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Chapter 1

 


Reed, Lexi Reed

 


 


 


 


“REED. MY
office. NOW.”

Crap. The fact
that she was yelling to me from her office was a sure sign that
Kate was fuming. I did a quick mental stocktake of the last few
days, wondering which indiscretion I would have to own up to this
time. I breathed deeply and slid off my chair, preparing to face
the music.

“What have you
done now, Lexi?” my desk mate Rachael, smirked.

“Me?” I
questioned, giving my best what-could-I-have-possibly-done look.
Rachael threw her head back into a full throaty laugh. “Kate’s
pissed. I hope it was worth it,” she said, fishing for a scoop on
the latest office gossip.

“It’s always
worth it, Rach,” I grinned and flicked my hair over my shoulder as
I sauntered into Kate’s office.

Kate Cole and I
had known each other since university. Kate was a year ahead of me,
and while we were not friends during our tenure, we were firm
friends now. Kate was a force to be reckoned with, a strong woman
with a keen business sense, amazing style and she saw the genius in
the way I operated. She had built her PR and events company from
the ground up, and the fact that Cole now had partnerships with
offices on most continents of the world was testament to her genius
and a key reason why I loved working with her. The other reason was
that she welcomed my take-no-prisoner attitude, which had been too
full on for my previous employer. He had claimed that I intimidated
clients and thought I was some kind of placard toting feminist or
lesbian. Lord knows, I couldn’t just be a strong opinionated woman
who knew her job.

I closed the
door to Kate’s stylish office behind me. It was a remarkably simple
and sleek space, a reflection of her. She was not what you would
call a ‘girlie girl’. Kate loved sports and had very little
tolerance for drama—a trait that had made her instantly appealing
to me as both a boss and a friend.

“So... anything
you want to tell me Lexi?” Kate paced the room as she deliberately
breathed, a sure sign someone was in trouble. I still had no idea
what I could have possibly done. Let’s face it, the list of trouble
I gotten myself into daily was long, so trying to narrow it down
would have proven a challenge for anyone.

“You want to
give me a hint Kate, or are we going to play mental charades?” I
mused.

“Cut it out,
Reed.” Kate picked up the only file on her desk and came around to
perch on one of the leather conversation chairs she used when she
wanted to try and put her clients at ease. “I’m in a difficult
situation here. You are forgetting I know you, and your history.
Just help me understand if I need to hire a lawyer?” I took a long
breath and settled into the seat opposite Kate. Clearly this was
not going to be a five minute conversation.

“Kate, whatever
it is, I am sure we can resolve it. Don’t stress, OK?” She knew
that this was not the first time I’d been threatened with legal
action.

“Stacy is on
stress leave. Effective immediately. She is claiming you called her
crazy and have been tormenting her. She had a meltdown in front of
our newest client yesterday afternoon during her presentation,
calling us all a bunch of lying C-U-Next-Tuesdays.”

I tried to
stifle my laughter. “Are you shitting me Cole? That girl has been
unhinged since the day she was hired,” I exclaimed. “She is
obsessive and overbearing. And when pray tell was I tormenting her?
I haven’t spoken to her in three months.” While I had done lots of
things which had the potential to lead to trouble, I was not going
to be blamed for something I had had no part in.

“Lexi, I know
the girl is certifiable, but I need to be one-hundred percent sure.
I do not want an HR issue here...” Kate’s pause for breath told me
that she was really worried about this situation. “Did you tell
someone she was on anxiety meds? She claims that you made some
social media comments last month, on Facebook to be exact.”

My head was
pounding with fury. “What the fuck Kate? I didn’t even know she was
on meds. And if she is on meds, then clearly they aren’t strong
enough. As for my Facebook, you are on there – did you see any
comments? I wasn’t even in town last month. I was in New York,
remember? I was too busy screwing and shopping to be on Facebook.
What a fucking whore. She can’t hold her own and she blames me? Get
her on the phone. Let me confront her with these fucking
accusations.”

“Lexi, calm
down, and for god’s sake stop swearing. This is still an office.” I
relaxed a little as Kate clearly believed the truth of my story.
“Look, I had my suspicions that the accusations were unfounded, but
you have to understand my position. For now, she is on stress
leave. It screws me over, as she was supposed to be going on this
exchange program. I have a guy coming in from Texas tomorrow, and
she was supposed to go there on Friday. I’m asking Rachael to go
instead. I’ve already been on the phone all morning trying to sort
this shit out.”

My ears pricked
up with interest. A guy from one of our partners in Texas? I hadn’t
had one of those before.

“Before you
start getting all hot and heavy, he’s off limits.”

Off limits?
Oh, Kate – don’t you know that’s like waving a red flag to a
bull?

“I know you are
a sucker for an accent, but I don’t want to have to pick up the
pieces of your sordid romp. Don’t forget that this is my business,
OK? Keep your hands, mouth and other body parts to yourself. We
clear?” I was mentally rubbing my hands together in anticipation.
“Lexi, I can see the cogs in your head turning. Seriously, I need
to trust you on this one.”

I widened my
eyes in a show of false innocence. “Kate, you’re making me out like
I’m some insatiable fiend.”

“Yeah, Yeah,
you are so offended. Remember, I know you. Keep it in your pants,
Reed,” she said trying to force back a smile.

“Kate,
Justin is on line one. The school has called and Sam is at the
principal’s office again,” Jane’s sugary sweet voice through
the intercom burst into the office uninvited.

“Thanks Jane,”
Kate replied, taking a breath and clicking her finger over the
flashing light. I waved silently and decided now was a good time to
take my leave.

“Justin, I
swear, this kid isn’t going to make his next birthday,” she said
over the phone as I shut the door behind me.

