He was right there. All she needed to do was reach over and put her fingers on his thigh. She could. He was sitting right next to her. Just the knowledge he was with her, inside a speeding vehicle, making it unlikely he would disappear, was exciting beyond belief.


    She couldn’t even conceive that he’d actually sought her out. He’d come to the bookstore to find her. He wanted to see her. Even she could see that. Still she had trouble believing it, and feared she’d wake from the best dream she’d ever had. Warmth spread through her, and she looked over at Adam.


    He wore sunglasses and was the most desirable bachelor she’d ever seen. A rich bachelor, that’s what he had to be. Nobody drove a car like this, unless they were doing very well, but they could be riding in a covered wagon for all she cared. As long as he was beside her, as long as he was with her, she was happy.


    It was like somebody had changed the reel on a movie. The dull, boring part was over, and it had turned into an exciting, blood pounding story. Everything was exciting. Everything was beautiful. And all the depression, the hurt from the past didn’t matter. It didn’t exist. Only now existed. Only he existed.


    Her arousal escalated when he reached over and stroked along her thigh. It was only for a second before he returned to shifting, but that second made her heart pound. She had to look away, or she’d be all over him. She might cause an accident. That would be horrible, as nothing must ever happen to him. She wanted him unharmed, wanted to make him happy, to talk to him, to make love to him. Yes, she had no doubt that’s what she wanted.


    Looking away did no good. She could feel his presence radiating back at her. She looked forward, the ocean scenery speeding by along the road. She relived the feel of her chest against his back when he’d rescued her in the ocean. She felt his arm around her waist, when he saved her on the stairs moments ago.


    Persistent throbbing between her legs forced her to squeeze them together to get some relief. If she were alone, she’d pull down her panties and pleasure herself, thinking of Adam. How many times had she done that since she’d met him? Too many too count. It could never satisfy her. Only he could satisfy her.


    She wanted him to pull down her pants and slide down her panties. She wanted him to touch her in her most private places. There’s nothing she wouldn’t share with him. He could have it all, everything she could give and more. She’d give more than she’d ever known she had to give. Realizing she was breathing in short gasps, she looked over at him.


    He felt her gaze. It was like water in the desert, the only thing that could quench his thirst. His thirst for her was powerful. He’d have to take it slow or he’d consume her. The fire burning inside him would not be put out, every glance fanning the flames. God, she was beautiful. Her soft brown eyes, big and lovely, and long brown hair were that of a woman who wanted to be touched. She wanted him to touch her, he knew it. Then why didn’t he?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 11



    He pulled off the road, the ocean not far off, and cut the engine. A breeze wafted through the partially open windows, causing stray strands of her hair to blow seductively. He let his eyes roam her body, her breasts outlined under the soft sweater, her slender legs giving a sexual note to the jeans she wore. He wanted to reach under the sweater and touch her petal soft skin. He knew her smooth, lightly tan skin would be soft to the touch, warm and soft.


    He was sure she could see the bulge in his pants. There was no way to hide it. He wanted her, had wanted her since the first moment he saw her. He wanted to talk to her, hold her, and make love to her. He’d come this far, gotten past his avoidance. Nothing should stop him, but something was.


    He just wanted to look at her. She was so normal, in a desirable way. Not perverted or self-motivated like the women he’d known. Sure the sex had been good, but without emotion. Brazilian blood pumped through his veins, and he knew emotion would explode if he touched her. Emotion such as he’d only dreamed.


    Savoring the sight of her, her nearness, he didn’t say anything, just looked. How he resisted pulling her into his arms and ripping her clothes off, he couldn’t have said. Just one of those marvels of nature, something one cannot explain, but can only experience. The world fell away and nothing existed but Ella, sweet Ella.


    He reached over and ran his fingertips along her jaw, before he realized he was doing it. She closed her eyes and leaned into his hand. He lifted her chin, and waited until she opened her eyes.


    “I’m so glad to see you,” he whispered.


    Ella stroked lightly along his arm, his fingertips still under her chin.


    “You shouldn’t have waiting so long,” she purred.


    “Painfully long. Now that I have you, I want to take you somewhere, some place romantic. Where shall we go?” He asked.


    If you’d just kiss me that would be enough. But she didn’t say it. Just, “Anywhere. Wherever you want or nowhere. I don’t care.”


    Adam felt like he was in a dream where everything moves slowly, every individual motion visible. He turned and placed his hands on the steering wheel, not believing he hadn’t kissed her. That he still waited. For what? Holding out hope that he wouldn’t have to involve her, after all? Delaying just a few more hours, a few more minutes. Yet, she was with him. As long as she was with him, he was okay.


    “I know a quiet place where we can be alone,” he said, and pulled back out onto the road. If only it was his place, his bedroom, but she knew it wouldn’t be. She could just tell.


    The music blared through the speakers, the sound waves beating against her. Craving touch, any touch, she leaned back and let the music take her. When she opened her eyes, they were in front of a small beach restaurant. The parking lot was fairly empty.


    Inside, it smelled of wood, sand, and surf, as most beach establishments did. It took a couple of minutes for her eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. She slid into a booth, and Adam sat opposite her. Having him across from her would work to her advantage. She’d be able to look at him the entire time, and she planned to do just that. She couldn’t take her eyes off him.


    An older man came to the table and spoke to Adam in Italian.


    “Bon anote,” the man said.


    He was in his fifties and spry. His eyes crinkled when he talked, and clearly, he knew Adam. Replying in Italian, Adam introduced her, as she heard her name – “Ella.”


    The waiter turned to her and bowed politely, letting her know in Italian, it was a pleasure to meet her. “Ella, e ‘un piacere conoscerti,” he said and strode off.


    “I take it you’ve been here before.” Ella said.


    “Yes, often. Whenever I’m in Newport, I try to eat at Demetrio’s Brazil/Italian Gourmet at least once a week, if not more.”


    “Beach restaurants don’t normally serve Brazilian food. I’ve never seen this place.”


    “Demetrio is Italian, also from Brazil. He loves the beach, just like I do. It makes sense that he would pick a beach location for his restaurant.”


    “Yes, it does make sense.”


    “Are you hungry?”


    Ella realized how little she’d eaten over the last week, and it was Adam’s fault, of course. It was impossible to have an appetite, worrying if Adam would ever reappear. And that’s if there was any food in the apartment anyway. She realized she was starving.


    “Yes, I really am,” she smiled.


    “Okay, I can recommend the wood-fire pizza. The chef makes it Brazilian style with guava cheese, not actually cheese, but a fudge-like substance made from the pulp of guavas. And the Chianti is good. You drink wine?”


    “Yes, and the Chianti sounds wonderful right now,” Ella said.


    The owner returned to take their order, and Ella showed her ID to verify she was of age. “I still get a kick out of being able to flash my ID. I just turned twenty-one in February. It’s nice to be legal. It makes life easier.”


    Demetri promptly delivered the chilled Chianti and two glasses, pouring some for each of them. Adam raised his glass and moved it toward Ella’s. She clinked her glass against his.


    “To seeing you again,” he toasted.


    “And you,” she added, mentally pinching herself.


    Here she was in a romantic beach restaurant, drinking Chianti with Adam. Hidden away in the dark recesses of the establishment, quiet Italian music playing in the background, she realized what she already knew. She was in love. Absolutely and completely and forever.


    The pizza was set before them, and Ella’s mouth watered. The aroma of the spices and baked crust wafted up, and she dug into her piece with gusto. The food tasted even better than it smelled, and she wolfed down two slices before taking a breath and looking across at Adam.


    “Very exotic. I think I like Brazilian Italian food.”


    He smiled, enjoying the sight of her enjoying her meal. He calmly put a bite in his mouth, and chewed, taking a sip of wine to wash it down.


    “Glad to see you like it.”


    “Delicious. You have to bring me here again. This food is amazing.”


    They languished over the meal and ordered manjar, a coconut pudding covered with caramel and dried plums, for dessert. Satisfied, Ella leaned back, sipping the espresso Adam had ordered for her.


    “So tell me about your family,” Adam said.


    “That’s a good way to ruin a meal,” Ella chided. “It’s not a pleasant subject.”


    “Your mother, does she live in Newport?” Adam persisted.


    “Close, she still lives in Laguna where I grew up,” Ella replied.


    “You see her often?”


    “Not really. She’s very involved with her life, always has some new boyfriend. She doesn’t have time for me. She never did.”


    “And your father?”


    Ella lagged. She really didn’t want to go into this, but Adam waited with a look that brooked no evasion of the topic.


    “Dead,” she said.


    “Oh, I’m sorry.”


    “Well, it’s horrible to say, but I’m not really.”


    Adam looked inquiringly, not judgmentally, and Ella decided to explain.


    “We didn’t have a good relationship. You see he was an authoritarian. That wasn’t good for me. I was a sensitive child, and his temper crushed me. I tried to be the daughter he wanted me to be, but nothing was ever good enough. I can’t recall him every saying anything flattering about me. It was always something I should do differently or better.


    He’d even say things like, ‘Your mother and I are very disappointed in you.’ Those kinds of admonishments had a way of embedding negativity into the relationship.


    As Kaiyla would say, I have a low self-esteem issue, which I really shouldn’t be telling you, this being our first date and all. But anyway, my father couldn’t seem to behave any other way. I still remember the last conversation I had with him at lunch one day,” Ella said, a knot twisting in her stomach.


    Adam looked at her, wanting to hear the rest.


    Seeing nothing bad in his eyes, Ella continued, “My father was going on about how I should plan to go to college. Any decision I ever made was suspect. He could never trust my judgment or let me lead my own life. So I said, ‘Dad, I have my life. I’m not doing this anymore.’


    And he said, ‘Do what?’ which amazed me that he could pretend to be so clueless.


    So I responded, ‘If you don’t know, then nothing I say will make any difference.


    So of course, I got his usual response, ‘You’re so emotional Ella, and too sensitive. You need to get over it and make something of your life.’


    It was just one too many times, him saying that, so I replied, ‘See Dad, you always make less of me. I know you wish you had only one daughter. I’m not as pretty or pleasant as Julianna, I know, but I am your daughter too,’ and he got angry.”


    Ella felt tears and pressed them back, unwilling to have something that could never be changed affect her. Adam reached across the table, placing his hand over hers.


    “So, how did it end?”


    “That day, I left. He was angry, and I didn’t want to deal with it. I’d had too much of his anger in my life already. I didn’t see him often after that. Months later, he had a heart attack. The doctor said stress at work took its toll, but corporate sales was the only field he was trained in. He’d stayed in it, despite the stress level. I did visit him in the hospital. It looked like he was going to make it, but he didn’t.”


    That day, when he was so weak, he seemed to soften. It was like he knew he was going to die, and deep inside, he wanted to atone for his mistakes. He never said he loved me, but at least that day he was nice, as nice as he ever was. I’m glad I saw him before he passed away as I’d hate it if our last words were the angry words that day I met him for lunch.”


    Adam looked at Ella. Knowing about her relationship with her parents helped him understand the torment he perceived when he looked deep into her eyes. What she described couldn’t be easy for any young girl. It was sad.


    “So, do you see your sister, Julianna?” Adam asked.


    “Not often. I think I will eventually. The situation at home was hard on her, too. She bit her fingernails all the time and had a nervous stomach from our father’s heavy-handed ways. When I left home, she resented me for it, like I abandoned her or something. I see how she could feel that way, but I think she knows she would have done the same if she’d been old enough. She’s in college now. We text, and sometimes we talk. She’ll get over it.”


    Ella felt like she could tell Adam anything. He just listened and didn’t judge her, never seeming to alter his opinion of her no matter what she told him. She could hardly believe she’d told him so much. Yet, she still knew hardly anything about him, except his taste in music and food. However, she knew nothing about his family or his life in Brazil. She sensed this was not the time to ask. She’d have to wait for a better opportunity to pry his secrets out of him.


    By the time they left, it was dark outside. Ella wasn’t sure what was next, unable to predict Adam.


    Before starting the engine, he said, “You have to tell me where you live.”


    Unbelievable. He should just take her to his house. It was killing him. But not yet. Soon, just not yet. There was time, and for now, Ella didn’t have to be a part of his life, his real life. She was part of the life he wanted, and as long as he could, he’d keep the two separate, an exercise in futility. But for these brief moments suspended in time, he would be with her, holding her away to protect her.


    “Oh, where I live.”


    Horror set in, twofold. First because she lived in a tiny postage stamp of an apartment, noting that his car cost more than an entire year of rent… No, make that years of rent, maybe even for the rest of her life… and he was taking her home. That didn’t bode well for the wild sexual encounter she’d hoped for. Her heart sank.


    “Newport. It’s just up the road, walking distance to the beach.”


    Our beach.


    It was a short drive. Katy Perry sang “Last Friday Night,” and they were there. The apartment complex was shabby at best, paint worn away by the saltwater, the concrete steps broken and uneven. She looked over at Adam, but he didn’t seem to notice or didn’t show it anyway. He got out and walked around to open her door for her. She could have opened it herself, but it took longer to wait for him, and she could wait forever before letting him see her apartment. Plus, it isn’t every day a man opens the door for you. In fact, no man ever had before. She could get used to this.


    “Watch your step,” she said to him. “These steps can be treacherous.”


    Adam laughed, “I should hold onto you then… if experience is any teacher.”


    “Hey, I’m not normally clumsy. You throw me off, that’s all.”


    “Exactly,” he said, wrapping his arm around her waist, leading her up the stairs.


    She rattled her key in the door, jiggling the knob to open it, pushing hard against the warped frame. She called inside, “Kaiyla, are you decent? Adam’s with me.”


    “Yeah, come on in. Just out of the shower.”


    Ella stepped inside and motioned for Adam to follow. Emerging from the bedroom in white shorts and a pink shell with her curly blond hair still damp, Kaiyla smiled at Adam.


    “Hey, good to see you again.”


    Her meaning was not lost on Adam. He’d disappeared for days. Being Ella’s roommate, she’d know all about it.


    “You too,” Adam smiled.


    Ella chimed in, “We just ate at the most amazing Italian restaurant. Wait until I tell you about it.”


    Adam didn’t seem to notice the apartment at all. He just watched Ella, noting her animated discourse about the restaurant. He didn’t want to leave, but he had to. “I guess I better go,” he said.


    Both women fell silent.


    “Would you give me your number? I’ll put it in my phone, so I’ll be able to call you,” he said, pulling his phone from his pocket, preparing to input the data.


    Both women smiled. He’d asked for Ella’s number. Kaiyla vanished to the bedroom and shut the door. Ella stood next to Adam, watching him enter her phone number in his contacts, to make sure he got it correctly.


    Awkward silence ensued. Only inches apart, the tension between them was strong. Adam bent down and held Ella’s face in his hands. Looking into her eyes, he smiled a small sexual kind of smile. Leaning in, he kissed her softly on the mouth. As he leaned away, she leaned with him, to keep his lips on hers as long as possible.


    He stepped back, a look on his face that Ella couldn’t read.


    “I’ll call you,” he said, and was out the door.


    Ella stood and stared at the door, as if by doing so she could will him back. If she looked long enough he’d still be there. But he was gone. Again.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 12



    Ella didn’t write in her diary that night for the first time in a very long time. Fully sated from the rich food, red wine, but most of all Adam, she actually slept. Drifting into a peaceful sleep, she reflected on her day. Adam could delight her just by being there, talking, enjoying each other, and with one tender kiss. Other men couldn’t satisfy a woman as much, even with full-on sex. He was everything she wanted and more than she could have ever hoped for.


    Kaiyla’s alarm went off the next morning as usual, and she was in the kitchen first, which was not usual. Ella peeled back the covers and yawned, still drowsy from sleep. Staggering to the bathroom, she threw water on her face, brushed her teeth, and dressed.


    She couldn’t recall what she’d dreamed, but knew she had, leaving an unnamed anxiety shaking her. Today, she was in no hurry knowing Adam wouldn’t be at the beach. He’d mentioned he had to work all day, but he might stop by the beach in the late afternoon tomorrow. That was if he could finish his projects in time. Not much to go on. Maybe he’d call.


    “Steve’s been noticing the new definition in my legs since I’ve been running in the sand,” Kaiyla said, eating a banana, her pre-workout go-to food.


    “So, I guess the beach running program is still on,” Ella replied, swigging her cream-laden coffee and slipping on her flip flops.


    “Yep, sure is.” Kaiyla was wistful for a moment, thinking of Steve. “I miss him,” she said. “He studies so much now though, trying to finish med school that it wouldn’t work to live together. Not that he’s asked me, but you never know. And once he graduates, things should be different. Wouldn’t it be cool if I married a doctor? I mean, I’m crazy about Steve, and well, you know…”


    “I know how Steve feels about you. I can tell when I’m around you guys. He’ll either ask for you to move in or maybe he will even propose.”


    “That would be wonderful. Maybe he will. I hope he does. Okay, we’re off,” Kaiyla said grabbing her sweatshirt and heading for the door. Ella threw her towel over her shoulder, picked up her surfboard and followed. On the way, they chatted more.


    “So what happened with Adam yesterday? I see he brought you home,” Kaiyla said.


    “He showed up at the bookstore. My heart nearly stopped. I had no idea he would do that. Just when I was sure I’d never see him again, he appeared. I can’t explain it. We went to lunch, I told you that part, about the great food. I really like him. He’s so easy to talk to. And that accent he has. I could listen to him talk all day.”


    “So what’s next? Did he ask you out?”


    A knot in Ella’s chest reminded her that nothing was for sure.


    “No. Not yet. At least he finally asked for my number. Maybe he’s shy, but he doesn’t seem shy. Anyway, he said he has a lot of work today, so I won’t see him today or tomorrow. At least I know, so I don’t drive myself crazy afraid I’ll never see him again.”


    “He’s not shy. I can tell. He’s just…. different. Handsome as Hell though,” Kaiyla laughed.


    “Yes, handsome as Hell,” Ella agreed and had to smile.


    Surfing was okay, but the swells weren’t that good since it was so close to summer. Ella escaped to the waves anyway, marveling that Adam was like her own version of a perfect wave, an unforgettable experience that only comes once in a lifetime, if you’re lucky. She only hoped she was lucky enough to keep him.


    Later that day at the bookstore, Ella worked out her new schedule with Zoe. She didn’t like working too early, as that cut into surfing time. They ironed it out. Zoe was used to her preferences. When lunchtime rolled around, Ella went to the hamburger place down the block with Cameron. Since it was slow, Zoe said they may as well both take lunch. It was just a co-worker thing, not a date. Still, Cameron seemed a little too attentive. Perched on the stools in the small establishment, they ate their food in silence at first.


    Sam’s place was crowded most days. He made the best burgers and served thin fries, the way Ella liked them best. She loaded catsup over her fries, and then she started in on her burger. It was inches tall with lettuce, tomato, and pickles, but she didn’t bother cutting it in half, just squeezed it until the edge fit in her mouth. Zoe had asked them to bring back a grilled chicken salad for her, and Ella had it sitting next to her plate. “Be sure to get the dressing on the side,” Zoe had stressed. A new diet, Ella thought. Zoe was always on a new plan but she never seemed to look any different. Ella didn’t think she needed to lose weight, but there was no sense arguing it when Zoe was jazzed about a new program.


    Cameron mentioned his photography, and Ella was interested. He’d gotten a picture published in a magazine recently and was doing some wedding photography. Things were developing, and she was glad for him. The photographs he did were good. She’d seen some of them when he brought them to the store one day. Plus, she saw the one in the magazine. Cameron had talent, and she hoped he’d get his breakthrough soon. He was nearly twenty-four, so it didn’t seem right for him to keep working in a bookstore. Maybe his career would really take off.


    She’d gotten to know him since working at Zoe’s. His parents had divorced when he was a junior in high school, so he had to see them separately on holidays. He loved baseball and jogged to stay in shape. Abbey, his older sister, worked in her husband’s bakery, so Cameron would often bring pastries to the store to share.


    He knew Ella grew up in Laguna, that she liked to surf, read books a lot, and was going to be an author, but she’d never shared anything intimate. He didn’t know much about her family or how she really felt inside. Privacy was something she valued, or maybe it was just her introversion setting the rules. Only Kaiyla knew everything. No one else and she planned to keep it that way.


    Ella realized her mind had wandered, so she hadn’t heard the last thing Cameron had said. “Huh?” She said, trying not to let on that she hadn’t really been listening.


    Cameron repeated, “So, who’s that guy that came in yesterday?”


    She looked up, noting his long, fluffy hair, and nice face. Wearing a tight T-shirt, he looked built. He’d make a good boyfriend for someone, just not her.


    “Just a guy,” she said, brushing it off.


    “He didn’t seem like just a guy. The way he asked for you, well, I could tell you meant something to him.”


    Ella shrugged.


    “And that car…. a new Ferrari. What does the guy do for a living?”


    “Software,” she replied, unwilling to say too much.


    “Must make good money at it,” Cameron said, and the look on his face was one of envy, or she thought it was envy. It was hard to tell the difference between envy and jealousy. He had no reason to be jealous. Ella wasn’t his girlfriend, and they’d never gone out. Nor did she plan to.


    “What about you? Aren’t you dating someone? You mentioned going out last weekend to that concert,” she said to deflect the interest.


    “No one special. I date. Just haven’t found the right girl.” And there was that look on his face again. Ella squirmed in her seat and left the rest of her burger. She finished her coke and wiped her mouth.


    “Thanks for sharing lunch. I gotta get back. I need to do some stuff on the computer before I go back on shift.” And with that, she slid off the stool and left with the to-go salad, leaving Cameron to finish his lunch and think about Adam, who was “just a guy.”


    She took her time getting back to the store, not really needed to do anything on the computer, although she should work on the new romance she was writing. It was developing well, and she credited that with her recent experience with matters of the heart.