I had spent a
lot of time with Kate’s four excitable, rambunctious boys. All of
them were super competitive and sporty. The youngest, Sam, was the
most challenging. He wasn’t a bad kid, just very spirited, and he
was the one I most identified with. Sometimes I wondered how Kate
managed. I think the fact that her husband was so even-tempered was
a calming influence. I really liked Justin. He was an uncomplicated
guy. He worked hard, but when he came home it was all about his
wife and his boys. He doted on Kate, allowing her to be the woman
she was, and he wasn’t threatened by her competitive ambition. She
definitely wore the pants in that relationship, and he didn’t
really care. His tastes were simple – he loved his football, loved
to have a beer and he loved his family. He was the yin to her yang.
As sappy as it sounded, they had a perfect marriage and I hoped one
day if I was ready to settle down—and that was a big if—I would
find someone as honest as Justin.

 


~~~~~~

 


“So. Did Kate
tell you? I’m going to Texas,” gushed Rachael as I returned to our
cubicle. I could tell she had been holding onto her news,
desperately wanting to share, but still trying to respect the chain
of command and not making her announcement. However in true Rachael
style she couldn’t help herself.

“Stacey flipped
out and went all psycho yesterday. Oh my god, so tragic, but her
loss is my gain. I feel kinda bad, but at the same time I’m really
excited. Is that wrong? Shit, I need to pack. Can you imagine the
shopping over there? Everything is big in Texas.” Her
excitement was palpable, bordering on annoying, but it was on par
for the course with Rachael.

“Rach, take a
breath,” I said, sitting down to my meticulously maintained desk
and switching my monitor back on.

“I tell you
this couldn’t have come at a better time. Will is doing my head in.
I went out for coffee the other night, and I had to check in. I
told that man relax, I barely have enough time for you, as if I’m
going to have time to cheat. He wouldn’t listen. The break will be
good for us. It will help me figure out what I want to do. Not that
he’s happy about it. Oh well, I’m so excited. Can you believe this
shit? Oh my god, I swear, I haven’t been this excited since my
sister and I hit up Sydney.”

Watching
Rachael rush around in a frenzy, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge
of jealousy. It would have been nice to jet off to a new city for
six months, but I knew that Kate needed me here, and my role as a
senior team member meant that I would be initiating this new guy
into the office. I wondered what he looked like. I hadn’t even
asked Kate his name. The whole Stacey losing her shit drama threw
me off my usual A-game. I needed details. I would need to take a
walk down to visit Jane and see if I could pump her for intel.
Kate’s loyal PA could usually be persuaded to come up with the
information.

“Lex. Are you
even listening to me?” Rachael’s voice rose an octave.

“Sorry Rach, I
was distracted. What were you saying?”

“I asked if you
had any good book suggestions for the plane? I wanted to load up my
iPad with some trashy novels for the long journey. But, not any
that are too sad. You know I’m a crier. Who knows, I might even
find myself a new romance while I’m there.”

I wasn’t
exceptionally close to Rachael. It’s not that we weren’t friends,
we just moved in different circles. She was effervescent and full
of life and always spoke like she was running a race. She was a
really good person with a great heart, but we just didn’t have a
lot in common. I pushed my jealousy aside, realising that she was
perfect for this new challenge. Those Texans were going to take one
look at her massive personality and accept her as one of their own.
I nodded in my silent resolve and gave her a big hug. “You’re going
to do great Rach, and if Will knows what’s good for him, he’ll
realise what an arse he has been and jump on a plane and hopefully
jump you too.”

Rachael
blushed. “Um. Gee. Thanks. Lexi. Um. Yeah.”

 


~~~~~~

 


What a freaking
crazy morning. I swear there was so much to digest. I still needed
to find out about our mysterious Mr Cowboy. I giggled. The things I
could do with that rope. I wondered if he owned leather chaps and
boots. This fantasy was getting hot. I could already feel the dull
pleasure ache in my lower stomach and the slight moisture forming
in my underwear. I wondered if Jane had a photo. I could totally
Google him. I had to go get Jane a coffee. I’d learned from
previous covert missions that she was a complete coffee addict and
freer-flowing with information after she’d had her fix.

“Yummy. Is that
for me?” Jane’s saccharine voice squealed.

“Yep, I even
got you one of the cookies you like.” I held out the package and
batted my eyelashes slightly. I had danced this dance before, and
while Jane was good at her job, she wasn’t the worldliest of
creatures; she was naive and too trusting. This was going to be too
easy. I could see the partially covered personnel file on her desk.
“So Jane. I’m going to be showing the new guy around,” I said
pretending to look bored. “And I figured I’d quickly go through his
file and see if there is anything I need to cover in his
induction.” Smooth Lexi, very smooth.

“Oh, I don’t
know Lexi, these files are kind of private. Kate would have my
head, you know.” Jane looked very uncomfortable with not giving me
what I wanted, but she knew it would be breaking the rules to let
me have access to a private HR file.

“Jane, do you
think I would be asking if it wasn’t OK with Kate?” I said, looking
straight into her trusting brown eyes. “You saw me talking to her
earlier didn’t you? Remember when Justin called and I was in her
office?” I marvelled at how easily the lies rolled off my tongue. I
was a master of this game and Jane didn’t even come close to being
a worthy adversary.

“Well,” Jane
paused and looked from the coffee and biscuit I was holding out to
the files on her desk. “I guess if you have cleared it with Kate
then it’s OK.”

Jackpot.
I hoped there was some decent information in the file. I passed the
delicious bribe over, and she hesitantly handed over the pristine
manila folder in return, clearly having second thoughts until I
gave her my award winning smile. Yep, entirely too easy. I should
have been a spy or a con artist. Maybe Mr Cowboy and I can play on
that fantasy as well? The list was endless.

I walked into
one of the private meeting rooms. I wanted to do my recon without
being disturbed and, let’s face it, I was breaking company policy
by accessing his personal details. While I was brazen, I wasn’t
stupid. I closed the door behind me and I settled into one of the
comfortable chairs. As I opened the file, a sheet of paper slipped
out. A small passport photo was paper-clipped to the side. Wow
cowboy, you’re hot. The photo was black and white, but I could
tell his hair was dark and his eyes were so clear they were
probably blue. He had a strong jawline with amazing bone structure
that he could have been a model. The photo had obviously been taken
later in the day with a light stubble accentuating his masculine
features. His brows were furrowed and he had a distant,
almost-forlorn look; like he was looking beyond the camera and
straight into my soul. It was like he wasn’t even trying to be
sexy, yet it oozed out of every pore. Damn Kate and her
no-fraternisation policy. I wondered what the outer edges of her
definition would be. After getting a look at this new piece of
talent, I was determined that I was going to find a loophole or at
least skate to the edge of that line because ‘Matthew Burns’, whose
name was printed across the top of his file, would be worth it.


Chapter 2

 


Well, Hello Cowboy!

 


 


 


MELBOURNE
AIRPORT had always held such exciting memories for me; there was
something about aviation fuel and jet noise that got me excited.
The thrill of an impending trip or a loved one returning, what’s
not to love? And today, I was happily welcoming Matthew Burns into
the Cole fold. I had slipped the file unnoticed back onto Jane’s
desk yesterday. She had been chatting on the phone to someone about
the latest boy band who had captivated her interest, and I was sure
she’d completely forgotten that I’d even taken the file. I quickly
called Kate on my way out of the office, saying I thought it would
be more personal to pick up Mr Burns rather than send a car or
taxi, and while she had her reservations, she reluctantly agreed.
“Don’t make me regret this,” were her parting words to me as I hung
up the phone.

I had leapt out
of bed this morning, throwing items of clothing all over my room in
my haste to pick something suitable to wear. I finally settled on a
fitted back shift dress and my red Steve Madden pumps. I finished
the look with a slim-line jacket in the same red. I gazed into the
mirror feeling a bit disconnected from the woman who stared back at
me. I knew that I was not ugly, but no woman is ever really truly
satisfied with herself. I think it’s some weird glitch built into
the second X chromosome. My big light brown eyes opened slightly
wider as I studied my reflection. I had left my cascading mane of
brunette curls loose, so they spilled onto my shoulders like an
untamed waterfall.

My carefully
manicured eyebrows arched back at me from my reflection. I had been
told so many times I was beautiful, and yet I struggled to believe
it. It was the chink in my armour, my dirty little secret. No one
would ever believe I struggled with self-esteem. It’s not what I
projected. I glanced up and down at my body. I’d worked extra hard
on my fitness over the last few months and the training and working
out was showing results. My long arms travelled up the length of my
thighs and over my firm butt. It was never enough. I would have to
work harder. I mentally chastised myself – Lexi, you are a strong,
successful, beautiful woman. Get over your hang ups. I fixed a
smile on my face, and I walked out the door.

The flight had
landed about an hour ago and people were starting to spill into the
arrivals area where we were all corralled. I had flirted with the
idea of holding up a sign with his name but decided it was too
cheesy. Besides, those eyes – it’s not like I could forget what he
looked like. I spotted him as soon as he walked through the double
doors. He was dressed in grey tailored pants, a light linen shirt,
a matching tailored jacket and no tie. Yum… I likey. He was
just less than six foot, and I could tell his body was toned even
with his clothes on. His broad shoulders and chest filled his shirt
and jacket nicely before his torso thinned to his lower abs and
waist. His muscular arms flexing as he pushed the luggage trolley
in front of him. “Mr Burns?” I questioned him as he came closer. He
blinked in slight confusion at being approached and then a smooth
grin spread across his face as he realised who I was. He had the
same smattering of stubble across his face as he’d had in the
photo. His clear blue eyes fixed on mine. “Hi, you must be
Alexandra. Kate just sent me a text telling me you were going to
meet me here.” Hmmm, what else had Kate told him?

“Actually, it’s
Lexi. No one has called me Alexandra in years.” I still felt like a
naughty child whenever someone called me by my full name.

“Sorry, Lexi.”
His low gravelly voice caressed my name, sending a shiver right to
my core. “I’m Matt,” he crooned, his smooth accent rolling off his
tongue like morning dew off my windscreen. He held out his hand and
gave me a firm but polite handshake.

“Well, Matt.
You got everything? My car is just over here.” I pulled my hand
away from his warm grasp and spun on my heel, leading him to the
parking garage walkway. He followed me, hanging slightly behind. I
wasn’t sure if it was because he was being polite, whether he
didn’t know where he was going, or maybe he was just checking out
my arse. Either way, it wasn’t long before we made it back to my
car.

“Nice ride,” he
smirked, glancing at my silver Honda Civic as he lifted his
suitcases off the trolley. Was he being sarcastic?

“Thanks, it
does the job and it’s easy to weave in and out of traffic.” I
cringed inwardly at my lame response. “So, Matt. Is this your first
trip to Australia?” I steered the conversation back into my favour,
while I helped him load his luggage into the back of my car.

“Yeah, it is
actually, and I have to say my first impressions of this place are
pretty good.” Was he flirting? I couldn’t quite work this one
out.

Usually I could
figure a guy out pretty quickly. Hell, most of the time I knew if I
was going to sleep with him within the first five minutes of
conversation, yet Mr Cowboy had me perplexed. He was standing at
the driver’s side door after I closed the hatch, having carefully
stowed his suitcases away. “Um, unless you are going to drive, you
are going to have to go around to the other side.” I mused. He
glanced inside at the steering wheel that was firmly in place on
the wrong side of the car.

“Oh yeah, I
completely forgot about that. I hear the water runs the opposite
way down the drain down here too.” I couldn’t help but laugh at his
innocent statement. I’d bet my new Mimco clutch, he’d be flushing
the toilet the minute he got into his hotel to test his theory. He
smiled as he sauntered passed me, moving to the passenger side and
getting in.