    “Ella,” with a wonderful accent, was how Adam said her name. She replayed it in her mind, over and over, from the day before. Always, she’d considered her name ordinary. Not like Julianna, her sister’s name which was so French and so romantic. No, just Ella. Her mother hadn’t even taken the time to give her a middle name, so she was just Ella Walker. When Adam said it though, it didn’t sound ordinary. They way he pronounced it, it sounded like poetry. ‘Ella….Ella,’ she replayed over and over in her mind, his voice as clear as if he were there. Never again, would she think of her name as ordinary.


    The rest of the day went by quickly, and Ella waited on the patio until time to catch the bus. Cameron was already gone, saying he had to meet friends, and wasn’t going her direction. He’d apologized, but she didn’t feel bad about that. Any rides he gave her were a bonus. Certainly, she didn’t expect it.


    She looked out at the ocean in the distance. That was one advantage of working at Zoe’s. It wasn’t far from the water and smelling the salt air was revitalizing. Ella took a drink from her water bottle and opened her tablet. She had an hour, so she should be able to make progress on her novel. It was going quite well. She wasn’t sure if it was happy or sad, or how it would end, but it was a roller-coaster ride. That had to be good. At least, it wouldn’t be boring.


    Typing away, time flew by, and Ella was lost in the moods of her characters. Her creative flow was interrupted when her phone dinged, reminding her to leave for the bus in ten minutes. She saved what she’d written and glanced at email, noting she had a reply from her sister. Julianna was away at school, having chosen San Diego State to get her art degree.


    Things weren’t so good between them. Growing up, they’d been close. Their father’s domineering ways and their mother’s neglect had pushed them together, so for a while they were closer because of it. However, her sister was three years younger and resented that Ella moved out at age eighteen. Realistically, Ella couldn’t imagine staying at home any longer than she had to, so it was reasonable to leave after her eighteenth birthday.


    Julianna didn’t see it that way. Being left behind was intolerable, alone in an uncomfortable household where arguing got worse by the day. As a result, she resented Ella and accused her of abandoning her. A year after Ella left, her parents divorced. Julianna, then sixteen, lived with their mother. Still, she never forgave Ella, having the idea that her life had been permanently damaged by her older sister’s absence. It was true that Ella didn’t visit after she left, not wanting any contact with her father if she could avoid it.


    And Ella knew Carlton Walker, her despicable father, had preferred Julianna, so it seemed to her that her younger sister would do alright without her. Julianna was the pretty one. At five feet, five inches, she was just barely taller than Ella. She had flawless creamy skin, pale sky blue eyes, and honey blond hair that behaved as Ella’s never did. Her long curls fell around her shoulders stylishly, and she dressed in designer outfits. Not that the family had money, but Julianna had a knack for finding them at consignment shops.


    The complete opposite, Ella dressed in jeans or shorts and T-shirts. She spent a good bit of time in a swimsuit at the beach, using her faded sweatshirts as cover-ups. Not any amount of brushing made Ella’s hair shine like her sister’s. As her mother described it, her hair was always tangled or in the worst scenario, stringy. Ella was a bit too thin most of the time, having trouble keeping weight on. Possibly, she didn’t eat enough to fuel her avid surfing. She wasn’t sure. It just worked out that way.


    Ella loved her younger sister, and although she wished she had some of her beauty, she wasn’t riddled with envy. Instead, she resented her parents for preferring one daughter over the other and for not approving of Ella for who she was. Neither parent ever really knew her. Of that, she was sure. Therefore, Julianna’s beauty and femininity was an advantage at home, as it would be in life. Still, her younger sister was a sweet person, always kind and generous. Her spirit was as lovely as her looks.


    Knowing that eventually the bad feelings between them would go away, Ella didn’t press. Just sending an email now and then reminded Julianna that she was not forgotten. College would be a new environment for her. She’d turned eighteen and gone off to San Diego, and Ella was relieved she’d be away from their mother. After all, Jeanne Dufort’s lifestyle was as hard for her to deal with as it had been for Ella, and Julianna had endured it the two years after Ella left home, which was a nightmare for her.


    All the reply from Julianna said was, “I’m doing fine in school, meeting new people. Glad I decided on San Diego. It’s beautiful here. I hope you are doing well in Newport. - Julianna”


    She always used her full name, never a nickname. It was always “Julianna.” At least she’d answered. Sometimes she didn’t. A year or so away from home should make a lot of difference, Ella thought. Give her time. She’s my sister. I know she loves me.


    It was time for the bus, and Ella had to rush, having waited until the last minute. She shut her tablet, stuffed it in her bag, and walked quickly through the store. On her way through she waved at Zoe, not turning to look, just calling, “Bye, see you later.”


    Riding the bus was more objectionable than usual. After being in Adam’s car, it just seemed so pedestrian. She held her bag on her lap and closed her eyes. It was easy to imagine sitting in the seat of the Ferrari, with the soft leather underneath her. She could feel the cool breeze blowing through the partially open windows, and see the ocean flashing by as they sped along. She could feel Adam beside her, his presence, his warmth, and couldn’t wait to see him again. It wouldn’t be soon enough to suit her.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 13



    It was Ella’s day off, so she went to Starbucks to work on her novel. Early morning had included surfing like always. Kaiyla had joined her, still determined to get major results from her beach running. After showering, Ella had some scrambled eggs. She’d actually cooked for both of them and served eggs, toast, and orange juice. Kaiyla had stocked the kitchen with some staples, and they’d split the cost of the groceries.


    Kaiyla went to the salon, and Ella went to the coffee shop. After ordering a green tea latte, she found a table along the wall. She dived into writing, the story developing better than she’d hoped. A couple of hours passed, and her latte was empty. Reaching a good place to take a break, she stood and stretched. Something was nagging at her. That dream, the one she couldn’t recall the details of, still hung around. If only she could remember what it was, but all she got was a feeling of foreboding.


    Sitting back down, she opened her diary document and started a new entry:


    Yesterday was a dream come true. Adam came to the store for me. It was almost like in the movies where the guy comes in and carries the girl away. But it wasn’t really like that. At least he came back. I was near desperation and then he appeared. He didn’t even have my phone number, and I had no way to reach him. Not good.


    It was so hot being in his car, a red Ferrari. What a treat. I have to get some other transportation besides the bus. That’s all there is to it. Riding along the ocean, speeding by in his car, I shut my eyes and imagined him touching me. If only he would. I think he wants to, but I can’t be sure.


    Nobody is like Adam. No one ever has been. I can talk to him, maybe about anything. I told him about my father, which I never talk about with anyone. And he listened. He really seemed to care. I can’t believe I talked about it, but it just seemed right. I find myself telling him things, and it surprises me.


    He’s so sexy. That muscled body and his thick golden hair. I want to shove my hands into it. I want to be near him. And when he kissed me, ever so lightly, it was a thrill. I didn’t want to stop. I wouldn’t have, except he did. I want to be close to him, and that’s new. Normally, I know I’m rather cut off from people, maybe I’m even cold. I have my reasons. You know what they are. Affection doesn’t come easily. I think it must have as a child, but it’s hard to remember, but that was ruined. I didn’t get much affection from my parents, and I haven’t had good experiences with men.


    It’s hard to deal with, and I don’t want it to affect Adam. He’s special. I feel like I can overcome my issues, my past – with him. It means so much to me. I’m afraid if he does go further with me, that I’ll freeze up. It’s possible. I’m not sure how I will deal with it, even as much as I want him. Maybe he knows, and he’s taking it slow for me. He seems very perceptive.


    Or maybe like Kaiyla says, he has secrets. It’s hard to believe they are bad secrets. He’s so nice. It’s just that he keeps disappearing. I want him to stay. I want to see him every day, always, but that might scare him. I’m just not sure, and I’m not sure I can rise above my inhibitions, my low opinion of myself. I have every reason not to. That’s it isn’t it, dear diary. You’ve known it all along.


    I have a list of reasons for being this way. All kinds of reasons to stay crushed and let my self-esteem remain in the toilet. I do. You can’t argue that. There are endless reasons for me to stay this way. Reasons why it’s inevitable and justified.


    But, and this is a big but – there’s only one reason why I shouldn’t. Adam.


    And Adam is more important to me than any of the rest of it. I refuse to buckle. I refuse to give up. I refuse to be nothing but a product of my past. No matter how painful, how hard, I must change. I never had a reason to before. Now I do. Adam is used to sexier women. He must be. I’m sure he has his pick of women.


    Talking to you this way, I see that I have to be what Adam needs. He is holding back. I don’t know if it’s because of his secrets or something about me. I can’t know, for sure. Why did it take so long for him to ask for my number? Why did he leave right after he kissed me? Why won’t he go further with me? Is it me? It must be.


    I do know one thing. He is the sexiest man I’ve ever known and yesterday I just felt so plain next to him, so drab. He looked liked a male model, and there I was in faded jeans and an old sweater. It’s beyond me why he’d be interested in me, but he keeps coming around. Possibly he just wants to be friends. I hope that’s not all because I want more.


    Other women see how gorgeous he is, too. It’s obvious the way they look at him wherever he is. Even Zoe was stammering all over the place when he came in the store. Another woman could steal him from me. Another more attractive, sexy woman. One without all this garbage to overcome. Someone sensual and beautiful.


    I can’t let that happen. I may not have much to work with, but I’ll fight. I promise you I will. No amount of pain will derail me. I see what I must do now. No longer will I be the same dull, boring, plain Ella I’ve been for so long. I’ll be more. I’ll be more for him. I’ll just need Kaiyla’s help.


    A tinge of panic clutched her heart. Shadows of the dream she’d had the night before settled over her. Yes, that was it. She vaguely remembered. In the dream, she’d lost Adam and with that recall the dreaded sense of foreboding returned. There’s no way she was going to let him slip through her fingers, like so much dandelion fluff. Absolutely not. She closed her tablet, and called Kaiyla at work.


    “Hey, listen. I need your help. What time is your last client? Okay, stay there. I’m coming over. I have a plan. It’s important, so please be there.”


    She hung up and started home. It was going to work. It had to.


    At home, she showered quickly and brushed her teeth for five minutes. Lucky, she’d bought some of that toothpaste that claimed to whiten your teeth, leaving a radiant smile. Rinsing with mouthwash, she spit and smiled in the mirror. Maybe it worked, her teeth were sure white. But there was no time to gawk. Minutes were ticking by.


    Standing in Kaiyla’s closet, Ella spotted the dress she was looking for. It was a feminine shift with a fitted bodice. She’d borrowed it once before to attend a wedding and gotten several compliments. It would do. Bending down, she grabbed the beige pumps that went with it. They shared a closet since there was only one in the apartment, but Ella didn’t have many hanging clothes.


    Back in the living room, she dug in the chest in the corner by her bed, finding the lace lingerie her mother had given her for her birthday. She guessed it had been a hint and now it would be perfect. Underwear mattered, just in case. Well, just in case Adam undressed her, which wasn’t likely. But one could hope.


    Tossing a couple of other items in her bag, she raced off to Beach Beauty. If anyone could make her look good, it was Kaiyla. She had a knack for that. The shop bell dinged when Ella entered and looked around for her friend. A couple of other ladies glanced over but didn’t pay much attention.


    “Kaiyla,” she called walked through the shop.


    Sticking her head around the corner, Kaiyla replied, “I’m back here.”


    “So, what’s up?” She asked, looking at Ella holding a big bag.


    “You have to help me,” she said, sitting in the chair opposite Kaiyla and setting her bag on the floor. “I need a makeover, and I need it right now. I’m going to see Adam later today, and I just have to be more of the woman he wants. I’ve got to snap out of it. I can’t keep dressing like I’m twelve years old.”


    Kaiyla grinned. “Oh, this will be fun. What have you got in the bag?”


    “I borrowed your dress, the one I wore to the wedding, and some other stuff. But you have to do something with my hair and makeup, and whatever else you can do.”


    “Sure, here, put on this robe, and we’ll get started. How long do we have?”


    “Two hours max.”


    “He asked you out?”


    “No, he didn’t. But I’m hoping he will. I think he’ll be at the beach later, so this is my chance. I don’t want to lose him Kaiyla. I can’t.”


    “Not much time, but I have some ideas. You just relax and let me work my magic.”


    And so Kaiyla did. Over the next couple of hours, she focused on Ella’s magic makeover. Waxing everywhere, eyebrow shaping, facial, manicure, pedicure, moisturizing, and a few other extras she threw in. Ella’s long hair didn’t present a problem like Ella feared it would. Basically, it just needed a stylish cut and good products to make it behave. A little volumizer and shine spray would work wonders. The makeup Kaiyla applied was understated, so it didn’t overwhelm Ella’s delicate features. Better to enhance than overpower.


    Ella tried to breathe and stay calm through the process, but she was anxious. Questioning whether she could pull this off, she closed her eyes and tried to think about something else. But there was nothing else, only Adam. And she’d never tried alluring a man before. Sure she’d been with men. Some had been interested in her, once in a while. Yet, she’d never tried. That was it. She’d never tried and hadn’t cared before. Pretty bad, she thought. Not now though. She would wow him. What she’d say and how she’d behave, she hadn’t worked out. At least if she looked attractive, it was a start.


    Time edged by, and Ella felt butterflies knowing the moment to confront Adam was approaching. She looked at Kaiyla standing a foot away, smiling at her.


    “What? How do I look? Ella asked, sudden panic gripping her. What if she looked silly? What if nothing could fix her?


    “Well, you’re going to have to smile,” Kaiyla said. “You look like you’re going to an execution.”


    “I’ll smile when I see Adam,” Ella replied. “He better be there, after all this.”


    Kaiyla held out her hand, indicating the mirror for Ella to check out her image. Taking a deep breath, Ella stood and turned to face the mirror. Unable to believe it was her own reflection, she stepped closer, and turned side-to-side for a closer examination.


    Ella’s long hair, cut in elegant layers, fluffed out to twice its normal volume and shone under the overhead lights. Her dress was perfect and still fit. A silver chain with a pearl pendant was a nice touch. The earth tone makeup gave her a soft glow, and her skin tone appeared flawless under the light foundation. Charcoal eye shadow was brushed with such a light touch that it added seductiveness without excessive drama, and the light red glossy lipstick made her lips kissable.


    The dress stopped mid-thigh, showing off her slender, shapely legs. Best of all, the expensive lingerie underneath made Elle feel sexy. The pushup bra did the trick, making the most of her curves.


    Ella hugged Kaiyla, an unusual thing for her to do, but this was life or death.


    “You did it. I can’t believe it. I don’t even recognize myself. Maybe he won’t even know who I am. He’ll think I’m some sexy babe from the beach and ask me out,” Ella laughed.


    “You’re a knockout, hon. He won’t be able to resist you,” she said, and with a flurry, sprayed just a little perfume in the air. The light scent of flowers surrounded Ella, and she grinned.


    “Okay, gotta run. I’ll let you know if this works.”


    Leaving her bag in the shop, clutching a tiny purse with essentials only, Ella started toward the beach. One good thing about the beach area was that everything was close, so walking was the best mode of transportation. Moments before, her confidence had soared when looking in the mirror. Yet the closer she got to the beach, the more nervous she was. Too much was riding on this. The thought that he might not be interested in her, no matter what she wore, tightened her stomach. Bravely, she raised her chin and strode with purpose. Negative thoughts weren’t going to help. He won’t be able to resist me. He won’t.


    Fate had to be on her side. The idea that he wouldn’t show up crossed her mind, but she pushed it aside. Yet he could have called, and he hadn’t. After all, he had her number. It didn’t matter. He’d be there. He just had to be. The beach was just ahead, and she slowed, delaying her arrival and the possibility that she wouldn’t see him.


    Too many times she’d waited at the same beach and been disappointed. This time would be worse, much worse. Unable to endure even the thought of such a thing, she looked over at the peaceful shoreline. The rolling waves of the ocean, tranquil and friendly, calmed her. She felt like it was going to be okay. Things were going to work out.


    Rounding the corner and entering the parking lot, she spotted his car in the far corner near the walkway to the beach. After a sigh of relief that he was really there, she took a deep breath and mustered as much confidence as she could. Even so, a new rage of butterflies fought in her stomach and her mouth was suddenly dry.


    Stepping next to his red car, she gazed out toward the water to see if she could see him. He stood, looking out at the ocean. Wearing beach shorts and a loose shirt, he looked as handsome as ever. His thick, tousled hair blew in the light breeze. Her heart pounded.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 14



    As if knowing she was there, feeling her presence, Adam turned. It took a minute for his eyes to focus, but he spotted her. At first he didn’t move, didn’t smile, didn’t wave, and Ella held her breath. Feeling stupid, standing by his car all dressed up and clearly for his benefit, her cheeks warmed. Regret took hold, and she thought the whole thing was a bad idea.


    At least before, things were okay. He talked to her. She saw him at the beach, sometimes. He’d even gone to the store to see her. But now, what if she pushed too far, made it clear how she felt, and he didn’t return the feeling. Now that she was throwing herself at him, it might ruin everything. The horror of that impacted her fully in the second it took Adam to react.


    He held up his hand in greeting and started walked toward her through the sand. The late afternoon sun glowed on the horizon, giving him a golden glow. Ella stood frozen, one hand on her tiny bag, the other on the hood of the car. Whatever was going to happen was going to happen soon.


    She didn’t start breathing normally again until he stepped in front of her and smiled. He kept smiling, and she looked away, embarrassed. Was he laughing at her or was he pleased? Unable to tell and still fearing the worst, she avoided his gaze.


    He lifted her chin, so she had no choice but to look into his amber eyes. Standing so close, she noticed the variations of color, the amber having some darker streaks. She felt weak with him so near.


    “You are ravishing,” he whispered, and she nearly collapsed with relief. “You’ve captivated me…. there will be consequences.”


    Ella fought for a response but still recovering, only managed a tiny smile. His response impacted her in a good way, and her confidence rose.


    “I had hoped there would be…. consequences,” she finally uttered, unable to conceive that she’d been so direct. Around Adam she was different, saying things she’d never dare say around anyone else.


    Adam’s eyes sparkled and he leaned closer like he might kiss her. Ella instinctively closed her eyes, anxious for his touch.


    “I don’t think you’re dressed for the beach,” he said, and her eyes flew open. “Let’s go somewhere. I’ll have to change first though. I’m underdressed. You don’t mind stopping by my house so I can change do you?” He opened her door and held out his hand to help her in.


    No, she didn’t mind. He was taking her to his house. This was going in the right direction. It was going to work out.


    “Sure, I’d love to see your house,” she answered.


    The Ferrari revved to life, with the harmony and poetic lyrics of a Jewel song echoing around Adam and Ella. For the short ride, the vibrations of the sound system pounded into them. Sinking into the luxury of the leather seat, Ella let the thrill of the ride and beat of the music exhilarate her.


    The scent of expensive leather, new car, and the light floral of her perfume hung in the air, but her olfactory picked up Adam’s pheromones most of all. The warmth of the sun having heated his skin, Adam exuded the light aroma of masculinity and men’s cologne, an erotic mixture.


    Trees flashed by and glimpses of the ocean peeked between the quaint buildings of Corona Del Mar, an exclusive area a bit south of Newport. Ella wondered if that’s where he lived, which wouldn’t be out of the question considering the expensive car he drove.


    Not having to wonder for very long, her eyes widened when he turned into a long drive and headed toward a jaw-dropping ocean front residence. By the size of it, the place could be a small hotel. Staying quiet, she waited for him to say something. Possibly, he was just passing by or showing her the home. It was worth seeing, that was for sure.


    He pulled into the driveway, stopping to give her a moment to view the structure. Ella looked at the home, trying to take it all in, which wasn’t possible. The roof was not like any she’d seen. The pale rose-colored concrete roof flowed in artfully designed curves, covering the expansive home. To the left was a separate two-story garaging facility, and another detached structure, possibly housing for servants. She looked over at Adam, once she could take her eyes off the amazing sight.


    “This is where you live?” She asked, fully expecting there might be some other explanation.


    “Not really. This is my vacation home. I stay here when I’m in Newport, a few months of the year.” He put the car in gear and started toward the massive garage.


    “A vacation home,” Ella said, repeating the foreign concept.


    Adam didn’t reply, just pulled inside the garage, gliding up the ramp to the second level. Stopping on the glossy floor, he killed the engine. He hopped out, went around, and opened the door for Ella. She was amazed. That was the only way to put it.


    She hadn’t always lived in an apartment the size of a shoebox, but she had never lived in a home the size of a small city. In fact, although she’d driven by such homes, she’d never been inside one. The opportunity had never arisen.


    Putting his arm around Ella’s shoulders, Adam guided her to the elevator “lift” as he called it and transported her inside the vacation home. She was acutely aware of his arm around her, causing her to tingle with pleasure. The raw masculinity he exuded captured her focus, more than the impressive home.


    The parquet entry led to a living room, likely one of many, as the home was at least ten times the size of a normal one. One step up, led them to the modern room. The thick carpet was gold with royal blue splashes of color and the long, semi-circular sectional, a paler royal blue.


    Recessed lights dotted the bronze ceiling, and plants adorned the ledges in key locations, but what caught Ella’s eye was the window showcasing the view of the back of the property. It wasn’t exactly a window, more like a glass wall framing the view just beyond. Having always liked the beach view, Ella couldn’t believe her eyes.


    Abundant trees and shrubs created an oasis on the cliff overlooking the ocean. Needing to view it closer, she walked to the window and leaned forward, trying to see the entire panorama. Careful not to touch the spotless glass, she stayed back an inch or so, her eyes searching the scene.


    “Wow,” she said. “Wow, Adam.”


    She turned to find him staring at her, some look on his face that she couldn’t put a name to. He should be thrilled to live here, but he looked worried. Geez, he had nothing to worry about. Ella was the one who should worry. She began to question her judgment, the idea she could rise to his level came under scrutiny.