The ride to the
hotel was surprisingly smooth. He was easy to talk to and pretty
funny as well. He was incredibly well mannered, and I was impressed
by his knowledge of my home city. Chances are he’d probably read a
traveller’s guide book on the plane and was merely regurgitating
it, but still it showed he made an effort. He was originally from
Houston, Texas but went to College in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania at
Carnegie Mellon University. He loved his time in Pittsburgh and
spent a few years working there after graduating, speaking fondly
of the city that was his home during that time. “It’s a lot like
Melbourne in some ways,” he explained. “It has amazing sports
arenas and the city is full of diverse restaurants, born from the
influx of ethnic migration back in the 1920s.” He seemed passionate
about knowing about a city’s culture, and I could see his eyes
light up when he spoke about Pittsburgh.

“Sounds like a
place I’d probably like to visit,” I mused.

“Oh, you have
to go. I could give you a list of things to see and do, an absolute
must is to have a Primantti’s sandwich in the strip district. That
sandwich will change your life,” he grinned. I couldn’t imagine any
sandwich changing my life but I was willing to humour him.

The traffic was
light so it didn’t take too long to reach his hotel. He was only
booked in until he found more suitable accommodation, hopefully an
apartment he explained. He hated living out of a suitcase. I parked
out front in the drop off zone and stepped out to help him with his
bags.

“Lexi,” he
breathed. I glanced up at him. I had to tilt my chin back slightly
to look him in the eyes, even with my killer Madden heels. “It was
a pleasure meeting you and thank you for the ride. I’d love for you
to meet me for dinner tonight and help me go through my schedule
for tomorrow.”

“Sure, I’ll
bring over all your induction paperwork if you like, and we can go
over it together – saves you doing it in the morning.” I couldn’t
peg this one. Was he asking me on a date? Was this business? What
the hell? Was he gay? I must have been losing my edge. Perhaps I
needed to up the ante tonight and try and work this one out. “I’ve
got to stay back tonight to tie some loose ends in the office but
I’ll make it back by eight, OK?”

“Yes, we
wouldn’t want any loose ends,” he smirked, and he turned as he
headed into his hotel. OK that was fucking weird. I was going to be
on edge for the rest of the day.