    He was one class act. Yet he didn’t act haughty, not in the least. Standing there, he looked like he always did, impossibly sexy. He exhibited no arrogance, not a drop.


    Ella smiled. A thought struck her, and she blurted it out, “You are a Brazillionaire.”


    “What?”


    “A Brazillionaire. You are Brazilian. And you are a millionaire.”


    “Billionaire,” he corrected, matter-of-factly.


    Lagging for a second before smiling again, she said,“Okay, billionaire. So, Brazil plus billionaire is Brazillionaire.”


    Her take on the situation brought a welcome lightness to the atmosphere. Adam welcomed the new word she had coined.


    “That fits. I’m always different, so why not. Brazillionaire…. I like it.”


    “You’re very rich,” Ella said as a statement of fact.


    Adam’s face turned dark, like she’d made a critical remark. Yet she hadn’t meant anything by it. That he’d done well in business was obvious, unless he acquired the home dishonestly or was borrowing it. But she knew he hadn’t.


    “I won’t hold it against you,” she said.


    Adam laughed, his deep male laugh, causing her to laugh, too. It was humorous. Being rich was a lofty goal for most. Adam’s reaction told her there was more to his success, secrets about his wealth that he hadn’t told her. However, the upscale home didn’t matter to her. They could be standing in a wooden shack for all she cared. As long as she was with him, she felt good.


    That didn’t mean she couldn’t admire the beauty. His house was a masterpiece of architecture and interior design. Plus he had an ocean view to die for. A shrill tone sounded, and Adam raised his cell phone to see who was calling.


    “Excuse me,” he said, turning away to talk.


    “Ciao Mamma,” he said, and continued to speak to her in Italian.


    Watching Adam speak to his mother, Ella sensed a strain in him, some sort of worry, but she didn’t know him well enough to ask. There would be a chance for her to find out. She’d wait for the right time. The call was short.


    “Ciao,” he ended.


    Apparently, hello and goodbye were the same word in Italian.


    “My mother,” he said in way of explanation. “She’s calling from Brazil. I always take her calls.”


    Punching a button, Adam turned on soft music and said, “Make yourself comfortable while I go and change.”


    She was glad he didn’t offer a tour of the home because she could only take so much opulence at once. Sagging into the plush sofa, she leaned her head back, pressing her knees together, feet splayed out.


    “Take your time. I’ll just luxuriate.”


    Adam stopped by his office, a room as big as the room he’d just left, to check for any urgent matters. He planned to spend the rest of the evening with Ella, so if anything needed attending to it was either now or tomorrow. Checking his computer screen, everything looked okay. No new emails from his staff. Not wanting to leave Ella alone for long, he logged out, and headed toward his master suite.


    This was the first time he’d brought a woman to his vacation place. Always he’d felt different from others, the taunting of his youth never far away. Being brilliant was a blessing, he’d been told. True, but it had its downside. Envy and greed were never far away and though he wished well to others and helped when he could, it was never enough.


    The last thing he wanted was one of his sexual partners getting the wrong idea. Seeing where he lived could initiate thoughts of trapping him into a relationship and not one of the women he’d known was a possibility for a long-term relationship. Sex while it was good, worked. Nothing more. Was he cold-hearted? Maybe. But he’d had to develop protective mechanisms to survive.


    He’d seen what greed could do in his own family, and he didn’t like it. His sexual conquests could take place in a hotel room as easily as anywhere else. Thus, not one of them had visited his home. He did seem like a bit of a hermit, living in a huge residence, all alone. But then, no one knew. Neighbors were too far away to care who came and went. In college, he’d taken care to dress like everyone else and he’d driven one of his other cars, never the Ferrari. It was best not to draw attention.


    Yet, he’d felt safe bringing Ella here. She was not like other women. Her warm, sincere attitude was a breath of fresh air. Joking about his wealth, not a gleam of avarice in her eyes, further sealed what he knew. She wasn’t after his money. Realistically, she hadn’t known he was rich, just meeting him on the beach.


    She didn’t act any differently now, than she had when they’d surfed together or walked along the shore. Brazillionaire indeed. Her invented term pleased him. Most saw him as weird, some kind of genetic oddity, because he was clever enough to create unique software programs and market them. He avoided the word genius, feeling it was just a category. Every person was just what they were. His natural ability with the digital world had been profitable, but there was no reason to swoon over it.


    He was still the same man, no matter his success or lack of it, although no one else saw it that way. Normal was a label that was never attached to him. He was an outcast because he was different. Maybe he was making too much of it, but he thought not.


    Every time he’d tried to blend in, he’d failed utterly. Parties were awkward. He never knew what to talk about and looked weird standing around, looking at people. He’d never developed friendships, the opportunity ripped away from him when he was a child, and he’d never acquired the skill as an adult.


    Nor would he have a clue what to say to other people. What they talked about was beyond him. It seemed boring, and he was sure he was just being his weird self. Nonetheless, it was true, so he ceased to attempt developing relationships. Violetta was the last one, and that was a disaster if there ever was one. Now was not the time to think of her.


    Ella, beautiful Ella, was waiting. Seeing her dressed up had started his heart pounding, and it hadn’t stopped. She was a sensual thing, without a clue that she was. Her big brown eyes and slender figure were just part of the package. What was inside, her true spirit, that’s what made his blood heat.


    The feeling that no man had ever tapped into Ella’s sensuality, excited him. Oh, not that she’d never had sex. He was sure she had, but he could tell that she held her heart in reserve and had no clue about the passion she was capable of.


    He intended to teach her. Still he held back, giving her every chance to escape. Being with him was not the romantic fairytale she might imagine. Once entangled in his life, walking away wouldn’t be so easy, for many reasons. Brazil and what waited for him there, was one of them. For that reason alone, he should never have returned to the beach after that first day. Too late for that; he already had. Not just once, but many times. In a corner of his mind, he harbored the hope that he could protect her, maybe.


    He knew one thing, irrefutably. If she opened her heart to him, allowed him in, he wouldn’t be able to back away. There was something about her that was special. She captivated him, completely, and he wanted her so badly, it was killing him. Just knowing she was in his living room sent heat low in his body, and he was hard inside his shorts.


    The reality of what he wanted from her, what he wanted to do with her, raged inside. He wouldn’t be able to stop if he started. He wouldn’t let her go, of that he was certain. So he bided his time, as painful as that was. Waiting, under the delusion that Ella might suspect what she was getting into and run away. If she did, he would not stop her. But once things started – everything would change.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 15



    Ella looked up when Adam entered the room. His presence was so strong, she felt him before she saw him. She’d kicked off her shoes and buried her toes in the plush carpet. Content to look at the view out of the expansive window and listen to his music selection, she’d waited patiently for him.


    In his narrow beige slacks and cream-colored fitted polo shirt, he was a walking sex symbol. His eyes showed pleasure at finding her, still sitting on the sofa where he’d left her. She watched him walk over, enjoying his masculine stride and drinking in the site of his wide shoulders, his bronzed skin, and square jaw. Everything about him was cut from a perfect mold, so golden, lovable, and sexy as Hell. She wanted him to kiss her.


    But not yet, it seemed. He stopped in front of her, offering his hand to help her stand.


    So polite.


    “Ready?” He asked.


    “Where are we going?”


    “You’ll see.”


    Ella couldn’t imagine a place better than his vacation home but any place where Adam was, she wanted to be, so she stood and walked ahead of him back toward the lift. Toward her future with him, whatever it would be.


    Heading along Pacific Coast Highway, Adam glanced to the right, and seeing the place he was looking for, pulled into the circular drive. The valet opened Ella’s door, and Adam left the keys in the car. It was a wood building with stacked stone on either side of the entryway. Davi’s Restaurant and Wine Bar was classy, the deep reds and brown décor inviting. Adam nodded to the greeter dressed in a white shirt and black slacks who plucked two menus from the podium and motioned for them to follow.


    The greeter indicated a table in the back, quiet and cozy. Adam nodded his consent, and waited for the server to seat Ella before taking his own seat. Glad for the chance to spend time alone, and hoping to get to know Adam better, Ella settled into her chair.


    “You said you like wine, right?”


    “Yes,” Ella said.


    “Red or white?”


    “Both, I mean either.”


    “Okay then.” Adam scanned the wine list, and looked up at the waiter standing attentively beside their table. “We’ll have the 2007 Barolo,” he said.


    “Sound okay?”


    Ella nodded. She was with Adam again, and she liked the feeling. She was so comfortable with him, and at the same time, excited. Hoping he wouldn’t ask about her family again as she’d already said more than she preferred to, she broached the subject of Adam and his life.


    His comment the other day of “you don’t want to know me” did nothing to reduce her interest in him. If anything, it piqued her curiosity. Whatever secrets he had, she intended to find out, if only because secrets might take him away from her. She needed to know what she was dealing with.


    “So, you only stay here a few months of the year?” Ella asked.


    “Now I do. When I was in college, I was there all the time, but I was always working or studying. Unfortunately, I went to a different beach. Otherwise, I might have met you sooner.”


    “What’s it like in Brazil?”


    “It’s a lovely country, and the people are very warm, even to strangers. Not that such was the case in my family,” he said, his face clouding. “I shouldn’t say that. My mother and sister are wonderful women. You’d like them. It’s just my father.”


    Well, it didn’t take much to touch on a painful area in Adam’s life. Ella didn’t have a chance to pursue that. The waiter returned and poured their wine. Adam acknowledged the service and let him know they’d be ordering later.


    “What’s your father like?” She asked.


    “Ella, I know you want to know about me but speaking of my father will only ruin our evening. It’s not something I want to discuss.”


    Her heart went out to see the pained look on his face. She couldn’t imagine what had happened that was so terrible, or maybe she could. Her own father had been bad enough. Feeling the urge to press for details, but not wanting to take the chance he might leave, she took a sip of her wine instead.


    “Good,” she said. “I like this one.”


    “I thought you might. Barola can be quite good.”


    The wine went to her head quickly. She hadn’t eaten much that day. The more red wine she drank the more she relaxed, feeling like she’d known Adam forever. They talked about music, discovering they both liked Pink, Imagine Dragons, and even a few more obscure groups. Adam told her in detail about surfing back home in Brazil. What a thrill that must be. Ella hoped one day she’d experience it with him.


    Thankfully, the food was finally served. Ella had ordered ceviche, red snapper spiced with tomato, jalapeno, and cilantro. Hooked on the blending of flavors, and just plain hungry, she ate bite after delicious bite. Having eaten about half of his grilled swordfish, Adam paused, fork in the air, to tell her more about Brazilian surfing.


    “Florianopolis, down the coast from Rio where I live, has major swells. Peak season is April through October, so the wave quality will be very good right now. In Brazil, we are in the southern hemisphere so water temperatures this time of year can be in the sixties, which the tourists avoid, so the surf is not crowded. It’s the best time.”


    “I’d love to go there,” she said. “I’d probably never come home.”


    Adam looked at her, his gaze both friendly and intimidating, at the same time. Something was on his mind.


    “So, I know about your father. Tell me more about your mother… why is she not more a part of your life?” He asked, needing to know.


    Family was important in Brazil, making it all the more devastating that his father had disrupted theirs. Ella intrigued him, and he wanted to know about her, everything about her.


    “You would ask,” Ella said, feeling a little sick to her stomach.


    She didn’t really want to go into it, about her mom. It had hurt enough over the years, and she’d hoped to move past it. But she knew she hadn’t and wasn’t sure she ever would. Never having discussed the subject with anyone except Kaiyla, she felt awkward. Possibly she could sidestep this topic.


    Across the table, Adam looked at her expectantly. His expression conveyed that he expected her to tell him, and oddly enough, she felt compelled to do just that. She seemed to talk more to him, and more openly, than anyone she’d ever known. The feeling was new, but good, in a scary sort of way.


    “You really want to know, don’t you?”


    “Yes,” Adam affirmed, never averting his eyes, “I do.”


    Stalling, she looked at him a few more seconds before putting her fork down and taking a breath.


    “Okay, but it’s not pleasant.”


    “I can do not pleasant,” he answered, eyes soft.


    “Whew. Well, here goes,” Ella began, and once going, told all without thought of stopping. “My mother, Jeanne Dufort, is French. She’s very pretty and likes men… a lot. Here’s the thing. I don’t think she really wanted to have children. At least not me, anyway.


    She got pregnant at age sixteen, a bit young, and married my father Carlton Walker. It’s just my opinion, but I think he was bad for her. He was controlling and domineering as I told you, and her personality didn’t mesh with that.


    Three years after I was born, she had another daughter, Julianna, my sister. It was all just too much for her. She wasn’t cut out for motherhood. She was always more interested in… ah… how she looked and who admired her.


    The worst part for me is that… ” Ella stopped talking and looked down at her food, not seeing it. Tears welled in her eyes, and she was embarrassed for Adam to see.


    Adam didn’t say a word. His heart wrenched, seeing her hurting. He waited. Ella dabbed her eyes with her napkin, and took another breath.


    “The worst part is that she didn’t want me. She never did. Having a baby at age sixteen ruined her figure and interrupted her lifestyle. And on top of all that, she had to marry Carlton because she was pregnant.


    When I was a child, I used to do things to please her but nothing I did worked. One time I spent my allowance that I’d saved up for months to buy her a necklace for her birthday. I didn’t have much money, and I was very young, about eight years old I think.


    At the drugstore, I saw this shiny silver necklace with huge royal blue gems. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and would be perfect for her, so I bought it. I had no concept that it was cheap jewelry, that the chain wasn’t real silver. I was too young and was just caught by what I saw as beauty, so I wrapped it and was so excited to give it to her.


    She… she… dashed my hopes when she opened it and just tossed it aside. She didn’t like it and didn’t even thank me. I could tell I’d displeased her but never knew why until much later. I just knew that my heart was crushed. You see, I loved my mother. I still do but nothing I could ever do was good enough, at least good enough to make her love me.”


    Ella stopped and looked into Adam’s eyes. She didn’t see sympathy, just understanding. Encouraged, she went on.


    “All my life, I haven’t just felt unloved, I was unloved. She could never find time for me to do things or even talk to me. A few times in my teens I really needed a mother to talk to. One time in particular stands out. I was quite emotional and upset. I’ll skip the details just now, but it had to do with a boy. I went to my mother, started to pour it out to her, and she cut me off with ‘I don’t have time right now,’ and that was always the way. She never had time.


    By the time I was sixteen, the same age she was when I was born, everything got worse. My father worked more, and we hardly saw him. My mother had started going out and drinking frequently. She’d always had her wine at home but the declining relationship with my father left her depressed. She started going out on him. I was the one at home, caring for my sister, and making the meals. My mother was irresponsible and acted more like a teenager than I did.


    On more than one occasion, some strange guy would bring her home, drunk. She’d cry like a baby and tell me she was sorry. It was sad, very sad. I’d take care of her, clean her up, and put her to bed. Yet it was hard for me. My mother became the talk of the neighborhood and embarrassed me. All my friends knew, and they either sneered about it or felt sorry for me. I’m not sure which was worse. But my mother continued to drink. She lost weight and became increasingly vain about her appearance.


    All the while, I took care of my sister as best I could and dealt with my father’s negative attitude. With my mother on one hand, wishing I’d never been born, and him on the other hand making me feel bad about myself on a daily basis, I plunged into depression. I… well… anyway, it wasn’t good for me. The day I turned eighteen, I left. Julianna has never forgiven me for abandoning her. Right or wrong, I had to get out. So I did.


    I’m sorry I’m not the woman you probably hoped I would be. I know I’m neurotic. I tend to be introverted, and as Kaiyla reminds me, I have self-esteem issues. I’m a mess. And I have no idea why I’m telling you all this. It’s ugly and I… ”


    “Because I asked,” Adam cut in. “I want to know about you. I want to know everything. I just… ”


    His eyes darkened, turning deeper amber, and he reached across the table and placed his hand over Ella’s. She couldn’t believe she’d told him all that, and he didn’t escape as fast as he could. Knowing what he was getting had likely destroyed her chances with him. He’d never want a messed up relationship, which is all she’d ever had, all she’d ever known. Deluding herself, meeting Adam had seemed as though fate had intervened. For once, there would be goodness. Now she’d ruined everything. She put her hand over her face, leaning forward on her elbow.


    “Ella… Ella,” Adam said.


    The way he said her name made her heart warm. It made her feel like a different person, a better person. She took her hand from her face, afraid of what she might see in his eyes.


    “You touch me,” he continued. “I’ve known something was haunting you. I could see it in your eyes. Hearing it explains a lot, but it doesn’t make me think differently of you.”


    Ella didn’t move. She couldn’t believe what he was saying.


    “I’ve been sensitive to the emotions of others since I was a child. Childhood friends thought I was odd. They couldn’t understand it. I’m glad you don’t seem to mind. That’s one of the things I like about you. That you don’t react like everyone else. You are… special. It’s a relief for me to know what happened to you, to explain the torment I see in your eyes… sometimes.”


    Did he just say… special? Ella felt as though she’d been carried to a different universe, a universe where people were kind, and cared about each other. But it was a universe of two – Adam and her. That’s all she needed anyway.


    A band played in the background. Music had started during Ella’s story, but she hadn’t noticed it until that moment.


    “Let’s dance,” Adam said, standing and holding out his hand to her.


    “I’m not good at dancing,” Ella replied.


    Adam smiled, a heart-melting gorgeous smile, and said, “I’ll take care of that. I’ll lead, you follow. Easy.”


    Ella stood, and he followed her onto the dance floor. She could feel him behind her and felt so drawn to him. Impossible though it seemed, telling Adam about how she hurt inside had made him more attractive than ever, if that were possible. It was like a bond had been forged between them, a closeness not shared with anyone else.


    Not even concerned that he would betray her, use what he knew to his advantage, she only felt good. She felt good for having told him, and even better that he hadn’t judged her, or even hounded her about her issues or even commented, really. He’d listened, and he’d cared. And that was something foreign to Ella.


    Adam guided her to the dance floor and pulled her into his arms. He didn’t move at first, just held her against him. His warmth surrounded her and she could feel his heartbeat, pressed against him as she was. He smelled of clean sunshine and men’s cologne. He smelled like a man who was outdoors a lot, in the ocean spray and the sun. He smelled masculine and sensual, and she wanted his arms around her forever.


    He gently ran his hand through her hair and pressed her head to his chest. Just that way, he rocked to the music, holding her close. Warmth radiated through her, and a sensation in her heart felt both pleasant and painful. She was completely lost in Adam’s arms, and felt true happiness for the first time ever.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 16



    Ella knew her life had changed. No longer were her days drab, boring, and pointless. She’d heard people say about someone, “He’s the light of my life.” She understood now what they meant because that’s exactly what Adam was – light illuminating her life. The beach was brighter, and she loved her surfboard more. At the bookstore, she was almost cheerful with customers, finding them interesting and not a bother. Even her tiny apartment wasn’t as dank or dark, and she’d emailed Julianna again with an upbeat message about unimportant things like her new hairstyle.


    Dancing with Adam had been an erotic encounter. She’d relived it over and over, feeling his strength and smelling the sheer maleness of him. Swaying to the music in his arms was something she’d never forget. She couldn’t. Her body had tingled from his touch, and her heart swelled at the goodness of him. He’d stroked her hair and pressed his hand to her low back. The heat and wetness of her sex was a delicious feeling, and she wanted him. There was no question she wanted him. Something puzzled her, and she wrote about it in her diary:


    Adam is so sexy. His layered hair is so touchable and gleams with light. His amber eyes make me melt. He’s so handsome, and I want to touch him everywhere. His muscled arms and chest convey male strength, and his lips are made for kissing. I feel weak just looking at him. But he’s more. He’s different. And different in such a good way.


    We talk. We really talk. I feel like I can tell him everything. I already have, mostly. He doesn’t judge me, doesn’t look down at me, or make me feel bad. He only makes me feel good, better than I’ve ever felt. He’s sensitive but strong. I’ve never met anyone like him before.


    But I still don’t know that much about him. He doesn’t want to talk about his father, so it must be really bad. I dread to think what might have happened and wish Adam would tell me. It would never change how I feel about him. It couldn’t. Nothing could.


    Maybe he thinks it will hurt me. Maybe it’s part of the secrets he seems to have. He wants me to tell him everything about me but talks little about his family or his past. I have to find out. Whatever pain he is in, I want to share it. I’m strong. He will see that, and he will open up to me. That would be the best thing.


    He brought me home again, and touched my cheek. Oh, just his fingers trailing along my jaw was so hot. That’s all it took. I’m his, doesn’t he know that? He kissed me again, and it was even better than the first time. I wanted him to keep kissing me and never stop. Long, sweet, sexy kisses. So little of him is so much to me.


    But I admit it to you diary. I know I don’t fool you. I want him. I want to peel his clothes off and touch him everywhere, and I want to give myself to him, like I have never done with anyone before. I hope he wants that, too. His kisses say he does, but he waits. Secrets, oh secrets, may they go away. I need you, Adam. I need you.


    Ella’s attitude flipped from self-deprecation to self-enhancement. Intending to look her best for Adam, she did something she rarely did. She went shopping, and not for faded jeans or baggy sweatshirts. In every store, she found a helpful sales clerk to assist her. Armfuls of items where hung in the dressing room and she tried them on, one after the other, getting the clerk’s input on what flattered her, what made her look too young, too ordinary, or too unsexy.


    She cast aside item after item, settling on only those that the clerk said made her look pretty, sexy, and sophisticated. Yes, that’s what she wanted, a new look, a better look. Carting bags to the bus, it felt like her arms would break. How much did she buy? But she didn’t care. Anything to be what Adam wanted was worth it.


    The night Adam had brought her home after dancing, he’d told her not to expect him at the beach because he would be away on a business trip to Los Angeles. He’d called her from his car, on the way. The drive was a good opportunity to enjoy the Ferrari.


    In the background, Ella could hear Kelly Clarkson belting out “We are all misfits living in a world on fire….” They talked about going to a concert, and more restaurants he wanted to take her to, and anything and everything they talked about was exciting to her. It was exciting that he called, that she was talking to him. The sound of his voice warmed her heart and made her body tingle.


    He had to go to Los Angeles for a meeting. It was important or he wouldn’t go in person, he told her. His attorney had coordinated with a law firm in L.A. to set up the meeting. Ella figured it must be a big deal for all that, but he hadn’t told her details about his business. Just like everything else, he didn’t reveal much. However, even as urgent as the matter was, he had taken the time to call her.


    He called her when he arrived at the hotel and after dinner. He called her at night before going to sleep, and they talked for hours. Ella never ran out of stuff to talk about with Adam. He seemed interested in everything and never seemed bored with her. She didn’t recognize the way she chatted away, no inhibitions, no shyness. They connected, and their relationship grew naturally from their instinctive compatibility. The fact that he called her at every opportunity told Ella he liked her, a lot.


    Actually making an appointment at Beach Body, Ella ordered Kaiyla to do more of what she did before. Liking the soft layers in her hair, she opted for subtle highlights to enhance the look. Then they went to lunch and stopped by a department store, testing various makeup brands until Ella found one that suited her. Kaiyla agreed the products and colors she picked highlighted her features, without overpowering her. All in all, the transformation was going well. The savings she had was depleted a little, but not significantly. It was really easier than she thought to make her life over.


    Yes, make her life over on the outside, but not the inside. Wiping away a lifetime of issues was a bigger challenge. There wasn’t much she could do about that. It occurred to her that she was sick of herself. For so long, she’d let herself be tortured by the past, by things her parents did, that she couldn’t control. Kaiyla put up with her, and she had no doubt about their friendship, but she must get tired of hearing about it. Heck, if Ella was sick of it, everyone else must be too.


    Thus despite the impossibility, she determined to be better, to not be such a downer. She’d make a point to take a brighter look. She posted a quote she liked by Eleanor Roosevelt and determined to read it daily: “Nobody can make you feel inferior without your permission.”


    Although she hoped it would help, she felt her low opinion of her looks, her ability, and everything else about her threatened her peace of mind. With all the strength of character she possessed she decided to wrestle the negative under control. Not yet sure if that battle could be won, she persisted, nevertheless. The goal to be the woman for Adam became paramount to all else.


    Stepping into the bookstore the following day, Ella was confronted with how different her new wardrobe made her look. Entering the employee area to clock in, Cameron spotted her. He did a double take. Whistling and embarrassing the heck out of her, he boldly commented, “You are beautiful.”


    Ella, easily slipping back into her old self, looked away. She didn’t like being the center of attention, and her old jeans-with-sweatshirt wardrobe had successfully pushed her into the background. She witnessed Cameron scan her head-to-toe, approving of her body-hugging white poplin shirt and tan slacks. Saving the best outfits for Adam, she’d picked a more comfortable one for work. The idea was to practice dressing right, figuring it would take a while to feel comfortable in the new clothes. Cameron’s leering wasn’t helping.


    “Okay, I appreciate the compliment, but you’re embarrassing me. Quit gawking,” she teased.


    “Are you still with the guy that…,” he started.


    But Ella cut him off, “Yes, I am.”


    Taking note of how she said that, Cameron knew he couldn’t beat the competition, not then anyway. But he had to try.


    “Well, if you guys ever fall out, I’d love to take you…”


    “Cameron. Stop.”


    Cameron just shrugged and brushed too close to her on his way out to the sales floor. She wished he didn’t have that look on his face. It was going to make it hard to work with him. Deciding to just be casual and try to ignore it, she made her way out the door. If she didn’t make a big deal, maybe he’d cool it.


    All day Ella watched her phone, waiting for Adam to text or call. Distracted, she had a difficult time paying attention to customers. When at last Adam did call, she yelled into the office on her way by, “Zoe, taking my break,” and jogged out to the patio.


    “Hey,” she said.


    “Hey,” Adam said. “I’m done up here, just about to pack up and head back. Can’t wait to see you.”


    “Can’t wait to see you” he just said.


    “Me, too,” she replied. Then impulsively, she added, “Want to go to a party with me tonight? Some friends of Kaiyla’s are getting together, and she invited me only I don’t want to go alone. What I mean is I want to be with you.” She gritted her teeth, not believing she’d been so transparent.


    “Sure, I’ll go with you. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. What time do you get off?”


    “My shift is over at four.”


    “Great, I’ll pick you up.”


    “Sure, in your red car?”


    “Yep, I know how much you like riding the bus so I hope that’s okay.”


    “You’re such a tease,” she bantered. “I’ll be out front. Then everyone here doesn’t have to go crazy over you, especially Zoe. She’s here today.”


    “Crazy over me, huh? I don’t know about that. You’re the only one I want to be crazy over me.”


    Ella’s heart raced. Talking to him did that to her every time, and she’d just invited him to a party. She didn’t even like parties, but with Adam it wouldn’t be a party where she hung out never knowing what to say to anyone. Being with Adam, she’d just talk to him, be with him. The party was just an excuse, really. She couldn’t wait to see him.


    Breathlessly waiting at the front of the store, eyes glued to the window, Ella knew as soon as he pulled up. She stepped out, calling “Bye. See you later,” behind her. The red car glinted in the afternoon sun, and Adam got out, smiling. It was like they hadn’t seen each other for months and even though they’d talked numerous times a day and texted in between, it felt like they had so much to say to each other.


    “Ella,” he said, and she walked toward him, feeling weak with pleasure. His shorts revealed toned thigh muscles, and his cotton shirt bulged at the sleeves around his pumped biceps. Maybe he’d been working out more since she’d seen him, because he sure looked like it.


    He took her bag from her, draping it over his sculpted shoulder, and pulled her into his arms. She wrapped her arms around his waist, leaning her cheek against his hard chest.


    “You can’t go away ever again,” she said. “I miss you too much.”


    “I called you every hour,” he laughed, and leaned back to look at her.


    There was something in his eyes, something new, something good. She realized she was holding her breath and reminded herself to breathe. He cupped her cheek in his hand, his eyes gleaming.


    “You look amazing.”


    Somehow coming from Adam it sounded so right and made her feel wonderful.


    “Thank you.”


    Wasting no time, he ushered her into the car, threw her bag behind her seat, and sped off. Standing on the sidewalk wasn’t his idea of an intimate setting. He wanted her alone, to himself. Well, the party, he’d agreed to go. He wanted to make her happy. Going to a party wouldn’t be his choice, but Ella had seemed excited about it, so he’d go.


    “Stop by my apartment, so I can run up and get a couple things. I don’t want to wear this to the party. I have something else in mind,” she said, and felt a thrill at what she predicted Adam’s reaction would be when he saw her in the new dress.


    She looked out the window so he wouldn’t see the smile on her face, preferring to see his stunned look later. Adam pulled up and kept the engine running with the music cranked up. She’d promised to be fast and in less than ten minutes she was back with a small suitcase, crammed with makeup and the evening’s outfit, complete with the perfect lingerie.


    “Okay, let’s go,” she said, holding the case on her lap.


    Ella hadn’t forgotten how impressive Adam’s home was. Yet, the impact of seeing it was just as much as the first time. He rolled down the drive, into the garaging facility, large enough for a showroom full of cars. Adam had just shrugged when she’d asked if he planned to get more cars or something because the garage was so big.


    “I only need one when I’m here,” he’d said.


    Adam went around and helped with her bag. In the entry, she noted how quiet it was, not a sound. She watched Adam punch in his code to the alarm system to deactivate it.


    “Don’t you have people that work for you? Servants or cooks or maids?”


    Adam laughed.


    “I like my privacy. I’m not much of a servants-kind-of-guy. I do have maids who clean and a caretaker who keeps an eye on the place and a chef, but mostly I eat out. Any other questions?”


    Ella shook her head.


    “Okay, show me where to change.”


    Adam escorted her to one of the several master suites. The space looked untouched, like a picture in a magazine, perfectly decorated but never used. Walking across the deep, maroon-colored carpet, she went straight to the bathroom, which was a whole room. It was longer than it was wide, with tile flooring and polished wood cabinets. It was big enough to live in, forget about the bedroom. The huge tub was the size of a small pool, and there was a separate shower. An open door in one wall led to a walk-in closet the size of her apartment. Behind the tub, she could see the cliffs and the ocean through the wide window.


    Still standing in the doorway watching her, Adam said, “If you need anything, there’s an intercom, just call.”


    Seeing him at the door to the bathroom, such a private setting, she thought of one thing she wanted – Adam. But she tried to quell her quivering at being so close to him, in the privacy of his home.


    “I’ll be fine. I can’t imagine what I could need. This bathroom is amazing. You live like this all the time?” she asked.


    “Pretty much,” he replied in his relaxed manner.


    He pushed a button, and Maroon 5 started playing “Love Somebody.”


    “There’s a volume control here if you want it louder,” Adam said.


    “You have music wired into the bathroom?”


    “Yes, every room, the whole house,” he said, smiling.


    “Okay then, get out so I can get ready.”


    And with that Adam disappeared.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 17



    Stepping out of the enormous master suite, Ella was lost for a second. Sticking her head out, she saw the expanse of the home, doors to various rooms, and an open space that looked like the way to the main part of the house. She turned a corner and saw Adam standing by a wide pine desk. Taking in the room, she noted it must be his home office, even though it was as big as any of the other rooms. Bookcases covered the back wall, all the way to the ceiling, and windows at one end looked out to the ocean view. The thick rust-color carpet matched the masculine décor.


    Adam stood in front of his chair, looking down at his computer screen. He wore a shimmery polo shirt, a pale champagne color that enhanced his natural golden coloring. His hair was gelled, so it was styled instead of the windblown look. His tan pants fit his hips just so, and she looked a little too long at the zipper area, knowing without ever seeing that he was….


    “Ella¸” he said, noticing her.


    Adam walked around the desk, not even bothering to close his email application. Seeing her dressed for the party affected him in a new way. The peach crochet dress gave her a sophisticated air. It stopped mid-thigh, showing her shapely legs, and the bodice revealed a bit of cleavage, a very sensual sight indeed. Her hair was tied in a loose ponytail at the nape of her neck, and she wore a tiny gold chain.


    He wanted to kiss her lovely neck and run his tongue over the tops of her breasts, peaking out of the top of the dress. Wanting to do much more than that, he forced his eyes away from her dress, noticing the gold sandals she wore. Maybe he’d have her keep those on while he – blotting the image from his mind, he managed to speak.


    “Ella, you are a beauty.”


    Ella warmed to hear his words; her pulse quickened. She wasn’t sure she could focus on a party with him looking so amazing. There was something about his coloring, his hair, the subtle bronze of his skin, the champagne color of his clothes, and his brown suede shoes. Golden, that’s how she thought of him, a deliciously golden hunk. She reached out to touch him, before considering what she was doing. Placing her hand on his muscled chest, she felt her skin tingle at the contact.


    Adam placed his hand over hers, touching, just touching. Looking into her eyes, he said softly, “We better go. Because if we stay, I won’t be able to…”


    Placing his hand on her back to guide her, he touched soft, bare skin. The cut-out design in the back of her dress revealed smooth, warm skin. Touching her there seemed so intimate. He’d seen her many times in nothing but a bikini. Yet, the feel of her naked skin was intensely sexy. All he could think about was taking her dress off and touching her everywhere. It was going to be a long party.


    The house on Balboa Island was ideal for entertaining. Two-story and spacious, it had both upstairs and downstairs patios looking out to the beach. Ella leaned her head against the window trying to get a better view. Adam found a spot to park, away from the other cars to avoid accidental dings.


    He took Ella’s hand and they made their way to the door. Music played loudly, and even with the doorbell, no one heard. Ella turned the knob and leaned her head around the door. Spotting Kaiyla, she stepped inside and motioned for Adam to follow. The party was already crowded, and they had to carefully navigate around guests, drinking and chatting, to get across the room.


    “Hey Ella… Adam,” Kaiyla greeted. “Glad you could make it. Isn’t this an awesome house? Wait until you check out the view.” Then she remembered introductions. “Adam, this is Steve, my boyfriend. Steve… Adam.”


    With his arm around Kaiyla and a drink in his other hand, Steve nodded. “Hello….and Hi Ella.”


    Wearing jeans, T-shirt and a blazer, he looked as handsome as ever. His short brown hair was neatly trimmed and his green eyes sparkled when he smiled. Ella thought, as she did every time she saw him, that Kaiyla had made a good choice.


    “So, whose party is this again?” Ella asked.


    She noticed Adam stayed quiet, which was understandable since he didn’t know anyone, and had only met Kaiyla once before. Ella looked around and noted that she didn’t recognize anyone either.


    “Sandi Miller, the salon owner,” Kaiyla said. “When she divorced she got this house and likes to have a party in the spring. We can invite friends. I don’t think you came last year, Ella. See what you missed?”


    Ella was sure she didn’t come. A house with a beach view like this she would remember, and usually she avoided parties. Sweeping them into the kitchen, Kaiyla listed off the drink choices.


    “Beer,” Adam said.


    “Me too,” Ella agreed.


    Retrieving and opening two cold beers from the cooler, Kaiyla handed one to each of them.


    “I’m helping out. Sandi’s the hostess, but it’s a lot for one person, so I came early and helped her set up. If you need anything, let me know.”


    Sandi, an attractive woman in her late thirties, entered and heard Kaiyla’s comment.


    “Thanks for the help. A lot of people are showing up. Should be a good party,” she said, brushing bleached blond hair from her eyes.


    “Sure,” Kaiyla replied. “Meet my good friend, Ella and her boyfriend, Adam.”


    “Good to meet you both,” Sandi grinned, her perfect white teeth gleaming. Her makeup was dramatic, but looked good on her.


    Ella and Adam smiled back, saying “Hi,” suddenly at a loss for what to say next. Conversation didn’t come easy for either of them, except with each other.


    Looking up at Adam, Ella tilted her head to indicate the patio. Taking the hint he put his hand on her low back and followed her out. The warm air of the evening settled around them and the view gave them pause. It was a great view. Ella noticed more than the view, never missing the glances toward Adam. He did look luscious, and his looks were a magnet for every woman in sight. Trying not to be obvious, one woman and then the next, would steal a glance. Holding their gaze toward him just a little longer than necessary was a dead giveaway.


    Ella felt like she had won some sort of prize, while at the same time fighting her natural tendency to feel inadequate. She was so glad she’d chosen the peach dress. She still harbored her fear that she looked plain next to Adam, but when he looked at her all that went away. The way he looked at her made her feel pretty. That piercing look of his made her feel undressed, in good way.


    Picking a table in the far corner of the downstairs patio, they had a close-up view of the beach and the jogging path along the back of the property. The night lights of the city sparkled along the shore and a bright moon lit up the lovely scene. Alone, both began to relax.


    Ella guessed the idea of a party was to mingle, but she’d never been good at that. Idle conversation left her tongue-tied, as she had no idea what people liked to talk about. Rarely, could she interest anyone in discussing surfing. A comment about the swells elicited a nod and then she was left with nothing else to say. Certainly, she wasn’t going to talk about her novel. No one would care anyway, unless she was successful. Since she wasn’t even published yet, that topic of conversation was out.


    Sitting with Adam was different. She sat quietly beside him, enjoying the view, just glad he was with her. That was enough.


    “Hungry?” He said.


    “Kinda,” she replied.


    “Be right back.”


    “Don’t be long.”


    He was gone for a couple of minutes, leaving Ella to breathe in the salty fresh air, and settle into her chair. She glanced up to see Adam step out the back door with two food-filled plates. He didn’t seem to notice the looks when he walked by. Possibly he was used to being stared at. A knot formed in her stomach at the thought of another woman scooping Adam away from her. No one can have him. He’s mine.


    As soon as he set the plates on the table and slid into the chair next to her, those fears went away. Wrapped in the warmth of his presence, nothing else mattered. They were in a world all their own, the best world she could imagine.


    Both were hungrier than they’d thought and ate with fervor, while talking between bites. The catered food was delicious, especially the smoked salmon which they both liked. Ella ate Adam’s bacon wrapped scallop since he didn’t really like it, and he ate her roast beef. Munching on a fancy appetizer, a cracker loaded with goodies, they gulped beer to wash it all down.


    “I’m having a good time,” Ella said, “with you.”


    Adam nodded, “Same… with you.”


    An electric moment passed between them. Adam leaned back in his chair and said, “So can I ask, why you carry your computer with you everywhere? That little one in your bag. Doesn’t seem you’d need to access email on that, when you could do it on your phone.”


    Perceptive as always.


    “You don’t miss anything, do you?” Ella crossed her legs, not missing Adam’s eyes following the motion. “I’m a writer. Well, I will be.”


    “Fiction or non-fiction?”


    “Fiction. A novel.”


    “Hmmm, interesting,” Adam said, his look assessing her. “I already know you’d be good at that.”


    “How do you know that? You don’t even know what I’m writing.”


    “You have depth, and you’re creative.”


    How in the world he could say she had depth was beyond her. No one thought of her as deep. If they thought of her at all, they thought she was ordinary and either dull or ridden with neurosis.


    “And what gives you that idea?”


    “I can see, Ella. You are a unique woman.”


    “Is unique good?”


    “Very good. I’ve never been friends with a woman. My mother and sister don’t count, since they are family. I’ve had plenty of sex but was never compelled to take it further. Shallow relationships don’t interest me. Sex without a relationship can work…. for a while.”


    The conversation had changed course, and Ella shifted in her seat. He was talking about sex. The mention of sex with other women made her hot with envy. It wasn’t fair that another woman had been with him, when she hadn’t. And if she ever did get the chance, she certainly wasn’t going to share him.


    Adam continued, “I feel…. good with you.”


    Ella blushed but refused to look away. Looking into his deep amber eyes, she warmed, heat settling in her belly.


    “What kind of novel are you writing?” Adam asked, still probing.


    “Romance,” Ella replied, feeling foolish.


    A love story was pure fiction for her, and she wondered if that’s why she gravitated to that genre. It was the opposite of everything in her life. With no experience, she’d launched into a full length novel, hoping to publish it, if she ever finished it.


    “Hmmm,” Adam said.


    “What does ‘Hmmm’ mean?” Ella challenged, recovering from her embarrassment and becoming defensive.


    “It means, hmmm, I’d like to read that.”


    “Forget it. It’s not even done yet. And I don’t know if it’s any good. So, we’ll see about you reading it.”


    “It will be good,” he said.


    “And you know this because… ”


    “Because of the passion that simmers inside you.”


    He’d said it like it was the truest statement ever spoken, as if it was so obvious Ella couldn’t counter it. Sometimes Adam was a poet, that was all there was to it. Passion indeed. If he’d just touch me, I’d show him passion.


    “The right man needs to return the passion you are capable of… show you what’s inside your heart,” he added.


    Ella couldn’t respond. Her limbs felt weak and her heart pounded. If he said one more word, she’d rip his clothes off right there on the wooden deck. Seconds ticked by before she was able to speak.


    “And I suppose you are the right man,” she said, not believing she’d said what she was thinking.


    “Yes,” he said, his eyes dark with desire, his jaw tight as though he could barely restrain himself from pulling her into his arms.


    Then, why doesn’t he?


    “Want to get out of here?” He asked.


    “Do you?”


    “Yes. I’m getting annoyed with all the men looking at you in that dress.”


    “Me? You have to be kidding. It’s you everyone is looking at. There’s not a woman within a twenty-foot radius that doesn’t have you on her radar.”


    “You think so, huh?”


    “I know so. And yes, I want to leave, before one of them sparks your interest. There’s too much competition here for my taste.”


    “My thoughts exactly,” he said, with a slow sensual smile.


    “Besides, we make lousy party guests. The only person here, worse at social chitchat than me, is you,” she teased.


    Adam stood and took Ella’s hand, helping her up. Before she could stabilize on the uneven deck surface, he whisked her up into his arms like he was going to carry her over the threshold.


    “Ah,” she screeched, “my purse.”


    He leaned her back toward the table, and she scooped up her satin clutch. Looking into her eyes for a fleeting moment, enough to send her pulse racing, he strode off through the party.


    Passing Kaiyla, Ella held up her hand to get her attention. “Gotta go, tell Sandi thanks.” The music was so loud her friend would have needed to be a lip reader to hear her. But she saw Kaiyla grin, a wide conspiratorial grin, and Ella knew it was okay.


    In Adam’s strong arms, leaned against his chest, Ella was overcome with desire. The simplest things, touching him, talking to him, looking into his eyes, made her want him. Near enough to breathe his male scent and feel his muscles flex as he carried her, she felt faint. She only hoped they were going back to his house because she didn’t think she could stay away from him much longer.


    As if reading her mind, he stopped beside the car, letting her slide down his body until she could stand on her own feet. He lost his hands in her hair and kissed her deeply, his hot mouth covering hers. His long slow kiss was both erotic and tender. Unable to speak, move, or even think, she gazed at him when he pulled back, with only one thought. More…more… please.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 18



    The car hummed and music played low during the ride back to Adam’s home. The ocean looked dark, the shore softly lit with the scattered lights of the city. The leather seat was a soft glove holding Ella as she quivered inside with anticipation. Alone at Adam’s place could only mean one thing, and she’d wanted it for too long now. A throbbing need pulsed through her, and she looked over at Adam’s handsome face. In the dim light from the dashboard, he looked mysterious and desirable, oh so desirable.


    He pulled into the garaging area and killed the engine. The car went silent and dark, illuminated only by the muted overhead lighting. Looking at him, unable to hide how she felt, anxiety riddled her. This would be the first time, being intimate with Adam.