 


~~~~~~

 


“Oi, Lexi,”
Anna giggled. I looked up from my computer screen to see her dark
eyes staring at me over the wall partition.

“Hey Anna, you
trolling for information to take back to your arsehole boss?” I
smirked.

“Bitch, please,
the arsehole is golfing today. I could be out to lunch for three
hours and he’d be none the wiser. Now, if you’re done assaulting
that keyboard, grab your shit and let’s go to lunch. It’s Taco
Tuesday,” Anna retorted. I grabbed my bag and took my iPhone off my
desk.

“So what’s the
goss, Anna? Any rumblings I should know about?” Anna worked at a
rival events firm, so generally had to get a full pat down and
provide a urine sample on arrival. Kate knew we were friends and
had no issue with us ‘networking’ as long as I exercised
discretion. Still, she insisted Anna leave her phone at reception
and was accompanied to my desk by Jane, who eyed us impatiently as
we left the office.

We made our way
to the cosy little Mexican place down the street and had barely
been seated in our booth when Anna beamed, “I heard some shit went
down in your office yesterday….” She left her sentence trail off
deliberately. I knew it wouldn’t be long before word was out of
Stacey’s undignified fall from grace. Still, Kate would be livid if
I confirmed anything.

“Yeah, we
landed that account you guys have had for the last five years,” I
glowed. “It was amazing how easy it was to convince Reece he was
getting robbed over there at your place,” I smiled as I signalled
the waiter. I was hungry.

“Ha. You
could argue the sky was green and convince people you were right –
why do you think Kate has you as her right hand man? Arsehole would
bring you across to our team in a heartbeat if he thought he stood
a chance.” We both smiled. “But, seriously, no work talk. I want to
hear about Stacey. I heard she went all single white female.
Apparently she was screaming and crying in a client meeting. Did
she really call you all a bunch of C’s?” Anna whispered in a hushed
voice.

“What can I
say? I evoke strong responses in people.” I spat that out more
curtly than I intended. I was annoyed that the crazy bitch was
still on the payroll after all the shit she had pulled in recent
months.

“A truer word
never spoken.” I heard it from over my shoulder. That familiar
voice. I didn’t need to turn around as I could see from Anna’s
wide-eyed expression and pen jaw that Matt was standing directly
behind me. Oh, how I’d love for him to take me from behind, feel
his strong arms reaching around and pulling me close to his strong
athletic frame. “Mind if I join you ladies?” he continued,
oblivious to my hardening nipples beneath my jacket.

“Sure,” Anna
sang out, almost a little too enthusiastically. “Lexi, are you
going to introduce me to your friend?” she asked with a knowing
smile.

“Matt, this is
Anna – Anna, Matt. He’s ‘on loan’ to us for six months and just got
in from Texas this morning,” I explained. I could see Anna mentally
undressing him as she took his hand and shook it politely. He then
sat down and flagged a waitress down for another menu.

“I thought you
would have crashed by now. It’s a long flight—aren’t you jet
lagged?” I queried Matt.

“Yeah, I am,
but I find if I push through and sync with my new time zone I can
usually beat it. I got bored in the room, so I thought I’d take a
walk around, maybe get something to eat. I hate room service,” he
retorted.

“And yet of all
the restaurants in this fine city of ours, you find yourself here,
in the very one I’m at. Are you stalking me?” I purred.

A smile crept
across his beautiful unshaven face. “Actually, I called the office
when I realised I didn’t have your cell number, and they told me
where I might find you. But, if you prefer the stalking idea, we
can go with that.” I was slightly unnerved by his loaded retort. It
had been a while since I had been challenged by man. This was going
to be fun.

“Are you guys
ready to order?” the impatient waitress tapped her foot.

“Sure, we’ll
have the fajitas, the chicken soft tacos and two pineapple
Margaritas.” Our order was always the same; I didn’t even have to
ask Anna. “Matt would you like a beer? There’s plenty of food to
share.” I glanced over my menu at his clear blue eyes. Oh yes, I
have played this game before Cowboy, anything you’ve got—I can do
one better. Men were one thing I understood—I could play them like
a well-strung guitar and when I got tired of them, I discarded them
and went on to the new flavour of the month. I was not a whore,
although I had been accused of being one so many times. So many
people, men and women alike are threatened by a woman who is in
touch with her sexuality and desire; it’s just not socially
acceptable for a woman to want a no-strings relationship. For me,
it was the ultimate. I had no time for relationships, not real
ones. I’d tried those earlier on before I worked out that I wasn’t
ready to play that game because all it got me was disappointment
and a broken heart. I vowed that no man would ever control me like
that again. I would hold the power – it would be about what I
wanted and what I needed.

“Corona please,
with lime.” His silky voice didn’t show any hint of annoyance. Our
drinks arrived quickly and the conversation flowed as easily as it
had earlier that morning. I could tell by the way Anna was looking
at him that she would rather be devouring him than her lunch, but
she wasn’t as brazen as I was, so would bide her time. I cringed
knowing the barrage of questions and requests that would surely
follow.

“So Lexi, are
we still on for dinner?” Matt asked, after he ate his first round
of tacos. I watched Anna visibly deflate in the knowledge that we
would spending the evening together. Anna was beautiful and smart,
but she knew she couldn’t compete with me when it came to men—she
was too nice. I generally backed off when I knew one of my friends
was interested in a guy as this was just sport to me, but to them
an opportunity for happiness. I wasn’t completely callous and
unscrupulous. Matt was different though. I couldn’t place what it
was, but I felt compelled to play this out. Sorry Anna—I can’t
yield, not this time.

“Yes, of
course. I was actually wondering if you would like a home-cooked
meal. I figured it would be easier to discuss business in a more
comfortable setting and will give me time to fully brief you for
tomorrow’s staff meeting.” More like fully de-brief you and get
down to business, I silently corrected in my head.

“Home cooked
meal sounds wonderful, it’s been a while.” The smile creeping
across his face lit up his features.

“Great, I’ll
pick you up at eight.” Home field advantage—this was going to be a
cake walk.

“Well ladies,
thank you for lunch. I’m afraid the jetlag is kicking my ass right
now though, so I think it’s best I head off and try and get some
shut eye.”

“Well it was so
nice to meet you Matt, hopefully I will see you again soon?” There
was still hope hanging in Anna’s voice.

Matt smiled as
he met her eyes, “I look forward to it.” He turned his gaze to
mine. “See you tonight, at eight.” He took my iPhone from the table
and programmed his number in. “Just in case something comes up,” he
said, placing my phone back down before making his exit.

Anna glowered
at me, and I knew how the rest of this conversation was going to
go. I took a deep breath, readying myself for Anna’s verbal assault
when the waitress brought us the bill. ‘Paid in full’ was scrawled
across the receipt. We stared at each other silently. That sneaky
bastard.


Chapter 3

 


A Little Screwed Up

 


 


 


THE REST of the
day had passed fairly uneventfully. Anna was annoyed and had given
me the silent treatment on our way back to the office. This was
nothing new to me. Hostility, anger, rage, sometimes it was neither
warranted nor justified, yet it rarely bothered me. She would have
to take a number.

I decided to go
home first and change before heading back to collect Matt from his
hotel. I took the opportunity to shower as well, allowing the water
to wash away the day, both literally and figuratively. I pressed my
back to the cold shower tiles as the warm water snaked its way from
my shoulders, down my breasts and across my belly. My hands glided
over my body as the water twisted and turned in different
directions. I breathed deeply and moved my hand further down my
stomach, slowly allowing my fingers to touch the slickness between
my legs. I moved my fingers slowly across my clit and then slid a
finger inside of myself. I imagined it was Matt’s hands all over
me; his mouth and pulsing tongue exploring me; his hard cock
resting against my warm body, teasing me. Ahh. My heartbeat
quickening, the anticipation growing inside of me was like a fire
radiating from the inside out. Every inch of my skin burned, the
stream of water felt like tiny pins and needles biting my sensitive
flesh. I closed my eyes, picturing his searing gaze, his hard body
pressed up against me, as desperate for me as I was for him. I felt
myself tip over the edge. My body twitched and pulsated with
pleasure as I slid down the wall into a hot mess on the shower
floor.

It took me a
few minutes to steady myself before turning off the shower and
wrapping myself into a large, fluffy towel. My wet hair was pasted
against my back as I reached for another towel to wrap my tangled
mane in. I was unsteady as I walked into my bedroom, taking a seat
on the edge of my bed, still feeling the after effects of my
explosive orgasm. I lazily glanced over at my alarm clock. Fuck,
I’m running late. I grabbed my favourite Sass and Bide jeans
from my wardrobe and raced around my room gathering a clean set of
bra and panties. I was intending on displaying them later so I
picked up a sexy black lace push up with miniature red bows on the
straps and matching underwear. I slid on my jeans, towel drying my
hair while pausing momentarily to pull on a pair of boots.

I quickly
applied some light make up and raked a comb through my long locks.
I had no time to dry it so I smoothed on some anti-frizz serum and
threw on a blue cotton t-shirt. I grabbed my keys and headed out
the door.

 


~~~~~~

 


He was already
waiting in the lobby by the time I reached the hotel. He was
standing with his back to me, but there was no mistaking that ass
anywhere. He was chatting animatedly to the concierge, so he didn’t
notice me enter through the double glass doors. He had changed too;
his jeans hung low on his hips, a white t-shirt clinging to every
curve on his back, the fabric rippling when he moved his arms.

“Sorry, I’m a
little late, I hope you haven’t been waiting too long,” I
apologised.

“Not at all, I
was just chatting to Mark,” he gestured with the tilt of his head.
Mark gave me a knowing glance, and I smiled back. I think both Mark
and I had similar ideas about how tonight was going to end. As if
reading my mind he quickly turned to shake Matt’s hand and bid us
good evening as we wandered out of the ornate lobby. He handed me a
small white gilt box filled with Macaroons. “I got dessert. It’s
only fair since you’re cooking dinner.” Clearly his Momma had
raised him right.

“Thank you,” I
flirted. “That’s lovely but unnecessary. It’s a pleasure to have
you.” Or at least I’d hoped it would be. I had planned a different
kind of dessert.

We walked to my
car in silence. The crisp air blew through my hair that was still
damp. It sent a chill down my back. Matt eyed me cautiously,
“Cold?”

“No, I’m fine.
My hair is still a little damp,” I answered, as I slid into the
driver’s seat. He effortlessly moved into the seat beside me. The
hum of my engine broke the awkward silence.

“I really
appreciate this Lexi,” he said, watching the road as I negotiated
through the traffic. “I don’t know anyone here yet, so it’s nice to
get out of the hotel and have some people contact.”

“No problem
Matt, we’re going to be working together so this is a good
opportunity to get to know each other.” We made small talk on the
short drive back to my apartment. The obligatory, getting to know
you chatter; siblings, travel histories, working resume etcetera,
etcetera. I pulled my Civic into its usual spot in the underground
parking.

I loved my
apartment. It was a rental, but it was everything I had ever wanted
in a home. It had two bedrooms and a large balcony that overlooked
the amazing metropolis of Melbourne. I had travelled to so many
different countries, yet my heart remained firmly tethered to this
city. My city, my home. I guided Matt up the stairwell into the
hallway that led to my door. I wrestled with my keys, finding the
right one and then slowly opening the door.

“Wow, this is a
great place,” his eyes travelled over the interior. “You live here
alone?” I walked ahead of him toward the kitchen. Dropping my keys
and handbag on the coffee table on my way through the lounge
room.

“Yeah, sure do.
I’m not a great roommate. I am obsessive compulsive about certain
things, and it’s just easier than dealing with other people’s
issues.” I realised how nervous I was because I was volunteering a
little too much information.

He followed me
through the apartment to the kitchen. “Anything I can do to
help?”

“Nope, all
good. Take a seat.” I gestured toward the bar stool pushed up
against the breakfast bar. “Would you like a drink?”

“Sure,” he
nodded. I pulled a bottle of Absolut from my freezer and poured it
over ice in waiting tumblers on the bench. I added some freshly cut
lime and handed him a glass. I watched him take a slow, steady sip
before I followed suit and raised the cold glass to my lips.

I busied myself
with dinner preparations, Matt’s eyes following me as I moved
around my kitchen. I quickly got some chicken breasts seasoned and
in the oven to bake. While they were cooking, I pulled out a deep
saucepan and placed it on top of the stove. “What are you making?”
he asked.

“It’s kind of
my own creation. A chicken pesto fettuccini. It’s pretty quick but
really tasty.”

“Sounds
delicious.” His smile lit up his face. He continued to study me as
I went through each of the steps, asking me about the ingredients I
was using and whether I enjoyed cooking. He drained his glass as I
reached up to get some plates from my kitchen cabinet.

“Another?” I
tilted the vodka bottle toward him.

“You trying to
get me liquored up?”

“Actually the
freshness of the Vodka and lime goes really well with the dish, but
if you prefer the liquored up idea we can go with that,” I smirked,
repeating the words he had taunted me with earlier in the day.

A smile slowly
spread across his face. “Touché, Ms Reed.”

He took the
fettuccini filled plates from me and carried them to my round
kitchen table while I mixed our drinks. I seated myself across from
him and watched as he waited until I was settled before he eagerly
raised his fork loaded with fettuccini to his mouth.

“Wow, this is
amazing. So good.” He took another bite.

“Glad you like
it, it’s just one of my many talents,” I teased.

“I’ve heard
about your talents Lexi. Your reputation precedes you.” He teased
back.

Instantly my
back stiffened. “What have you heard?” I questioned cautiously.

“Relax Lexi.
It’s all good. My boss Jerry, had the pleasure of working with you
in New York last month. He told me how impressed he’d been with
your work.” He gave me a relaxed smile.

“Yeah New York
was fun. It was great working with Jerry.” I eased back into my
chair and took a small bite of pasta.

“You know we
have a really good team in Houston. Jerry is thinking of expanding
and possibly allowing me to head up the department when I get
back,” his eyes flirted, as he slowly sipped his drink.

“That sounds
promising. I’m sure your exchange with us can only help with your
possible promotion.” I wasn’t really sure where this was
heading.

“Yeah, I think
working closely with you will definitely help my cause. I’m sure
there is a lot you could show me and I’m very willing to learn.
Possibly things I could show you, if you allowed me the chance.
Maybe other opportunities we could share, either here or elsewhere.
Like I said Jerry speaks very highly of you, and I’m beginning to
see why. Tell me, have you ever been to Texas?” I felt anger slowly
building inside me, making me drop my fork. What the fuck?
Was this some aggressive head hunting exercise? Was he supposed to
seduce me like I was some dumb piece of arse?

I didn’t need
to say anything. Panic spread over Matt’s face as he took in my
reaction. “I didn’t mean it like that Lexi, I’m not trying to use
you. Jerry knows you’d never leave Kate. I’m sorry, I know it
sounded bad.” He tried to explain further. “Look, you have made a
name for yourself; this tough talking Aussie who shows no fear. I
could name a hundred agencies in the States that would kill to have
you. You could name your price. You must know that. Jerry just
meant that if someone was going to make you an offer you would
consider that he hoped you would allow us to counter it.”