    Wild thoughts that it would be insanely romantic, fueled by their crashing desire, and her fear she might not satisfy him, came together in a mind-bending cacophony. Seeing that she was nervous, Adam reached over and lifted her hand to his lips. With slow, measured movement, he kissed her soft skin, never taking his eyes from hers.


    “You’re with me,” he said, in a deep sexy voice. “Let’s go inside.”


    As if that settled everything, he got out to open her door. His calming words had settled her nerves a bit. Yet, butterflies flitted in her stomach, and she fought her inhibitions.


    Once inside he led her to the kitchen, and tossed his phone on the table. Deep burnt-orange cabinets lined the space under the flecked granite countertops. The area was an informal eating space, with a nook at the end of one counter, and a formal dining room. A polished wood table, large enough for ten, was positioned against a picture window which ran the length of the room. Outside, palm trees and jagged cliffs, silhouetted against the dark blue sky, looked ominous under the pale moon.


    “What a kitchen,” she said.


    “You like it? I don’t use it much, but it is big.” He stopped to look at her, never able to get enough of her natural beauty.


    Women often needed various tricks of makeup and hairstyling to look their best. Ella looked as good at the beach, with no enhancement but a tiny bikini, as she did at that moment in her party dress. The peach-colored fabric clung to her narrow hips, and Adam felt drawn to her like a moth to a flame. Only, he wouldn’t get burned, but she might.


    In the far corner on a soft mat, Ella spotted his surfboard.


    “This board,” she said, walking over to slide her hand over the smooth surface, “is not like any I’ve ever seen.” She admired the smooth grain and color variations of the pale brown wood.


    “Yes, it’s custom. The layers of paulownia wood, a straight-grained wood used in Japan, are laminated over a mold, as fiberglass is layered on the hull of a ship. The technique makes the board thinner and faster. I had it crafted to my specifications.”


    “It’s a work of art,” Ella said, still letting her fingers slide over the waxed, glossy board. The graceful striations of the wood grain ran the length of the board. The lighter and darker tones decorated the precious wood with varying colors, the wood being its own art.


    “And it rides like no other. It’s longer and heavier for a faster ride,” Adam added.


    Ella could see it was at least twelve feet long and knew she’d never ride it. For her size, she needed something much smaller. The stunning board was just right for Adam, and he rode it with ease. She’d seen him do it many times now. He stood next to her, and she looked at his bulging biceps under his short sleeves. Yes, he was certainly strong enough to ride that board and strong enough for other things. Ella bit her lower lip at the thought and moved toward the main kitchen area. Nearness to Adam was becoming unendurable, in a pleasant yet painful way.


    “Champagne?” He asked.


    “Sure, you have some? She replied.


    “I have anything you want. I keep everything well stocked around here.”


    He went around the corner and opened the door to another room. Following, she stopped at the doorway, feeling the cooler temperature inside the room. Adam flipped a switch, casting a yellow light in his wine cellar. Stone and wood decorated the space, and along one side were glass-front wine refrigerators. A mural of a vineyard on the left wall added character to the room.


    “You should have parties,” she said, then realized how ridiculous that was.


    “Uh, yeah,” Adam smiled. “I’d be real good at that, wouldn’t I? I think I’ll just party with you. How’s that for an idea?”


    “I’m in. What kind of champagne have you got?”


    Adam rattled off a number of options, none of which meant anything to Ella.


    “You pick,” she said.


    “Let’s go outdoors,” Adam said, after popping the cork on the elegant bottle he chose. “Here, you carry our glasses,” he said, picking up the champagne bucket filled with ice in one hand and the bottle of bubbly liquid in the other.


    There was a private area out in back, sculpted with rock and plants to look like a seascape. Ella saw two swimming pools, plus a waterfall pouring down over a designer cliff. A grassy area surrounded one of the pools and rows of tiny lights along the walkways illuminated the grounds. Adam put the champagne on a wooden table and took the glasses from Ella. He picked up a remote from the table and clicked on some music, keeping the volume low.


    “Music at your fingertips,” he said, “the way I like it.”


    “I loved the music in the bathroom when I was getting dressed.”


    “Thought you would,” he said, watching Ella sit down and take off her strappy shoes to dig her bare feet into the grass. She was going to be his undoing, he had no doubt, feeling the urge to press his lips to her slender feet and work his way up from there.


    Following her lead, he removed his shoes and socks to rub the soles of his feet across the cool grass, the gesture unendingly sexy to Ella. Sipping the delicious champagne, they listened to music and the tumble of the waterfall. The night was peaceful and pleasant, the scene elegant. Yet the air was tense with anticipation. Excitement, mixed with the newness of it all, had them both quiet. But not for long.


    Adam leaned forward, placing his strong forearms on the table, and gazed at Ella. Sensing her thoughts but unable to put words to them, he asked, “So, beautiful Ella, what were you so nervous about in the car? And it’s not because I intend to ravish you. It’s something else, and you must tell me.”


    His directness caught her off guard, and Ella panicked. Could he really read her that well? He seemed to absorb her every thought from the air, picking out the emotion, and wanting to know about it. It was uncanny. But even with Adam, there were some subjects best avoided. Especially with Adam.


    Ella took a sip of her champagne, stalling, unsure if he could be put off.


    “What’s hurting you, Ella?”


    Ah, now this. He was killing her with his intent to know all about her. Why couldn’t he see that she wasn’t that interesting, like everyone else did?


    His eyes pierced straight to her heart and feelings she thought she’d put aside came rushing back. Tears welled in her eyes, not what she wanted at that moment. It was too late. He’d touched a nerve and the pain in her heart had come alive. There was no going back. She thought to run away, but not from Adam. She couldn’t. Being with Adam was everything, and she’d never leave him, no matter how painful.


    He waited.


    “I… don’t want to talk about it.”


    “I want to know. You can tell me. I don’t want our intimacy soured for you by something from your past. I want all of you Ella. Let me be clear about that. I cannot allow a part of you to remain tortured, held away from me.”


    Did he just say that? She’d never been so moved. Ever. This man, this impossibly gorgeous man, was impossibly caring as well. Unsure she was up to it, still she balked, looking off toward the house. Never in her life had she been truly close to any man. Raised without much affection, she found the prospect of giving so intimately, terrifying.


    “Open your heart to me, Ella. Please.”


    That did it. No matter how difficult, she must try. She had to, so she began to tell him the one thing she hadn’t wanted to. It was bad enough talking about her father or her mother. But this. This could be the end. He’d see what she really was, and the thought of how he would view her was unbearable. Yet there was no escaping. She was convinced he’d persist until she told him.


    “I was almost nineteen,” she said. “I had moved away from home, but I was still in touch with my family. My mother, wanting me to be more social, coerced me to a party. Really, she wanted me to find a boyfriend, worried that I’d become some sort of spinster, if there is such a status in this age. Remember that she was only sixteen when she had me. So when I turned nineteen, she would be thirty-five, still very young.


    At the party, she seemed to want to show me off, although I’m not sure why. It was like I was some sort of trinket or something. The way she said, ‘This is my daughter,’ had a tone of conceit. Only later did I begin to see. She looked beautiful and craved compliments. One of the most flattering comments others made was, ‘You are too young to have a grown daughter.’ Oh, the way she laughed, as if to brush it off. But I heard it over and over, until it made me sick. It was an attestation of her youth.


    She introduced me to her friends, whose names I forgot the second I walked away. I didn’t want to be there. I had to escape. One man she’d introduced as Doug offered me a drink and I accepted, more out of a sense of politeness than anything else. When I’d had my fill of the party, I told my mother I was leaving.


    ‘But why?’ my mother said. ‘The party’s just starting.’


    I was just as upset by my reaction to her, despising my own mother, as I was over her antics. I fled and Doug followed. I didn’t know he was there at first, but when I stopped at my car, I was sobbing.


    He was nice, or so he seemed then. Feigning concern for me, he suggested coffee. I refused but he insisted. Overemotional and not clear-headed, I gave in. Doug Stetson was twenty-eight at the time, halfway between my mother’s age and mine. He was too old for me and too young for her, but somehow his proffered kindness fooled me. I didn’t see his real personality until later. Much later.


    We ended up moving in together, and I stayed with him for nearly a year.”


    Ella stopped for a moment, questioning whether she should continue. Noting Adam’s expression, she forged ahead.


    “It was a miserable time for me. I’d left home not long before to escape my domineering father, only to move in with a man, that if he wasn’t the image of him already, would be. Doug was attractive enough, medium build, brown hair, and brown eyes. But I began to see his eyes as squinty and his lips as thin and disapproving. He behaved as he wished, and his appearance became a bit scruffy. He had slanted eyebrows and a wide nose.


    I became aware of those physical attributes following month after month of verbal assaults. He didn’t look so attractive to me anymore. He sought to manipulate and control me. I see that now. With his subtle inferences that I didn’t look good enough, that I should dress differently, that I was…. stupid. Or in lighter moments that I was mistaken, thinking wrong. He laughed at the idea that I could be an author, and he abhorred my constant surfing. The steady stream of criticism, demeaning of everything about me, wore me down. I became depressed and exhausted. I didn’t even think I had the energy to leave.


    Sex was…enforced, barely tolerable, and got worse. I couldn’t stand for him to touch me. His rough ministrations made my skin crawl. And one day I thought of… ”


    Ella choked up and had to stop for a moment. She took a sip of her champagne, relishing the cool liquid on her tight throat.


    “One day I felt like killing him. I wanted to. In my mind, I even plotted ways to do it. And that terrified me. The blackness of the situation descended upon me, and I nearly lost it. Except one day Kaiyla stopped by to see me. I hadn’t been taking her calls, and she decided to just drop by. She took one look at me and a look of horror came over her features. I can only imagine how I must have looked to her.


    I’d lost weight, which I couldn’t afford to lose. Too thin, disheveled, not taking care of my appearance, and with a look of gloom, I must have looked a sight. I looked better prepared to star in a horror movie than go to lunch with Kaiyla as she had planned.


    My best friend forever, she took one look at me and went into action. She put me in her car, where I sat and stared at nothing. Filling a suitcase with as many of my things as she could, she drove me to her place. She’d been living with some friends. That’s before we got the apartment together, where we are now.


    Well, as you can imagine, I didn’t go back to Doug. He tried to pressure me, but Kaiyla would have none of it, and I never wanted to see him again. As the months passed, I regained strength. Surfing was really what saved me. It’s always what saved me. I ate better in order to ride the waves I loved, and I began to recover. Oh, I still have issues, believe me.


    But….that’s not the end.”


    Ella looked over at Adam, who looked back, unblinking. This was it, the most disgusting part. This part she hadn’t even told Kaiyla. She wished she didn’t even know.


    “Remember I told you my mother liked men…. that she seemed to be with a new one every few months….


    Well, Doug quit pestering me after a few weeks. He found a new woman to be with…. my mother,” Ella said with disgust. “It’s bad enough how he treated me but to think that she took him in, took him into her bed, out of vanity. I know that’s why.


    He’s no great catch. It was because she could sleep with her own daughter’s ex-boyfriend. She wasn’t old. She wasn’t a woman in her thirties. No, her boyfriend was closer to her daughter’s age, and in some perverted part of her mind, she wanted to take that boyfriend for her own.”


    Ella didn’t say anything more. She was too disgusted to even cry. Hardened to her mother’s nature, the constant neglect, still it was a tough thing to deal with – the fact that Doug hooked up with her mother when Ella dumped him. And now Adam knew it all. There was nothing more to know.


    He knew the whole, ugly truth. She wasn’t the woman he’d thought. Tainted by her past, she would never be the woman for him. Waiting for his reaction, fear gnawed inside her at the knowledge it was over. Over with Adam before they ever really got started. He’d never want her now.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 19



    Adam placed his hand over Ella’s on the table.


    “So she’s still with him?”


    “Oh no,” Ella laughed coming close to hysteria. “She dumped him too, after a few months.”


    Adam lifted Ella’s chin, looking into her big brown eyes. “And you think this story changes how I feel about you?”


    Ella didn’t answer, wondering how exactly he did feel about her. And yes, that’s exactly what she thought.


    “You have a pure heart, Ella,” he said, seeing a tear roll down her cheek. “You have been abused…. emotionally ….by your father, by your mother, and worst of all probably, by this man, Doug. But as I look at you now, I see only strength, the strength of your character, of what’s inside you. They couldn’t destroy the beauty in you, despite their efforts. What they did to you…. makes me feel raw inside. I’m angered. But not at you. At them.” He stopped, letting her get used to the idea.


    “You have been abused. You think in some way that taints you, makes you less of a woman. No, that could never happen. If you think their blackness has marred you permanently, made you unfit for intimacy, then you are wrong.”


    The weight of all that had happened pressed down on Ella, everything she’d tried to forget, to put in a box that could never be opened, resurfaced full force. She began to cry and couldn’t stop. Adam stood, holding her in his arms, letting the tears flow. Knowing at last that her heart could be his, he was happy, even while his blood boiled at the cruelty she’d been a victim of.


    He knew about emotional abuse. That’s one thing he did know all too well. Any of the despicable people in Ella’s life paled compared to the evil of his father, but Ella didn’t need to know about that. Not right then.


    “I’m sorry,” Ella said, once she stopped crying. “You shouldn’t have had to see that.”


    “Don’t be sorry. I understand now. It’s okay,” he said, holding her hand and walking back to the house.


    The most prevalent thought on her mind was that he was holding her hand. It was the first time. The gesture was warm and caring, and it turned her on. What she’d just told him seemed to fade into the background. His presence was everything. Feeling emotion radiate from him, though his strong hand holding hers, she knew he wanted her. It felt different now, better. And the reassurance that it might work out with Adam buoyed her above the sadness, because now was all that mattered. He was all that mattered.


    Once inside in the light, she noticed she’d ruined his shirt. Her mascara had run and was smeared across the fabric.


    “I ruined your shirt,” she said.


    “I don’t care about the shirt. I have others.”


    “Where’s the bathroom I was in earlier. I need to clean up, and I’m lost in here. I need a map,” Ella kidded, trying to lighten the mood.


    Adam pointed toward a hallway. “Right back there. I’ll go change and meet you back here, but leave that dress on. I want to be the one to take it off of you.”


    His statement shook her. He intended to take the dress off of her. He’d said so. Wow.


    Ella made her way down the hall, finding the bathroom, relieved her bag was still there. Music played softly, and she found it soothing, liking Adam’s idea of music in every room.


    Her face needed work. Looking in the mirror, she saw her eyes were red and a little swollen. Great. Perfect for our first night together. She held her bangs back and washed the gunk off with her face cleanser. She got the water as cold as possible and kept splashing her eyes, hoping the puffiness would go. It helped. Patting her skin dry, she reapplied some moisturizer, lip gloss, and a touch of mascara. Better.


    She took a minute to get herself together emotionally. Out the huge window, the jagged cliffs dotted with trees were illuminated by precisely positioned garden lighting and the natural light of the moon. Relief washed over her that she’d told him. On her own she never would have, but he was right. It was impossible to hold back the pain, and expect to give completely, to move past the hurt inside. And that’s what he wanted. He wanted her completely. He’d said so. Maybe in different words, but he’d said so.


    Still a little shaky, she took some deep breaths. There was no way she was going to disappoint him. The past was the past. This was now, and this was Adam. The cool tile under her bare feet felt good, and the thought of Adam waiting for her was exciting. Turning to look in the mirror, she approved. No more black smudges and her eyes weren’t too swollen. It would have to do. Walking from the bathroom, she made her way to the room where he’d left her but didn’t see him.


    “Adam?”


    “In here.”


    She followed his voice and found him in a room she hadn’t been in before. There was a fireplace but no fire was burning. Several plush couches provided seating. The floor was polished wood with thick rugs covering the main areas. Off in the distance, the moon was shining outside the expanse of windows. It was a romantic scene. The best was Adam. Still barefoot, he wore beige shorts, showing off his fit legs. He wore a soft brown cotton shirt that hugged his chest. His biceps bulged even with his arms to his sides.


    She looked at his handsome face, his hair now slightly messy again. His face looked young, yet mature at the same time. She wondered what made him how he was. His lips were perfect for kissing, she knew from experience. Hesitating, she waited for some sign from him. It would be okay with her if he just ripped her dress off and took her. Anything, anything to be close to him. But that wasn’t Adam’s style, at least so far.


    “Ella,” he said, but she didn’t move.


    “Ella,” he repeated.


    Warmth flowed inside her, just at the sound of his voice.


    “I just wanted to hear you say it again. I love how you say my name. It sounds so beautiful when you say it.”


    “It is a beautiful name, and you are beautiful…. beautiful, Ella.”


    He stepped forward and pulled her into his arms. His breath caressed her cheek, and she looked into his amber eyes, filled with lust. Heat flooded her body and her sex ached for his touch. If he touched her there, she would lose it. He looked at her as if she were some kind of angel. No man had ever looked at her that way before.


    Placing one hand on her bare skin showing through the deep cut-out in the back of the dress, he pressed her to him. Waiting, enjoying the charged moment before kissing her, he deftly untied the satin ribbon around her loose ponytail, dropping it to the floor and fisting his hand in her long hair. She could hardly breathe.


    Bending a little, he kissed her lightly on the lips once, then again. That light kiss was as powerful as any she’d ever had. Kissing her cheeks, forehead, and eyelids, he had her melting in his arms. Leaning into him, she could feel the bulge in his pants and her sex throbbed.


    Leading her to the sofa, he sat with his hands on her hips, holding her in front of him like a treasure. Ella’s eyes closed for just a moment, just from the feel of his hands on her. He let his hands slide down her hips and thighs, stopping on her bare skin, showing beneath the dress. Caressing her thighs adoringly, he leaned in and kissed her, through the dress. His hot kiss seared though the clothing, making her wet.


    As if knowing, Adam ran the tips of his fingers along her inner thigh, looking into her eyes the whole time. Eyes glazed over, legs weak, she held her breath as he slowly slid his hand under the hem of her dress. Slowly, ever so slowly, he trailed along the sensitive skin, every fraction of a second eternal torture, until the tips of his fingers touched her panties. Her breathing sped up, and heat flooded her sex.


    Still quiet, the music soft in the background, not another sound in the room, he stroked his fingers over the crotch of her panties. Instinctively, she arched her back a little, encouraging him.


    “I’m going to pull down your panties, Ella,” he said in a deep, sexy voice. “I want to touch you.”


    The statement required no answer. She waited on the edge of a sensual cliff for him to follow his words with the action. With both hands under her dress, he hooked his fingers in the elastic of her bikini panties. As though uncovering a precious jewel, he pulled just a little. Ella gasped at the slight movement of the garment, at the mere thought of being bare in her most intimate area for Adam. With Adam.


    Pulling a little more, the tiny panties gave way and slid further. With one hand, he reached behind and pulled them over her firm ass. Delaying, placing his hot hand on her bare ass, he closed his eyes and tilted his head back. The agony of it all, the exquisite pain of wanting her so much, and so near to having her, overpowered him. Breathing faster, he opened his eyes and looked up at Ella. Seeing her desire, liquid fire flooded his groin. Resuming his task, he hooked his fingers in the elastic once again and slid her satin panties to mid-thigh.


    Ella whimpered a soft feminine whimper. Stripped of her panties, she was acutely aware of her new nakedness. With no covering, the ambient air tickled her sensitive flesh. Pleasure pulsed through her sex with renewed vigor. Adam didn’t move, enjoying this new moment. Knowing she was bare under the dress was enough to push him over the edge. Yet he maintained control, savoring the process.


    He dropped her panties to the floor, and holding her hips said, “Step out.”


    She did, and he picked up the satin item, so tiny it looked lost in his hand. Closing his eyes, he pressed the crotch to his face and breathed deeply.


    “You smell so good,” he said, before dropping the panties onto the cushion beside him.


    Ella thought she’d collapse, his firm hold on her hips welcome. Taking her hands, he pulled her onto his lap. She leaned against his chest, and he ran his hand over her body. He caressed her bare shoulder, then letting his hand slide down over her breasts, his hot touch seared her. Her breasts heaved with his attention, and she realized she was panting. Cupping her breasts, one at a time, through her dress, he delighted in the feel of them. Ella’s nipples, hard and distended, poked at the fabric.


    He felt along her hard belly and over her hip. Reaching further, he stroked down her thigh and calf, stopping at the arch of her foot.


    “Ella, sweet Ella,” he whispered.


    His touch to her arch was insanely sexy. The nerves in her foot seemed directly connected to her sex. His touch radiated to her soft wet tissues, as though he touched between her legs, instead of her foot.


    She touched his jaw, and ran her fingers along his neck. His skin was smooth, taught, and so male. She felt across his muscled chest, feeling his strength. Underneath, she felt his arousal which ignited her own. Adam, Adam. She leaned her head back and Adam angled his face to kiss her. This time his kiss was hard and needy.


    Parting her lips, she welcomed him. His hot tongue slid next to hers, caressing and feeling. She swirled hers against his, pressing harder against his lips. Kissing fueled their desire and neither wanted to separate. He kissed her over and over. Sweet kisses, hot kisses, long kisses, until she thought she’d explode from his kiss alone.


    Both were panting when he leaned back from her, drinking her in, teetering on the sharp edge of need. Adam whispered in a guttural voice, “Undress for me.”


    His command was sexy, demanding. Wanting to please him, she stood in front of him, looking into his eyes. A tinge of anxiety stabbed her belly. She hesitated, and Adam tried to read her emotion.


    She looked down, not a good sign. Adam touched her bare feet with his toes, a plea for her to look at him. She looked up from the carpet, facing him but timid.


    “You’re embarrassed?” He asked.


    Ella gave a little shrug, but shyness locked her throat and she couldn’t say anything.


    “You must know how beautiful you are…”


    And then he knew. She didn’t know. Just the opposite, she’d been ridiculed. She’d told him that.


    “What did he tell you, Ella? What did he say?” Adam pleaded.


    In a whisper, so Adam could barely hear, she said, “That I… he said I… wasn’t sexy… that I didn’t have… that I don’t have… any curves.”


    The look on her face sent an arrow straight to Adam’s heart. She was a delicate beauty, a woman he was attracted to more than he’d been with any other, but he could see that she didn’t know it. She’d been told otherwise, by someone whose words she took to heart. No, this he could not allow.


    “Ella,” he said as a command.


    She looked at him, timid, uncertain.


    “Undress for me. I want to see your… curves.”


    Ella felt inhibition and shyness lock her into a prison of emotion. So badly, more than anything, she wanted to please him. Uncertain he’d like what he saw, she sought a way out but found none. Being with Adam was all she wanted. The only choice was to do as he asked.


    Pain, discomfort, embarrassment would not win. With very ounce of emotional strength she could garner, she determined to give Adam what he asked for. He wanted her to undress. She would. It was that simple. Taking a breath, she looked at him one last time. Hoping to find confidence, she searched his face. Seeing lust and desire in his eyes, she willed herself to continue. “Okay,” she said in a tiny voice. “I’ll undress for you Adam. For you.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 20



    With trembling hands, Ella reached for the hem of her dress. The peach-colored crochet dress was made of a stretchy fabric and all she needed to do was peel it off. Slowly, she pulled it up to the top of her thighs, her nakedness still covered.


    “Go ahead,” Adam commanded.


    Slowly, painfully, she pulled the fabric over her hips and up to her waist, baring herself, panty-less. Randomly it occurred to her that he’d seen her in a bikini. Yet, somehow full on nakedness in an intimate setting was so much more unnerving. Looking okay in a surf bikini on the sand or riding a wave just wasn’t the same. The dimly light room in Adam’s home with him sitting in front of her, taking in every inch of her as she undressed, was intimidating.


    “All the way,” he said.


    She peeled the dress to just below her breasts and then with one motion she pulled it the rest of the way off. The demi-bra sewn into the bodice of the dress went with it. Tossing it aside, she stood naked before him. Not knowing what to do with her hands or how to stand, or what to say, she just shifted her feet.


    Adam looked. And looked. His eyes grazed her with their intensity. Self-consciously, she waited. He seemed in no rush. Finally, he looked up at her, his eyes soft.


    “You are beautiful, so beautiful. Please turn around. I want to see all of you.”


    Blushing, Ella slowly turned and when she faced away, he said, “Stop.”


    She could feel his eyes on her, drinking in every inch of bare skin, her naked ass in full view.


    “Ella, my God, you are beautiful. You must know that. I could look at you forever. Turn around.”


    And she turned back to face him. Waxed and smooth, every inch of her skin was flawless, except for a splatter of freckles across her shoulders which he found sexy. He could see every crease, every fold, every curve and his cock ached at the sight.


    “Come,” he said holding out his hand and she reached for it, placing her hand in his. He pulled her closer and kissed her belly. She wanted him to kiss lower, craved it, needed it.


    “Whoever told you that you have no curves…. was wrong. He lied to you, Ella. Your lovely soft curves are driving me crazy, do you hear me?”


    Ella just looked at him, and the way he said it, the way he looked, she believed him. To him, she was beautiful and that felt so good. Too good. Wetness seeped from her tender tissues with no panties to absorb it. She glistened with her desire.


    “Come,” he said again, pulling her to the floor on her back atop a thick carpet. “I want to feel your curves,” he said.


    Anything, she thought. He could do anything to her. Kneeling beside her, still fully clothed, he touched her cheek and ran his thumb over her bottom lip. She reached up, touching his face, pulling him to her. Bending one knee, she leaned to the side for a better angle. His mouth covered her in wanton desire, his reserve crumbling.


    His hand ran down her ribs, dipping into the curve of her waist before settling on her hip. His intentional avoidance of touching her most sensitive places sent her spiraling into heated need. If only he would touch her nipples or bury his face between her legs. Leaning up, he ripped his shirt off and tossed it aside. The soft golden hair covering his chest was so masculine, and the hair under his arms made her want to kiss him there. Quickly, he undid his beige shorts and slipped them off.


    Ella looked directly at the bulge in his underwear and licked her lips. His trim hips, lean thighs, and the huge bulge under his cotton briefs, spoke male sensuality like nothing else did. She lifted her hand, wanting to touch him, but he gripped her wrist and pinned her to the floor. He ran his hot tongue along her slender neck and around the curve of her ear. He kissed under her chin and on her collar bone, a rapid succession of kisses, as though looking for every patch of skin he could kiss.


    Holding both her wrists beside her head, he straddled her and lowered his mouth even with her breasts. Knowing what he intended, Ella gasped, “Please. Please Adam. I want you to.”


    Adam kissed each red, distended nipple, first one and then the other. The delicious torture was absolute pain and heavenly pleasure for Ella. She rolled her head, from side to side, to mitigate the intensity. Driving her crazy with his teasing kisses, just flicking the tips, he began to bite every so softly. A scream bubbled in Ella’s throat and she emitted a sound like a woman tortured. Adam put one nipple in his mouth and sucked. Letting go of one of her wrists, he pinched the other nipple between his thumb and forefinger.


    Mercilessly he teased her, each touch, each suck, sending vibrations straight to her tiny clit as if he was sucking it directly. Agony, agony. She thought to beg him to touch her where she needed it most, craved it beyond belief, but she couldn’t speak. Panting and moaning, she was his willing victim. With both hands he cupped her breasts, leaving her nipples alone and letting the air waft over the puckered skin, wet from his mouth, creating a tantalizing sensation. Feeling the soft firmness of her breasts, Adam moaned, “Ella. Ella,” the sexiest thing he could say.


    He took her hands and placed them over her breasts, guiding her to stimulate her nipples, his eyes glistening with desire at the sight. Both of his hands pressed in at her waist and she felt so naked. Sliding down, Adam’s face was just above her sex. He eyed the apex of her thighs, his balls tightening under him. Her delicate, moist folds were his to touch, to kiss. He ran a finger from the top of one thigh, across her vulva, to the top of the other thigh. A thrill raced over her skin.


    Dipping his thumb between her legs, he touched her wetness and moaned again. Ella panted in short rapid gasps. Using his fingers, Adam stroked along her tender folds, sliding along her wet slit. Bringing his fingers to his mouth, he plunged them inside and sucked her juices.


    “You taste so good,” he uttered.


    He bent and buried his face between her legs, his mouth touching her. She whimpered. He licked over her slickness, tasting her sweet cream. Ella spread her legs, relishing his motions. He dipped his tongue inside her and used his thumb to stimulate her hard little pebble. The circular motions sent her to the brink, and he stopped just in time.


    He penetrated her with two fingers, stroking. He kissed the sensitive skin barely protecting her clit, and the sensation radiated deep into her vagina. She rocked her hips, gasping and panting. Seeing that she was close, Adam backed off, and Ella’s heart sank.


    “You are close,” he whispered, so close. “I like you that way. Looking at your face right now, I…”


    Adam ran his tongue down her inner thighs and kissed and bit her calves, like he wanted to eat her alive. He placed his hands over hers as they massaged her breasts, liking the feel under his palms.


    “You are beautiful, so beautiful, you drive me crazy. You must think of that, now. Right now.”


    And with that his tongue found her clit. The touch of the tip of his tongue to her clit stiffened her body in preparation.


    Kneeling between her thighs, he expertly swirled his tongue over and around her clit. Her hands dug into the carpet. With his hands squeezing her firm breasts, giving no pause, he sucked and flicked her rock hard clit until she screamed, loudly. In her mind, his words caressed her, “You are so beautiful…”


    The sound of her pleasure echoed through the room, and her muscles turned to steel, her abdominal muscles rock hard. Her legs stiffened, and her toes curled, as wave after wave of her orgasm crashed through her. Her agonized scream went on and on, and Adam continued to lick her, pressing his lips against her flesh to feel every pulse. When at last she began to come down from the peak, her muscles relaxed and she felt a dreamy, out-of-body sensation. Adam knelt over her, straddling her thighs, his forearms beside her head with his cheek next to hers.


    Her breathing calmed and Adam rolled onto his back, draping her over him with her breasts pressed to his bare chest. There she stayed, unmoving, her heart beating hard in her chest, her hair cascading over her shoulders. Limp and glistening, she smiled, feeling Adam stroke her hair.


    He pulled her hair aside and touched the back of her neck. “I want you, Ella,” he said, the gut-wrenching desire evident in his tone.


    She slid off his chest, onto her side. Cupping his face with her hand, she leaned down and kissed him. It was a sensual, intimate kiss, and he held the back of her head in his palm, pressing her into him.


    Kneeling, Adam looked down at her, and she watched as he lowered his cotton briefs. His swollen cock sprang free, heavy with desire. If she’d thought he was gorgeous before, having the complete picture, his raw masculine power bared to view, he was even more so. Staring, unable to stop, she gaped at his erection, his balls tight underneath. The trail of hair from his belly button led to a thick patch of golden pubic hair and soft hair lightly covering his thighs. She held her hand up and reached out. This time he didn’t stop her.


    Lightly she brushed his hard cock and it swayed. Adam stiffened. Leaning up, Ella wrapped her fist around him, feeling hardness of steel under the velvety skin. She ran her hand up to the tip and felt the hard, thick knob. Running her finger over the pre-cum seeping out, she rubbed it around the head.


    Adam let her play with him, barely able to move, for fear he would lose it. She cupped his balls and squeezed with an easy squeeze, and leaned down to kiss his bulging erection. Veins popped along the sides, the skin reddened, engorged with blood. The picture of him, golden hair, bronze skin, taught muscles, and huge hard cock was too much. She had to have him inside her.


    She slid down on the rug on her back, and Adam pulled his briefs off over his knees and tossed them aside. Now fully naked, he straddled her.


    “I’m going to take you. You will be mine, Ella. I want you to know that.”


    “I want to be yours, more than anything.”


    Adam left her, but just for a second, to get the condom from his the pocket of his pants. Quickly, he ripped open the package and began to roll the condom over his aching cock.


    “I’m on the pill,” Ella said, “never stopped. Have been ever since…”


    Adam looked at her, fully in control of the situation. Done rolling the condom over his erection, he ran his hand over the rubber.


    “Just to be safe,” he said.


    The sight of Ella, hair wild, skin flushed from her orgasm, aroused Adam with new verve. His cock lurched and he fisted it, reaching under to squeeze his balls. Finding little relief, he leaned over Ella propped up on his elbows.


    “I have wanted you since the first moment I saw you,” he whispered. “Open your heart to me, sweet Ella. You will not regret it.”


    He kissed her with a fire that rendered her helpless. She bent her knees and squeezed them against his hips. His tongue roughly raked against hers, and he pressed into the kiss, fiercely.


    Unleashed, his craving for her boomed with a power that she felt in every part of her body. He kissed her breasts, rolling his tongue over the creamy mounds and flicking the tips of her nipples. Ella pushed her head into the carpet, her body writhing in pleasure. She reached for his hard cock, squeezing it in her hand, and Adam groaned.


    He cupped her sex and she let her thighs fall open further, holding nothing back. Adam’s hand stroked across the apex of her thighs and his fingers dipped into her wetness.


    “Yes, yes,” she whimpered.


    Adam grabbed her wrists and spread her arms wide, holding them against the carpet.


    “Open for me,” he said. “Open for me, Ella.”


    With her arms opened wide, he kissed her breasts and bit at her nipples. A new surge of desire rocked her and her clit tightened in response. Adam held his cock in one hand, kneeling between her thighs, spread wide.


    “You will take me, all of me,” he choked up, clearly in the throes of passion. Touching the tip of his cock to her wetness, he groaned at the sensation and Ella raised her hips up, begging for him.


    Both had waited for that special moment for so long, the moment that he would enter her, the moment he would be inside her. Panting roughly they waited, held in the balance with need pulling fiercely, yet holding back just another second to feel the moment. Adam pushed the tip of his cock inside her and she cried out. Never had she wanted something so much. The thought of him inside her made her crazed. She pumped her hips up, taking him deeper.


    He slid a little further, hurting for her, wanting her. His size stretched her, a pleasurable stretch, a stretch she craved. “More. More,” she cried, desperate now to be fulfilled.


    Adam slid deeper, the tightness of her squeezing him. He panted and moaned, with little thought of control. So deep into her, he couldn’t stop. Plunging all the way, his cock surged with the feeling, the amazingly erotic feeling of filling her up.


    “Ahhhh,” he groaned, and began stroking his cock, in and out. Ella matched his motions, rocking her hips, unable to get enough of him. His big cock filled her and there was no better feeling. Fucking, fucking him, that’s all there was.


    Adam, the male smell of him all around her, pushed her to the precipice. If he kept moving it would be over, but he didn’t. He stopped, deep inside her, and whispered, “Don’t move.”


    And she didn’t. One move would have been their undoing. Delaying just for a few moments until they could regain control, Ella kissed his shoulder. She fell into the taste of him, the male, sexy taste of him, and the soft hair on his chest brushed against her face. He smelled so good, tasted so good, felt so good. Desire for him had no limits. It wasn’t possible to get enough.


    Ella’s strong vaginal muscles convulsed, unintentionally she squeezed him, and he moaned. Panting he began to fuck her again, and the motion instantly pushed her over the edge. She had no way of stopping the sensation, nor did she want to. This time her muscles clenched deep inside. Not just her clit, but her entire vagina felt the powerful pleasure coursing through her. The pulses of her orgasm gripped Adam’s swollen cock like a fist, and milked his cum out of him. Panting, sweating, and moaning, his orgasm descended a moment after hers started.


    Together they came, hard. Adam pumped into her, and she rocked harder and harder, faster and faster, until they exploded. Adam’s loud moan shook the rafters of the room, and Ella yelled like her life depended on it. They moved until the last tantalizing wave of pleasure rolled through, leaving them breathless and weak in the wake.


    Adam held his body weight on his forearms, his head on Ella’s chest, listening to her heart pounding away like a bird wanting to take flight. A light sheen of sweat covered the taught skin stretched over his chiseled muscles. To Ella, he smelled like sex, the most exotic smell she’d ever known. She nuzzled the top of his head and sighed with pleasure.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 21



    When he could breathe again, Adam rolled off, removing the condom and tossing it in a waste can near the table. He pulled her to him, her head against his chest with his arm around her waist. Ella breathed in the amazing smell of sex with Adam, her body humming with the tingle of pleasure.


    “I’m yours,” she whispered. “I only want to be yours.”


    Adam stroked her hair and whispered, “You belong with me, sexy, beautiful Ella.”


    Passion she hadn’t known she possessed filled her. Adam made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world and she had no thoughts of disappointing him. Not right then anyway. She’d wanted him to touch her for so long, and now he was. Wrapped in his arms, she felt secure, happy, and new. The darkness of her past seemed far away, like it never existed.


    “Let’s go for a swim, amore mia,” Adam said in his romantic Italian accent.


    “Sounds like a good idea to me,” Ella replied. “Amore mia?”


    “Ah, Italian…my love,” he said. “An affectionate term…for the woman I desire.”


    He turned her chin up and kissed her, sensation flowing through her. Could he be any more romantic?


    Adam helped her to her feet and escorted her to the patio area, choosing the pool next to a waterfall.


    “Come,” he said, stepping into the water, “it’s warm.”


    The dark night, lit with the landscape spotlights, and the music playing as if wired into the very ground, gave the scene a movie-like atmosphere. Standing at the edge of the pool, naked, Ella watched Adam descend into the blue water. His broad shoulders swept in a v-shape down to his trim waist. Mostly, she noticed his firm muscled ass, getting a good view with him faced away from her. Delicious.


    Sinking into the pleasantly warm water, Ella sighed.


    “Ahhh, this is nice.”


    Letting the water rise above her shoulders, she swam across the pool. It felt so good, relaxing, and refreshing. At the other side, she turned to find Adam right behind her, and she giggled, “We should race.”


    “The pool is too small,” he laughed. “I’ll race you in the ocean some time.”


    He placed his hands on the concrete ledge behind her, one on either side of her shoulders, and looked at her. His amber eyes flamed with something new – possession? Yes, maybe. Ella looked back, and wrapped her legs around him below the surface.


    With his hair wet, bronze skin shining in the pool lights, he’d never looked more devastatingly gorgeous. It was the look on his face, confident, powerful.


    “You will give me the passion you hold inside,” he said, causing a tremor of sexual excitement to radiate through Ella.


    “I thought I did.”


    “That was the start. I want all of it. I want you completely,” he said, taking note of the look on her face. “I told you… you belong to me now. There’s no turning away, no holding back. Tell me you understand.”


    As if she’d ever turn away – she would do whatever he asked. She wanted to.


    “I understand.”


    “Good my love,” he said, intentionally using English. “And there’s more.”


    Ella flushed. What else could there be?


    “What?”


    “Now that I have you, I will treasure you. I will protect you, but you must promise me something.”


    Anything.


    “Yes, what?”


    “Promise me you will not let anyone crush you, not ever again. You are to feel beautiful, creative, smart, everything that you are. No longer are you allowed to believe lies. No more abuse. That is over. I need you to promise me.”


    Adam said it in such earnestness, as if it were the easiest thing in the world. She wasn’t the one doing the abusing. It was the others that had to mend their ways, but he wasn’t asking for that. He expected her to vanquish her low self-esteem, just like that, just because he said so. What he asked was harder than undressing in front of him, much harder.


    Looking into her eyes with a sternness she hadn’t witnessed before, he pressed, “Promise me.”


    “Adam… I… you know how I feel about you. That must be clear, after what we just…. Anyway, I will try. I’ve just been this way so long, I don’t know if I can promise that.”


    “You must see yourself through my eyes. Only then will you know how devastatingly beautiful you are. You have captivated me, Ella, completely. And I’m not a man that can go halfway. As I said, once we start, there is no turning back. It must not matter anymore, what others think, or how they act, only how I see you. That’s all that matters. You believe me, don’t you, when I tell you how ravishing you are?”


    “Yes, when you say it. I believe it.”


    “And I’m not the only one. Although you choose not to notice, other men would like to have you, to touch you, to attempt to possess you.”


    “You mean Robert? He doesn’t really….”


    “Yes Robert, the lifeguard at the beach that you’ve seen so often you are numb to his stare. And Cameron...”


    “Cameron? Well, I’ve never given him reason to...”


    “No matter. I saw the way he looks at you, as well as other men at the party tonight, but they cannot have you. Not now. You are mine, and I want you to feel adored. I want you to feel good about yourself.”


    Ella couldn’t think of anything to say. Looking at Adam’s handsome face, feeling his desire, and seeing the look in his eyes, she did feel adored. Any woman would. But the idea of promising what he asked, that was more difficult. Life was still life, and she wasn’t going to be under his protective gaze every second.


    “I will try Adam. I really will. I’m not interested in other men, only you. You are right for me. No one else. And you do make me feel good about myself. You do. I never felt beautiful before… before tonight. I will do my best… to do what you want.”


    Satisfied for the moment, Adam’s eyes softened. He leaned over and kissed her neck, causing her skin to tingle. He pulled her into his arms, her legs still around his waist, and slanted his mouth over hers. She could feel his hardness pressing against her.


    When he leaned back, she blurted out, “But Adam…”


    “Yes, amore mia.”


    “I know so little about you. I’ve bared my soul to you and don’t regret it, but you don’t talk to me about your life, not really. Maybe in the beginning you could say I don’t want to know you. Even then, it wasn’t true. But now… now, is different. I want to know everything about you.”


    Adam’s features darkened. The pained look on his face was like a knife to her heart, and Ella nearly regretted bringing up the subject. He didn’t answer at first. She held him a little tighter, hoping to encourage him.


    “Okay, that is fair. But not now. Now I want to be with you. Later…” Adam was confident he could protect her from the oppression in her life, but remained uncertain about that of his own.


    Hidden away in the luxury of his Newport vacation home, the rest of the world seemed far away. He wanted to keep it that way, to somehow seal off anything bad in the world and protect Ella. Dread settled in his gut, knowing that would be impossible. The only way was to cut her from his life, and that he couldn’t do. So later he would think about it. Later, he would tell her.


    Now that he had her, Adam wanted Ella more than ever. There was no turning back, not for her, not for him. He kissed her, possessing her, taking her. Holding her tight, her breasts pressed against his chest, he entered her. He made love to her in the pool, the water lapping at them, their moans sounding into the night air. She was his, and he would take care of her.


    Much later, feeling hungry, they went back to the kitchen, wrapped in big pool towels. Adam lifted her onto the long countertop, “What do you want to eat,” he asked.


    It was well past midnight and Ella’s stomach rumbled. The last food they’d had was the plate of appetizers at the party. “Food,” she said. “What have you got?”


    Adam rummaged in the refrigerator and listed the items his chef had prepared. “You have quiche?” She said.


    “Yes, just have to warm it. Here, you set the table,” he said, opening a cupboard full of dishes and a drawer packed with flat wear.


    The quiche was gourmet and melted in Ella’s mouth.


    “This is delicious,” she said, chewing.


    “Hmmm, glad you like it.”


    They toasted with their orange juice glasses, “To gourmet quiche,” and laughed.


    “To orange juice,” Ella said.


    “To us,” Adam said.


    And Ella stopped.


    “Us… that sounds so good,” she said.


    Adam put down his fork and lifted her hand, turning it over to kiss the inside of her wrist. There was no one better than Adam, no one sexier, more romantic, or charming, and he was hers, at least for this one night. Maybe longer, she hoped. Life hadn’t been kind to her in many ways, so it was hard to have confidence, but she could hope.


    That first night they didn’t get much sleep, interested only in each other. But finally, after a soak in the tub together, Ella felt truly drowsy. “Time for sleep, amore mia,” Adam stated.