I raised my
glass to my lips, slowly taking a long sip of the clear icy liquid.
I wasn’t sure if I should be offended or honoured. “So, were you
going to fuck me into submission or were you just going to throw
dollar signs at me and see if I succumbed?” I asked calmly
wondering how far he was going to take this charade.

His eyes
widened. “Lexi, I wasn’t going to fuck you. I, um, I wouldn’t do
that. I mean that’s not how I operate.”

“Why, is there
something wrong with me? Are you not attracted to me?” I shot back
indignantly.

“Are you
serious? I can think of nothing more I’d like to do right now than
throw you up against a wall and screw your brains out,” he panted.
“But we have to work together, and I’m not that guy. I really like
you. I think you’re hard-core in the business world and as sexy as
hell, but I know it would be a mistake – one I am not willing to
make. It just is not an option.”

Anger once
again flared inside me. I was not used to rejection, I was not a
mistake, nor would I ever be. How dare he? It had been a long time
since a man had turned me down. Despite him dressing it up with all
his fancy compliments, all I heard was I don’t want you. My face
heated and my gut turned and twisted.

I decided to
change tactics. I rose slowly out my chair, walking over to him. My
mouth slowly parted as I held his face in my hands, my fingers
twisting through his wavy, dark brown hair. He looked up at me as
he tried to decipher my mood. I gently tilted his head back and
leaned in, the tip of my tongue exploring the edge of his mouth
then my lips feverishly finding his. His lips were soft as they
opened slightly, giving me permission. I grabbed his shirt tight in
my fist, pushing him against the chair back, my legs straddling him
either side. Let’s see how you resist me now, Cowboy.

He tasted
fresh, like the lime, and I thought he was going to give in but
then he stiffened and pushed me away. “Lexi, no. We can’t do this.”
Hurt and anger ripped through me like a tidal wave. I wanted to
throw him out, but I couldn’t formulate words. How did this happen?
How could I have read this all wrong? Damn it Lexi say
something. I willed myself to speak.

“I think I need
another drink,” was all I could manage and I walked back into the
kitchen. I felt him follow me, standing directly behind me. I
couldn’t turn around. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself not
to cry. He moved closer to me, his chest pressing against my back.
He wrapped his arms around me and kissed the back of my head.

“I’m so sorry
Lexi, I didn’t mean to hurt you. Really, I’m so sorry,” his voice
genuine and apologetic.

“No, I’m
sorry,” I paused. “I don’t know what got into me. I guess I just
misread the situation. I don’t usually get these things wrong. I
guess I am just not used to being told no. It’s been awhile. I’m
kind of a little screwed up,” I breathed. He turned me around and
stared into my eyes

“No, Lexi. You
did nothing wrong. It was me. I guess I let you believe. I guess I
alluded to the fact...” He puffed out a big breath. “I guess I’m a
little screwed up too,” he gently stroked my hair.

“I guess we’re
all just a little screwed up.” I shrugged my shoulders and he
grinned.

“Some of us
just wear it better than others and you make crazy look good.”

“So now I’m
crazy?” I grinned back.

“Can I have
another drink before I answer that?” he tensed.

“Sure let’s get
loaded, maybe then I can have my way with you,” I laughed. “You
sure you can’t be convinced?”

“Oh Lexi,
please. I don’t think… I’m still a man you know.” He shifted
uncomfortably.

“It’s OK Matt,
you’re safe. I was kidding. You and your virtue are safe.” I
grinned and grabbed the bottle of vodka and took a swig before
handing it to him.

“To friends who
don’t fuck,” he said, lifting the bottle toward me in a mock toast.
I laughed as the effects of the alcohol started to course its way
through my body.

“To friends who
don’t fuck,” I agreed.

The rest of the
evening was a blurred mixture of giggling and drinking. I’m not
entirely sure we even finished dinner. My eyes flashed open when I
felt a pair of arms around me. I was lying fully clothed in my bed,
Matt’s legs tangled around me. How did we get here? God, my head
hurt. I needed to stop drinking like that. I fumbled for my phone.
Three a.m. Shit.

“Matt, you need
to go home.”

An eye slowly
slid open. “What time is it?” his sleepy voice was a low
rumble.

“It’s three in
the morning. We both have to be at work by nine.”

“Crap, I didn’t
mean to fall asleep. Shit, where are my shoes?”

“It’s OK,” I
smiled. “We both fell asleep. I’ll call you a cab. I’m not in any
condition to drive.” I dialled and gave the operator instructions
while Matt pulled on his shoes. “Matt, I’m really glad we had last
night. It was kind of fucked up, but I haven’t been that honest
with anyone in a long time. Thanks for not wanting to fuck me.”

He shook his
head and tousled his hair with his hand. “The pleasure or the lack
of it was all mine,” he smirked. “I’ll see you in a few hours, try
to get some sleep.” And with that, he kissed my cheek and left.

I felt an odd
warmness spread across me, like I had moved forward. I hadn’t slept
with a man in years. In fact, I prided myself on not having to deal
with the walk of shame the next morning, having discovered how much
easier it was for all parties involved to forgo the faux
pleasantries and enjoy the moment for what it was. I stumbled back
to my dark bedroom and rid myself of my clothes. The night had
taken a most unexpected turn, and one I wasn’t entirely
disappointed about. I let sleep overcome me as I fell into bed.


Chapter 4

 


Roomie With a View

 


 


 


IT WAS
surprisingly easy seeing Matt over the next few days and our
drunken night remained our secret. There was no awkwardness to our
misunderstanding, and we fell into a mutual admiration of each
other. This was something new for me, uncharted territory. I didn’t
have the upper hand, and while not completely comfortable with it,
I loosened the reigns a little and relinquished a tiny bit of
control.