    Drying her off with a soft, fluffy towel, he carried her to his bed and slid in beside her. Wrapped against her with her back to his chest, he buried his face in her hair and fell asleep. Ella listened to his heavy breathing, felt him pressed against her, and fell into a peaceful sleep.


    She woke up to bright light coming through the window and an empty bed. She struggled out of the warm haven and put on the clothes she’d worn when she’d arrived. Attending to her personal grooming, she was grateful for cosmetic bag. Digging in her purse, she found her phone and discovered she had an urgent message from Kaiyla, wondering if she was okay. Since she hadn’t mentioned staying out all night, her roommate would wonder. At least she’d seen Adam carry her out of the party the night before, or the message would have been more frantic. Kaiyla would assume that Ella stayed with Adam, but it was good to check. Ella texted she was okay and would be home soon to get ready for work.


    Work seemed like another universe. The last thing she wanted to do was go to the bookstore, but she couldn’t quit her job just because she’d fallen into Adam’s arms. It would be wonderful to stay with him all day, but he probably had work to do. She didn’t want to be a burden. Stuffing everything in her bag, she made her way out to the kitchen, which she now knew how to find. Adam wasn’t there. Still lost in the big house, she began to wind around, looking for him. Finding him in his office, where she’d been once before, she stood and just watched.


    Adam was typing furiously at his computer, the keys clicking loudly. The intent look on his face was all business. Enjoying watching him when he didn’t see her, she took advantage of the opportunity. He was dressed in a light blue polo shirt, looking as huggable as ever. Taking care of business, he had an air of efficiency and it struck her how smart he was. She could see it in everything he did. The confidence, the certainty, the success he enjoyed was all due to his brilliance. Sexy and brilliant, it was hard to conceive he’d chosen her.


    Taking a breath and leaning back in his chair, Adam noticed her for the first time. He smiled, but then frowned when he saw her bag.


    “I have to work,” she said.


    He came around the desk and took her bag, always the gentleman. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”


    “Me too,” she said, “but I’m sure you have work to finish.”


    “I’ll drive you,” he said.


    She looked into his amber eyes, bright in the daytime light, enjoying how he looked at her. He kissed her there in the doorway, running his hand over her body. A thrill ran though her, and it would have been so easy to forget about anything but Adam. The whole world could disappear.


    “I better take you now,” he said, his mouth only inches from hers. “Otherwise…”


    On the ride to her apartment, both were silent. Music played and the scenery flashed by, but they were only aware of each other. The intimacy they’d shared had changed them both, and though not spoken of, they both felt it. Ella couldn’t stand the thought of parting, but it happened anyway. He saw her to the door and put her bag inside, and he left, but not before pulling her into his arms and kissing her deeply, possessively, sensually. She touched her lips, remembering the heat of his kiss.


    He said he’d call later. She couldn’t wait. Changing for work, she relived every second of her time with him. Kaiyla had already gone to work, so Ella had the apartment to herself. Choosing one of her new outfits, she got ready quickly, before it was time to leave for the bus. Falling into her chair, and flipping open her tablet, she began to type in her diary:


    I was with Adam last night, and it was the best night of my life! He finally touched me – everywhere. And he told me I’m beautiful. He even expects me to think so. I’m not sure. I do feel beautiful, I really do, when he looks at me.


    And I told him everything, all of it. But he didn’t judge me. He understood. I can’t believe he understood. He understood better than I do. He’s strong and masculine and the sexiest man I’ve ever met. But he’s intuitive, knows things before I tell him. It’s spooky but in a good way. I didn’t know a man could be sensitive like that. No man I’ve ever known has been. Maybe it’s an Italian thing or Brazilian. No, I think it’s just him. He’s special, very special.


    And he’s so smart and capable. Can you believe he’s a billionaire at his age? A Brazillionaire, I told him – a Brazilian who’s a billionaire. He a billionaire, he said. It’s nice, his house, his car, but I don’t really care about that stuff. It’s that we talk. We really talk.


    And when we are together, when his naked body is next to mine, I’m in another dimension. It’s too amazing to describe, too sexy to believe. I want him, again and again. All the time. I almost didn’t come home to go to work today. If he’d kissed me just a minute longer, everything but his male presence would have been blotted from my mind. I wish we could hide forever in his vacation home, just the two of us.


    I’m different. I feel different, so much alive. And it’s because of Adam. He makes me feel really happy and good, for the first time since I can remember. I can’t think beyond today. I won’t let myself be afraid for tomorrow, that he will leave or get bored with me. I’ll do everything to be what he wants, if only he will stay. I can’t conceive of forever, but – forever would be good – if I get to choose. He called me - amore mia, which means - my love. He didn’t say he loved me, exactly. But, amore mia, that’s more than I’d ever hoped for. Adam is more than I’ve ever hoped for.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 22



    Work came and went. Ella went through the motions with her head in the clouds. Adam called three times, much to her delight. He just wanted to hear her voice and to tell her how beautiful she was. However, he also wanted to let her know that he had to work until really late, and he was sad that he wouldn’t be able to see her that evening. Instead, he wanted to know if she would go somewhere with him in the morning, somewhere special. It was a surprise. Yes of course, she’d told him. She couldn’t wait to see him again.


    Ella met Kaiyla for dinner. Steve was studying and Kaiyla missed him horribly. She was more than happy to hear about Ella’s new guy, the Brazilian hunk from the beach with the Italian accent. All through dinner, Ella told her about his house, the amazing ocean view, the pool. She even told her that she’d told Adam everything. He’d wanted to know about her past and insisted she tell him. So she did, which amazed Ella as much as it did Kaiyla, and she told her she’d spent the night with him and that he was so charming and sexy.


    Kaiyla listened, happy for her friend. At last, Ella had found someone who appeared to be good for her. She deserved it. Ella had been her friend since junior high, and she’d lived through much of her terrible past with her. If Adam was what he seemed to be, it would be the best thing that could happen. But if he wasn’t, Ella would fall hard. With her sensitive nature, recovering from heartbreak such as Adam could cause would be difficult, though she prayed he wouldn’t.


    Yet Kaiyla had to wonder. In the past, Ella had gravitated towards the wrong type. Doug was the worst example, but other dates had also proved disappointing. It would break Kaiyla’s heart to see Ella suffer any more. Adam just better not blow it, was all she had to say about it. So far, he seemed to be coming through in grand style. He was handsome, polite, charming, caring, and even talked to Ella, really talked. He was some impressive package.


    “Well, he better treat you right,” she told Ella. “Or he will have me to answer to.”


    “He will. I’m not worried,” Ella answered. “If you could have seen him last night…”


    Kaiyla could only imagine. She didn’t have to. The look on Ella’s face said it all.


    “I know, hon, and I’m happy for you. I really am,” Kaiyla assured her.


    Later in the evening, Steve broke free and called Kaiyla to meet him for a drink. Likely she wouldn’t come back to the apartment afterwards. More and more often, she spent the night at Steve’s. Alone and feeling in a romantic mood, Ella went to a Starbucks that was open until eleven and worked on her novel. She poured emotion into it, her own still fresh from the night before. Reflecting on the story unfolding on the pages, she considered publishing it one day, if she ever finished it. Right then, she wasn’t sure how it would end.


    Satisfied, she went home to get some sleep, not so much because of the beauty sleep idea, more because the rest of the night would pass quickly. The sooner the night was over, the sooner it would be morning and she could see Adam. Luckily it was her day off, as Adam said they’d be gone all day. She couldn’t imagine what he had planned, but she was up early in anticipation.


    Since Adam wasn’t picking her up until later in the morning, she decided to go surfing as usual. Kaiyla still wasn’t home, so she went alone. She needed the challenge of the waves to release some pent-up energy. Excitement and anticipation made her stomach flutter. Fighting the surf would be a welcome relief.


    A couple hours later, she was back at the apartment getting ready. Dressing in shorts and a cotton shirt, she fluffed out her hair and added lip gloss. Adam said to dress casually. She still couldn’t imagine where they were going. Surprises were good but nerve wracking. What could it be?


    Loading her bag with everything she might need, makeup, toothbrush, and a dress for later, she stood by the front door peeking out the tiny window. The contrast between her envelope size window and Adam’s wall-sized windows struck her as funny. In the past, it would have depressed her. It was impossible to be depressed with Adam on his way over.


    Pulling up in the red car, he was out and halfway up the steps before Ella could drag her heavy bag all the way out onto the tiny concrete porch.


    “Here, let me help you,” Adam called.


    Wearing white shorts and a loose white, short-sleeved shirt, he looked like some kind of sailor. His perfectly cut hair blew in the breeze, the thick layers enticing her to fist her hands in them. Oh, the day is just starting.


    Adam lifted the heavy bag easily and looked at Ella. “You look great. Love those short, shorts,” he grinned, and put his arm around her waist to help her down the stairs. “Let’s go.”


    Music played softly, but Ella loved the beat and turned it up. Adam just smiled. He seemed in a very good mood. The drive wasn’t far, just along the bay, and he turned into the yacht club facing Newport Harbor.


    “The harbor,” Ella said, “this is getting exciting.”


    Adam just smiled again. Pulling off, he handed the car over to a valet. Apparently, Adam had some sort of exclusive membership. A porter lifted Ella’s bag from the car, and Adam put his hand on her back, nudging her to follow. She looked over at him, inquisitively. Adam just shrugged, still unable to get the smile off his face.


    Out on the pier, the porter stepped onto a white yacht, rocking in the harbor. Adam took Ella’s hand and helped her on. Standing on the deck, looking around, Ella said, “You rented this for us?”


    Now she was smiling, too. Adam rolled one shoulder and looked away, sheepishly. Ella lagged for only a second. “You own it?”


    “Yes,” he said simply. “I like the water, so I thought this would be a good thing to do today. I figured you’d like it.”


    “I love it,” she replied. “This boat is beautiful!”


    Ella began walking around checking everything out. It was a nice day, warm with just a hint of a breeze.


    “Ready, sir?” the captain called from the stern.


    Ella whipped her head around and spotted him. In a nautical uniform, he sat up front, ready to cast off.


    “Ready,” Adam replied.


    “I thought you didn’t have servants,” Ella challenged.


    “I have some.”


    “Oh, I see.”


    Taking her hand, Adam led her to the best vantage point to view the ocean and shoreline. Another mate cast off and jumped aboard. Ella put on her sunglasses, hanging on a cord around her neck. Adam pulled his from where they hung in the front of his shirt and did the same.


    Breathing the salty air and feeling the cool breeze, they stood close while the yacht navigated out into the harbor. The palm trees dotted along the shore, and the sandy beaches, made for an idyllic view. Adam reclined in the cushions along the rail and Ella sunk in next to him. “I love this. It’s so pretty today. I love the water.”


    A waiter came up the stairs carrying a bucket with champagne and two glasses. He set it on the table beside them and filled their glasses, resting the bottle deep in the ice bucket. “Anything else, sir?”


    “Not right now, Jason. Thank you.”


    Ella gave him a sideways glance.


    “Appears you are getting used to the servant thing.”


    Adam chuckled. It was good to see her so happy. Lifting their glasses, filled with the delicate bubbly liquid, both held them up in preparation for a toast.


    “This is a special surprise, that’s for sure. What are we celebrating?” Ella asked playfully.


    “My birthday,” Adam said.


    “Your birthday? Today is your birthday?”


    “Yes, I want you to share it with me.”


    Ella was taken aback. She never expected it was such a special day.


    “Adam! Happy Birthday!!!”


    The touch of their glasses made a high-pitched clink. Both took a sip.


    “Hmmm,” Ella said, “delicious. How old are you?”


    “Twenty-three.”


    “Ah, you’re two years older than I am. When did you finish college?”


    “Last year,” Adam replied, extending his legs, crossing them at the ankles.


    Ella admired his navy deck shoes. Adam seemed relaxed and talking, so Ella plunged ahead. He’d agreed to tell her more about his life. There was no better time than the present.


    “So, how was college? Did the surfing meet your expectations?” Ella asked, referring to his earlier comment that he’d chosen college in Newport for the good surfing.


    “Fine. I was in the advanced program. Even then I knew pretty much everything they were teaching before I got there.” Adam said it as a fact, and Ella didn’t pick up even a trace of snobbery, the opposite really. He seemed very humble, considering his success.


    “So why go, if you knew the material already?”


    “Oh to blend in, be like others, and to escape my father.”


    That was an opening if Ella ever heard one.


    “Why would you want to blend? You excel? Aren’t you proud of that?”


    “Yes, in a way. And now that I’m in business, it’s easier. I’m worth a lot of money to my staff and in co-operative deals. But you have to understand how it was in Brazil when I was young…”


    Adam was telling her more than he ever had, and Ella was riveted. Adam’s countenance turned dark, and he pulled his knees back, sitting up straighter.


    “You see, I started very young.”


    “Started what?”


    “Lots of things. I learned to read by age four, and believe me, that created quite a stir. I don’t mean just reading some children’s picture books. I mean advanced material. Very simply, I could read.” Adam shifted in his seat, recalling how he’d been singled out, pointed at, and how his father bragged.


    He continued, “I discovered I had a talent with numbers and computers. My avid interest led to an inclination to learn everything about computer software. By age seven, I was studying college textbooks and by thirteen, I was taking apart computers to see what made them work, but what interested my father was my knack for writing software programs. It began with some game he purchased for me. There are many products on the market which allow children to create their own games. That was my introduction to software programming.


    It was immensely interesting at first, and I poured myself into it, but I began to be labeled a freak. It wasn’t just that I had an innate brilliance with computers. Not just that. I didn’t do things other young boys my age did, the sports, chasing girls. I was, as you say here in the United States, a nerd.”


    A handsome nerd, Ella thought, but kept quiet. As long as he was talking, she wanted him to continue, wanting to know everything.


    Adam glanced over at her and went on, “My father, Claudio Bianci, was more than willing to buy me all the children’s games I wanted because he began to see dollar signs. In Brazil, family is highly valued. It’s the same in Italy, maybe in most cultures. For a father to have a son was a source of pride. But my father didn’t feel that way. At least, not because of me, that I was his son. Not in the normal sense.


    No, I was a commodity. His greedy mind concocted endless ways to profit from my skill. In the beginning, I poured all my imagination into developing software and came up with many innovative ideas. It was a lot of work, writing them and delivering a final form that could be marketed. Plus, I debugged them if something didn’t work.


    I didn’t mind work, but I was a child then. It was odd to my schoolmates that I didn’t participate in their activities. I’m sure I seemed disconnected and aloof. They thought I was weird, and I guess I was, but it hurt at that young age. I was ridiculed and laughed at, even bullied.


    My father didn’t care as long as I kept writing programs. In fact, he liked it better that I didn’t participate in those youthful activities. Surfing was always my release, the one thing I loved that was outside his purview. I could get away where he couldn’t touch me. The thrill of riding the waves made it all go away, at least for a time.


    He resented it and began to restrict me from surfing. I had to sneak out, refusing to obey his orders. Still I surfed daily, not caring what he thought. Yet I suffered a broken heart, knowing he didn’t love me, not as a father should. But that’s when I was a child.


    As a teen, he worked me harder. I didn’t date or go to parties. For one thing, I didn’t have the time, being in business from such a young age, but also the girls thought I was strange. Oh, I’d see them look at me, longer than they should. I guess they thought of me as handsome, but to go out with me would make others link them to me. They’d be outcast by association.


    Furthermore, I didn’t have the same rough, macho attitude as my peers. Since I can remember, I’ve felt the emotions of others, too much I think. My mother says I was a sensitive boy, emotional, and aware. These qualities might be valued in a different setting, but not as a young man in Brazil. Not at a time when hormones are raging, and each male competes for attention. I suppose I was seen as something of a sissy in the eyes of others.


    Unfair? Yes. Therefore, I started to hide my perceptions from others, stopped mentioning what I saw or what I felt.


    Once my father began to market some of my programs, the situation got worse. Money became the end all. Nothing mattered but the money. Not even my physical or emotional health. He demanded longer hours than he should have from one so young and he never seemed to notice how unhappy I was. But what could anyone say? I was his son. He had a right to raise me as he saw fit.


    Profits rolled in, and his attorney, an old friend, set up an advantageous business structure. As long as I worked and my father could market the programs, he wouldn’t let up. At first, I wanted to please him, as any son does, but his ever increasing demands weighed down on me. Childhood didn’t exist for me, and my teens were unendurable. Only surfing kept me partially sane.


    At first I fought him but being a minor, I was under his iron fist. I began to hate him. It was worse because of how he treated my mother, Serena. I could nearly have endured his behavior if it only affected me. I knew I was strong inside. I knew it even from the start. I’d survive. I’d get away from him one day. But my mother was a loving, kind woman. She knew what was happening, and it broke her heart. They fought, and my father got violent.”


    Adam stopped, his eyes wet, thinking of the treatment of his mother. Ella held her breath for the rest of the somber history.


    “I tried to protect my mother, but I was dwarfed in size next to my father and cowed by his temper. The yelling and arguments only got worse. The madder my father got, the more he demanded from me, and the more ruthless he became. Even my younger sister, Fiorella, tried to defend me, pleaded with him to ease up. He left her alone most of the time. She was just a girl, and having no special talents he could see, she didn’t interest him. She’s four years younger than I am, and the words or admonishments of a young girl fell on deaf ears, and my father ignored her.


    Hurting inside from witnessing the pain my mother went through, and the wretchedness my sister had to live with, I vowed to do something about it. Then thankfully, my parents divorced when I was seventeen. Knowing I would be of age soon, Claudio divorced my mother and left the home. Coward that he was, he escaped while I was still a minor with no legal rights, not even waiting until my eighteenth birthday. Taking all the money with him, he sought to live in luxury he didn’t deserve. However, we were all just glad he was gone, but he was never really gone….”


    Adam looked off toward the ocean, not really seeing it.


    “Anyway, he couldn’t take my talent with him, and finally I could use it for good. I finished some software I’d been working on secretly, never allowing my father to find out. Those were the best programs, the most groundbreaking, I knew.


    Hiring my own attorney, I managed to work some deals with well-financed companies. Quinn Bauer, my attorney, helped me set up a corporate structure and put key personnel in place. We made sure to structure it so my father would have no rights, nor could he ever inherit, should anything – unfortunate – happen to me.”


    Ella shuddered to think that a father would harm his own son for profit. Yet, it seemed his father was just that ruthless. Adam looked over at Ella, seeing the distressed look on her face.


    “Sorry you asked?”


    “No, no I’m not. I want to know. I want to understand. I just feel bad that you had to go through all that.”


    “Well, I left Brazil. Everything was a reminder of my father, of my tortured youth. Everyone who knew me knew of my past, of my oddities. There was no way to fit in, so I came to Newport to go to college. Those four years were different than what I’d experienced before. At first I was withdrawn, but I soon saw that the other students didn’t take particular notice of me. They didn’t see me as odd, didn’t know anything about me.


    I could blend in, be like everyone else, sort of. No one knew that I ran my own business already or that I was a child prodigy, if you will. I never drove to school, just kept a small apartment nearby where I stayed during the week. It felt good, just to be like the other students. And the surfing,” Adam said, barely breaking a smile, “was excellent.”


    He relaxed against the side of the boat, draping his arm along the rail, done with dark revelations for the moment.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 23



    Ella was stunned by the story, at the magnitude of the oppression, but more than that she was touched, deep in her heart. Adam had told her about his life, shared things that were difficult to deal with.


    “I’ve never told anyone all that,” Adam said. “Even my attorney doesn’t know everything. One close family friend probably knows most of it, but it’s not something I talk about. Certainly not something I want to involve you in, but I agreed to tell you about my life. After all, you shared everything with me.”


    Adam leaned back, running his hand through his hair. Taking a deep breath, he looked out at the blue water.


    “Enough of that. Hey, it’s my birthday. Let’s have a good time.”


    He pressed a button, and the waiter reappeared, this time with a plate of food. The oval platter was loaded with fruit, crackers, cheese, and smoked salmon.


    “I’m not a fan of birthday cake,” Adam smiled.


    “Well I am,” Ella laughed, “but it’s your birthday not mine.”


    Loading a plate with goodies, she gazed at Adam. There had never been anyone she felt as close to, not even her family. Maybe Kaiyla, but in a totally different way. Adam was, well, Adam. He was weird, but in a completely wonderful, sexy, amazing way. Trying to imagine seeing him as others must have, she frowned.


    “What?” He asked.


    “You.”


    “What about me?”


    Ella put a plump green grape in her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “Just you. That says it all. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.”


    “Ummm…this way?” Adam asked.


    “The way that I feel about you,” she said in a softer, more sensual voice.


    Adam set his plate down, and took hers, placing it next to his. “You mean the way I feel… that way?” He said deep in his throat.


    “Yes… I think so,” she whispered.


    Adam looked deep into her soft brown eyes, and the desire he felt swelled inside him, threatening to swallow them both in a sudden wash of emotion. He pulled her onto his lap and thrust his hand into her hair, covering her mouth with his. The lip-bruising kiss made Ella’s heart race and warmth flood through her. His hot kiss was devastatingly passionate and she kissed back, sliding her tongue against his, letting him know how she felt.


    “Ella,” he said, gasping for breath. He stood, holding her against him. “Let’s go downstairs.”


    Ella followed him into a luxurious cabin below deck. The only sound was the soft lap of the waves against the hull and hum of the motor. Closing the door securely, Adam turned to face her. Saying nothing, he removed his shirt and kicked off his deck shoes. Swiftly he unbuttoned his shorts, letting them fall, and kicking them aside. Ella just watched, absorbing every second of the sight of his bare skin. She marveled at his strong forearms and bulging biceps. Her gaze fell over his muscled chest, flat abdomen, and lean thighs. Even the soft golden hair on his chest was erotic.


    “You undressed for me,” he said deep in his throat. “Now, I will undress for you.”


    Ella held her breath, staring at his jockey shorts. Slowly, he pulled the elastic waist band down, watching her. In a fluid motion, he pulled them all the way off, freeing his hard erection, and stood before her. Stepping out of the underwear, his eyes filled with lust.


    “Ella,” he said again.


    He could have said her name a hundred times. It sounded just as beautiful every time he uttered it. He stepped closer, until his hot breath grazed her skin. He reached out without asking and undid her blouse, one agonizing button at a time. Seconds, which seemed like minutes, dragged by. At last he pulled the blouse off and threw it to the corner, leaving her in a pink lacy bra. So badly, she wanted him to touch her, devour her, but he maintained control.


    With measured movements, he undid her shorts, letting them fall, and she stepped out of them. Taking time to savor the sight of her in the pink lace bikini panties, he stepped back just a fraction. Energy radiated between them, hot and electric. Adam reached behind, undoing her bra to uncover her pert breasts. Dropping the bra, he leaned close, his breath tantalizing her.


    He kissed each erect nipple, sending an unbearable tingling through her. Bending before her, he lowered her panties and she stepped out. Naked and at his mercy, she felt deliciously weak. Adam kissed her bare sex, over and over, his adoration clear. Ella whimpered softly, “Adam… Adam.”


    His hands raked over her bare hips and thighs, and he reached back cupping her firm ass. “Ahh,” he moaned with his lips still on her skin.


    Dipping lower, his hot mouth covered her wetness. Ella’s knees felt shaky at the excitement of his touch. With his fingers, he parted the outer lips of her sex and dipped his tongue inside to taste her sweet cream. Running his tongue along her slit, he sought to tease and torture, but not satisfy.


    If only he would suck in just the right spot. Ella wiggled just a little, leaning her hips into him, hoping. At just that moment, he pulled away, and suffering raked through her. She needed him, so much.


    Adam moved away and sat in a padded chair. Leaning back, he looked at her. “I want to watch you,” he said in a commanding tone. “Stand there….right where you are. And touch yourself, where I was kissing you.”


    Ella’s eyes locked onto his fiery look. Tentatively, she reached and touched where his kisses had caressed her.


    “That’s right, keep going,” he commanded.


    Ella’s eyes half closed at the sensation. She played her slender fingers along her wet folds, touching, teasing. All the time, she watched Adam and saw his cock grow larger. Inspired, she took both hands and opened her sex to the cool air, fanning through the room, letting it brush her sensitive tissues. Adam leaned back, his cock jutting out.


    “Keep doing that,” he ordered, “and touch your breasts.”


    Having no inhibition with Adam, she cupped her breasts with one hand, pinching and rubbing her nipples with her fingers, while stroking her wet pussy. Taking care to avoid her clit, knowing that one touch might be enough to set her off, she touched herself for Adam’s pleasure. He fisted his cock twice with one hand and stood.


    “God, Ella,” he barked.


    In two strides he had her in his arms, carrying her to the bed. Placing her on the soft downy comforter, he stood over her. “Continue,” he said.


    Ella just wanted him to touch her, craved it, was dying for it, but giving him pleasure was worth the torture. He took one of her legs and propped it up, over a pillow. With her one leg up in that fashion, he spread her thighs, letting the other leg drape over the side of the bed, her foot touching the carpet. Air rushed in, radiating new sensation through her. Adam knelt by the bed, directly in front of her bare sex.


    “Go on,” he ordered. “I want to watch your face.”


    Ella caressed her breasts with one hand and fingered herself with the other. Her fingers slid easily in her wetness, the lubrication adding to the effect. She thought to pinch her clit, to feel the tight pain in her fingers and give herself release, but the look on Adam’s face told her to wait. He enjoyed her ministrations and was clearly turned on by them. Pleasure flowed through her, heavy in her lower body, and her eyes partly closed. Her skin flushed with excitement, and Adam gazed at her lovely face.


    Unable to hold back, he took her hands and held them, their gazes locked. Letting her fingers slide into his mouth, he sucked her cream from them, loving the taste. “Hmmm,” he purred, “so sweet.”


    Lifting her arms above her head, he pressed them into the mattress and said, “Keep them there.”


    With her hands over her head, her lush breasts curved toward Adam seductively. He sucked and licked her nipples, caressing her creamy breasts, squeezing and cupping them. Leaning back, he slid down between her legs. Her wet distended nipples turned harder when the ambient air hit her wet flesh. Feeling flooded between her legs, like a string between her nipples and her clit had been tugged. Adam buried his face in her pussy and breathed, loving the femininity of her, the sweetness of her.


    He lifted his head and spread her legs a little wider. Looking at her with a piercing intent, he said, “I want to see your little pearl.”


    He opened the outer lips of her sex and Ella panted softly.“Yes, yes.”


    Using his thumbs, he delicately pulled away the skin covering her tiny clit. Bared, uncovered, she felt it turn to a hard pebble, and the sensation was insanely good. He had her at her most intimate, looking in a most private way. He just looked, and she forced herself to breathe.


    “So beautiful,” he choked and leaned a little closer to blow on her clit.


    Ella had never felt anything like that. She was so close to coming, yet stabbed with a pain, the pain that comes just before.


    “Now Ella,” he said. “You will come for me now. Do it now.”


    Those were the sexiest words he could have said. Blowing and swirling his tongue around her clit, alternately, Adam was careful not to touch the overly sensitive tip. His talented sucking sent her into a powerful orgasm, and she screamed, turning stiff as a board, clenching in pleasure.


    Unable to hold back, she let the painful pleasure take her, until it became sweet and soft. Her body sagged against the bed and her head turned to the side. Adam looked at her skin, stained pink with effort, and at her face, soft and lovely. A woman in orgasm, and just after, was a sight he treasured, especially with Ella – passionate Ella.


    Lowering her leg from the pillow and bringing her other onto the bed, he stroked her smooth skin. Sliding next to her, he took her into his arms and felt her subdued breathing against his chest. It took a few minutes for Ella to regain strength in her muscles, but when she could move, she put her arms around his neck and kissed him, a long, sensual, loving kiss. He lifted her hair from her neck, holding it in his fist, and pulling her head back possessively. She felt his hard cock, hot on her belly.


    Sliding off the end of the bed, Adam returned to the overstuffed chair. This time he didn’t want her at a distance. He motioned for her to come to him. Getting up, she went to him and he pulled her onto his lap. With his hands at the small of her back, he slid her closer. His hard cock pulsed underneath her.


    “I want you to do something.”


    Ella looked at him, willing, waiting.


    “Slide down over me,” he said.


    On her knees in the wide chair, straddling him, she reached for his heavy erection. His hot, velvety skin felt so good in her hand. She squeezed and ran her fist along his shaft, loving the feel. Pre-cum dripped from the top and she ran her thumb over it, smearing it around the hard, red knob. Adam pressed the back of his head into the chair and moaned. “Yes,” he said.


    Rising over him, she guided the tip of his cock to her wet opening. She had assured him she’d been on the pill without a break for years and that she hadn’t had other partners. He’d recently had a clean bill of health in all aspects, so there was no reason for the condom. Not this time.


    Touching the tip to her wetness, she sighed, a long pleasurable sigh. Lowering slowly over his cock, she felt the fullness fill her. As wet as she was, it took little effort to bury him all the way inside, as deep as he would go. Sitting on his lap, with his cock buried to the hilt, her vagina clutched from the erotic sensation. She leaned her head back, arching her back, letting her hair fall down her shoulders, brushing across Adam’s thighs.


    “Now be still, amore mia,” he said quietly, holding her hard ass in his palms to steady her. “Don’t move.”


    That was easier to command than to achieve. Even not moving intentionally, the strong muscles of her vagina clenched outside her control.


    “Breathe,” he commanded, “relax and breathe.”


    With the last bit of restraint she could muster, Ella took an easy, deep breath, careful not to move too much in the process.


    “That’s right. Just stay there.” His words sounded calm, but she could feel his cock swelling bigger inside her.


    “Talk to me, sweet Ella.”


    What? How could she talk? She could barely keep from losing control.


    “Talk…. talk?”


    “Yes, look at me Ella.”


    The lust in his eyes was apparent. He was having as hard a time as she was.


    “Okay,” she said, looking into his eyes. “I… you feel so good.”


    “I want to be with you, Ella. I want to see your face when you experience pleasure beyond anything you’ve ever imagined. I want you to release the passion boiling inside you. Do you hear me?”


    “Y… yes.”


    “And you will obey me…”


    “Yes.”


    “Talk to me Ella. Tell me how you feel. I want to hear it.”


    “I... oh, God, Adam. You feel so good inside me. I want you there forever. I never want you to leave. Your cock is so big. It fills me, stretches me. It’s so hot and so hard. And…”


    “What…. amore mia?”


    “I feel…. so close to you.”


    “And I…. feel so close to you,” Adam whispered.


    She looked at his golden image, his messy, layered sun-colored hair, his amber eyes, his impossibly handsome face - and more than anything, just Adam. Adam, the man she was more intimate with than she could have ever imagined. He’d not only bared himself to her physically but emotionally as well. She’d never felt closer to another human being.


    “Talk Ella, I want to hear your thoughts.”


    “Adam,” she started with sensation stabbing through her pussy, every nerve taught, every motion a painful reminder of release that she labored to put off. “I have never felt this close… not to anyone. I can’t believe… I found you. So good, it feels so good….”


    She struggled to say more, but everything except the exquisite sensation blotted from her mind. All she could do was feel intensely, feel Adam - feel his closeness, his powerful presence and feel his huge cock swollen inside her, leaving her no choice but to feel. Feel more than she ever had.


    Adam ran his hands along the smooth warm skin of her back, and she tingled with delicious anticipation. He looked at her, his need strong, his adoration washing over her like rays of the sun.


    “You are beautiful,” he gutted out, before moaning loudly.


    She felt the raging pulse of his cock and lost it entirely. Whining, panting, screeching, she let go, welcoming the release. Waiting had only escalated the intensity and her orgasm exploded through her body, violent and sexual. Panting she pumped up and down over his cock, and Adam rocked his hips in rhythm with her. Pounding together, holding nothing back, they felt deep into their core, the power of each other. Waves of pleasure rolled through them, together as one.


    Adam and Ella, together, more intimate than they’d ever experienced, let passion have its way. The passion between them fueled by the fire of their desire burst free. The passion inside Ella revealed unabashedly, and Adam’s passion for her urging her beyond any and all limits.


    When the waves of orgasm subsided, Ella’s pussy hummed with tingly warmth, and Adam collapsed, eyes shut, for what seemed minutes. Still breathing heavily, glowing with sweat and warm with satisfaction, they sat in the chair just being together. Neither was willing to break the trance or move away. It was a moment that would never be forgotten by either of them, the moment they came together without inhibition. The act that could never be undone, nor would they ever permit it. Once such intimacy has been experienced, nothing less would ever be tolerable.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 24



    The rest of the day, Adam and Ella enjoyed being together on the yacht. Never having been on a yacht before, Ella took Adam by the hand and toured the interior spaces. Each room was similar to an upscale home, including carpeting, comfortable furnishings, and full-sized bathrooms. Separate quarters for the crew accommodated longer trips. Adam’s stateroom looked like a luxurious hotel room with a queen-sized bed, thick carpet, and overstuffed chair. There was even an office so he could work during a trip, complete with a polished desk, a computer, file cabinets, and bookshelves.


    Ella especially loved being out on the water. The ocean was her friend. With Adam, she watched the waves slash against the side of the boat and looked out to the horizon. Spotting locations along the shore, they tried to guess what each was. Peacefully, they relaxed on the deck later in the afternoon, basking in the warm day. Looking athletic and handsome in his swim trunks, chest bared to the rays of the sun, Adam took Ella’s breath away.


    With his sunglasses on, he stretched out on the lounge chair with his arms overhead, and she marveled at how sexy his underarms were. Glued to the sight of the golden hair in his armpits, and the sensitive skin along the underside of his arms, she was turned on by that alone. It was a fetish she hadn’t known she had before, but she intended to kiss and lick him in that vulnerable spot at the first opportunity.


    They ate various gourmet items the ship’s cook prepared, and served with flair. Hors d’oeuvres of herb marinated white mushrooms and smoked salmon canapé with capers was followed by shrimp cocktail, imported cheeses, and fruit. Everything was delicious, but Ella was more interested in Adam than the food. He held grapes, up one at a time, feeding her and watching her crunch sensually on the delicious fruit. Taking his cue, she started eating a banana, making each bite a tease. The silliness made them laugh, although erotic at the same time.


    Ella didn’t want the day to end. Nothing could be better than cruising around the bay with Adam. With the sun low in the sky toward late afternoon, Adam directed his captain back to shore. The only solace to ending the afternoon was the romantic dinner date planned for the evening. Once the boat docked, both changed clothes in the cabin, and emerged ready for the evening. Ella wore a red shift in a stretchy fabric with leather pumps, a ribbon necklace, and light makeup. Adam wore a dress shirt with subtle gold pinstripes and soft wool slacks. Seeing Ella in the red dress, Adam nearly took her back to the cabin in lieu of dinner.


    Holding her hand, he led her to the car and off to the bayside restaurant where they had reservations. Listening to music and watching the scenery, Ella was tranquil during the short ride. She’d never forget that day and how wonderful it was to spend time with Adam. Looking over at him in his dress clothes, a warm flush heated her. She imagined taking his clothes off, one sweet item at a time, and uncovering his gorgeous body. Oh, what she’d like to do with him and would do. There was so much to look forward to with Adam.


    The waterfront restaurant on Balboa Island had a spectacular view of the bay. The interior was all wood, carpet, and warm colors. Settling into the plush chairs, they examined the menus. After a long day on the water, everything on the menu sounded good. Ella chose the Alaskan stuffed crab, and Adam chose the filet mignon. Both were delicious. Adam ordered a Riesling to accompany their meal, the light white wine rolling down their throats like honey.


    “To you,” Ella toasted, “for your birthday. I’d sing, but I can’t sing, so Happy Birthday.”


    Adam smiled and rubbed the inside of his ankle against her calf, causing a thrill to run through her.


    The glowing sun dipped below the horizon, turning the sky a flaming orange, the few spotted clouds radiating pink and purple. Just outside the windows, lights glimmered over the bay and along the opposite shore. Looking out at the expanse, Ella decided it couldn’t have been more idyllic, feeling happier than she ever thought she could be. Touching Adam’s hand and looking into his eyes, she already dreaded parting with him when the night was over. In her heart she hoped she wouldn’t have to, but with Adam she never knew.


    Excusing herself to go to the ladies room, she caught the attention of the waiter when she was out of Adam’s sight and whispered something to him. Not wanting to waste any precious moments together, she was back to the table in only a few minutes. Sliding into her seat, she said, “I wish I could have given you a birthday present. You should have told me it was your birthday.”


    “You are the only gift I need. Being with you is everything to me.”


    “Adam….every moment I’m with you is special to me. I feel like it’s my birthday,” she replied.


    Holding hands across the table, Adam and Ella gazed at each other. Neither could put into words what their hearts understood. Speech failed them. They just looked into each other’s eyes, conveying everything through the love-charged emotion that radiated between them. The noises, sights, and other guests surrounding them seemed remote. Only each other existed, and being together meant everything.


    The waiter stood by the table, silently for a moment, before placing the gourmet dessert on the table between them. A delicate chocolate lattice pierced the top of a huge scoop of vanilla bean ice cream, and in the middle was a single birthday candle, burning brightly.


    “Make a wish,” Ella grinned.


    Taking a deep breath, Adam made a spectacle of blowing out the one candle.


    “You told them that it’s my birthday.”


    “Of course,” Ella said. “And since you don’t like birthday cake, I ordered something you would like. I know you like ice cream.”


    “You got that right,” Adam said, making no move to eat the elegant dessert.


    There was a look in his eyes that Ella didn’t recognize. Maybe he was shy about celebrating his birthday in a restaurant, but it didn’t seem so. She puzzled over what it could be.


    “You better eat,” she chided, “or I’ll eat it all.”


    Adam laughed and plucked the chocolate lattice out of the top of the ice cream. “Want this?” He asked, holding it out to her.


    “Of course, what do you think? Chocolate is my passion, second only to you,” she said, still wondering about the look in his eyes.


    Adam knew he had to tell her, but delayed as long as he could. Finally after dessert, he ordered espressos, and looking into Ella’s eyes said, “I have to tell you something.”


    His tone struck panic into her heart, and she fought against hearing what he was going to tell her. That look she’d seen in his eyes, she had a bad feeling about that. She wondered if the day had been as good for him as it had been for her, but she didn’t have any doubt that it had been. He’d turned serious, dark even, announcing that he had something to tell her. She should have seen it coming. Never having luck on her side, Adam was too good to be true from the beginning. Yet she wasn’t prepared at all.


    “Ella, I have to leave for Brazil,” he said.


    Her heart fell to her stomach. Devastation swamped her, without warning. Her throat tightened up and she couldn’t speak.


    “I will be back. I want you to know that,” he continued. “I just have to go back right now, and I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. I don’t want to leave you, but I have to, at least for a little while.”


    “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”


    “I can’t go into the details just yet. I’m not totally sure right now. I just know I have to go back. I must. I wouldn’t leave you otherwise. At home, there are things I must attend to, things I don’t want to involve you in. Please understand… if there was any other way…”


    There was nothing to say.


    “But you promise I’ll see you again?”


    “Yes, you will, my beautiful Ella. I will miss you every second I am away from you. You can be sure of that.” The pained look in his eyes was a knife to her heart.


    “You promise you will call?”


    “Yes, I will,” he said, sadness casting a shadow over his gorgeous features. “And I have something for you.” He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and handed it to her. “It has an app for video calls. I want to be able to see you when I call.”


    “I’ll keep it close,” Ella said, holding the phone like a treasure.


    Neither spoke much after that. A dark cloud settled over them. Ella knew he didn’t want to leave her and wished she understood why he had to. Later that evening at home, walking up the stairs, her legs felt like lead. She didn’t want to take the next step, knowing it only brought her closer to the moment he would leave. Inside her apartment, Adam delayed, holding her to him. With her arms wrapped around him, she clutched tightly, as if to keep him from going.


    His kiss was sweet and sexy. Adam fisted her hair and pressed her close to him. Ella pressed back, wishing he would stay, that by some magic he’d change his plans and not leave her. Her heart hurt, like a fist was squeezing it tight. The dread of facing day after day, without Adam, washed over her.


    Kissing him, she sought to memorize every touch, every sensation, to burn every last second into her memory. That’s all she’d have once he left, the memories of him, of his touch, his male scent, his amazing presence. The light he’d brought to her life was already dimming. Without him, nothing would be the same. Nothing ever could be.


    Agonizingly, he separated himself from her and with a tormented look, left. Alone in the dark apartment, Ella started to cry. Unable to believe a day could be so good and so awful all at once, she collapsed on the bed. Tears poured out onto her pillow for the loss of Adam. She cried and cried, unsure if she’d ever be able to stop.


    At last the tears dried on her cheeks, and she stared sightlessly at the wall of her drab apartment. How much time passed, she didn’t know. When she finally sat up and turned on a light, she opened her tablet and poured her heart out to her diary, sometimes the only way she released her inner emotions, no matter how raw or painful.


    I hurt inside, worse than I ever have before. Loving someone and having to be apart is the worst thing. I feel so close to Adam. Yet he will be so far away. There’s a reason he has to return to Brazil, but he didn’t tell me what it is. It must be something urgent. I just wish I knew more.


    When we are together, it’s so perfect. He’s the sexiest, most wonderful man I’ll ever meet. I want us to be happy together, more than anything. I hope his trip is short, so he will be back in my arms soon. Not knowing how long he will be gone is already driving me crazy. I don’t know how I will endure it. At least he will call, but that’s not the same as being able to touch him and hold him.


    I should be grateful that I’ve had him for the wonderful time that I have. And I am. But I want more. I want everything. I want Adam by my side, and I never want him to leave. I don’t know how to make that happen. He still has things he hasn’t told me, issues he has to deal with. If he’d just tell me I could help him. I know I could.


    I’ll be counting every hour he’s away and when he comes back, I’ll never let him go again. Not ever again.


    And that’s how it happened. Finding Adam, the most wonderful thing in Ella’s life, then having him ripped away. Ella only hoped it wouldn’t be long. She wouldn’t be able to stand it if he were gone very long. Worry gnawed at her. Something was wrong, she knew it. He’d said as much. Having no details just made her worry more.


    The next day, he called from the airport before leaving on his private jet, and promised to call from San Juan in Costa Rica. He’d spend the night there before continuing. She hadn’t been able to pry much out of him during the call, except that he had a home in Rio where he’d be staying. Ella tried to imagine if it was anything like his home in Newport, wishing she had a picture of it so she’d be able to imagine him there.


    Ella kept him talking as long as she could, knowing when she hung up, he’d be gone - and so he was - gone from Newport Beach, gone even from the country. Off to a foreign land she was unfamiliar with, too far away to suit her. She would count the minutes, count the days until he was back in her arms. Somehow, she’d never let him go again. She’d keep him close no matter what. If only he came back.


    She opened the door to leave for work and on the step was a package, wrapped in brown paper. Curious, she picked it up and went back inside. Ripping off the brown paper, she saw a leather-bound book, thick and heavy, a collector’s volume of Romeo and Juliet. Her heart swelled with the kindness of the gesture. It was a gift from Adam. Inscribed inside the front cover was a note:


    For you sweet Ella, an Italian love story set in Verona, Italy, for the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. May the passion inside you set fire to the written page. Until you are back in my arms - Adam


    Her eyes welled with tears. He was referring to the romance novel she was writing. His words meant so much to her. She’d never met any man like Adam and never would again. He had to come back to her. He must. She prayed that fate would cooperate.
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