Kate had eyed
me suspiciously when I had walked in the day after looking a little
worse for wear, but didn’t question me further. Matt fared a lot
better than I had, he was already sitting at his desk looking
amused when I stumbled in a few minutes late.

“Rough night?”
he smirked.

“Not rough
enough,” I had mused back, a hint of a smile stealing across my
lips.

Anna had
eventually mellowed toward me too. Her irritation had subsided when
I assured her that nothing had happened. Of course, in the
retelling of the story I left out the bits about me throwing myself
at him and him unceremoniously rejecting me. I also omitted the
part where the tension had thrown us into a night of drunken
honesty and acceptance culminating in us spending the night
intertwined fully clothed on my bed. My reasoning had been two
fold. Firstly, she wouldn’t have believed me and secondly, and most
importantly, I didn’t want her or anyone else to see my
vulnerability. No, I kept it simple – he had eaten dinner, we went
through his work schedule, we made small talk and then he went
home. I explained how I had decided to keep it platonic and was
honouring Kate’s request in not fraternizing within the office. I
even suggested setting up a lunch date for the two of them. Anna‘s
face beamed at the possibilities. “Seriously, Lex? You wouldn’t
mind?” hope shone in her eyes.

“Not at all,” I
half-lied, secretly hoping the offer would be forgotten, but smart
enough to know Anna had stored it away in her vault and would be
cashing it in any day.

Matt fitted
into the office surprisingly well. He was a hard worker, extremely
polite and oozed sex appeal. The girls all loved him. The sideways
glances they speared him with when he moved around the office were
poorly veiled attempts to check out his amazingly toned arse. The
fluttering of eye lashes, the over enthusiastic giggling whenever
he spoke—they were like a gaggle of wild hens. Ugh, didn’t we leave
high school years ago? To the men, he was like a new toy and they
alternated between probing him about his knowledge of sports trivia
and wanting to take him out on the town—I believed this had more to
do with the guys hoping to get some of Matt’s residual pussy spill
over rather than actually wanting to show him the town. They were
all so transparent—it made me smile with a silent feeling of
superiority.

I was wading
through inane emails when his smooth voice brought me back to the
present. “Lexi,” he purred, standing in the doorway while loosening
his dark blue tie slightly. “I have a proposition for you.”

“Does it
involve me getting you naked?” I purred back. Our friendship had
evolved so much in the last few days, and I took great pleasure in
our open and honest banter. I loved watching him squirm with my
sexual innuendo and undertones. He often volleyed back a few of his
own.

“Well, kind
of…,” he paused, the brightness of his smile touching his
glistening blue eyes. “I’ve been house hunting for days and it’s a
futile exercise. Nothing checks all the boxes. So I was
thinking. Seeing as you have a spare room and all,” his voice
sweetening with each syllable.

“So you thought
you’d check my box?” my mouth twisted, and I bit my lip at the
double entendre.

“Lexi,” he
edged closer. “I know how you feel about the whole room mate thing,
but I think we can make it work. I’ll cover half the expenses and
we can share the chores. We spend so much time together hanging out
anyway. It seems like a win-win. I’ll even let you steal a look at
my naked ass every once and while,” he grinned as he added the last
bit. I laughed as I contemplated his tantalising offer.

“There would
have to be some ground rules Matt,” I warned.

“I thought you
didn’t like rules,” he teased.

“Yeah, well,
let’s call them guidelines then. As in, you break them, I guide
your hot arse to the door,” I teased back.

“Fine,” he
replied, and held his hands up in mock surrender. “Your place, your
rules. Draft up a copy and I’ll sign my unwavering obedience.”

I reached into
my handbag and tossed him my keys. “I have to finish this function
brief before I can head home. Grab your stuff from the hotel and
move yourself in.”

“Can I take
your car?” he asked, his voice hopeful.

“Do you know
which side of the road to stay on?” I asked, wincing.

“I’m good. We
can go through your guidelines tonight. I’ll pick up a pizza on my
way home,” he grinned jingling the keys excitedly.

I took a long
audible breath. Roommate? What was I thinking? I had pushed myself
further in the last few days than I had in a long time. My phone
buzzed silently on the desk.

You want some beer? I
think you are out of Vodka :)

I smiled at my
roomie’s observation.

I don’t drink beer, so
more for you I guess. Hope your virtue is under wraps.

Tequila it is then, I
would have assumed “guideline” number 1 was I had to leave my
virtue at the door LMAO

Get Lemons, firm ones!
No, “guideline” number 1 was leaving your pants at the door. You
promised me ass! :-P

I smiled as I
slipped my phone into my drawer. I needed to get this done if I was
ever going to leave tonight. I imagined his response would play on
the firmness of the lemons. I laughed internally at how easy our
conversations were. Maybe this would work out.

I actually half
expected Matt to be pant less when I eventually got home, but I was
disappointed to find him clothed in a fitted white t-shirt and a
pair of worn jeans. The fabric was distressed and faded and clung
to his hips, low, like a sullen ex-lover.

He got up from
the couch and smiled, “Pizza is on its way.” I dropped my bag on
the coffee table and walked into the living room.

“You,” I mused,
as I pointed to the delicious layer of denim encasing his long,
muscular thighs, “are wearing pants.”

He caught my
eye. “Here’s a down payment.” He slid off his shirt, revealing his
rippling toned and tanned torso. Every inch was defined and cut
perfectly. I had guessed he was ripped, but the reality was so much
more breathtaking than I had imagined.

“You sure we
can’t fuck?” I teased only half joking.

“And ruin what
we have?” he quizzed genuinely concerned. He was right, god damn
it. I hated it, but I knew that while I could imagine the
satisfaction I would have gotten from mounting him and riding him
hard, this was so much better in the long term. We were friends,
real friends. Mark it on your calendars people, Lexi has met an
amazing, intelligent, kind and extremely sexy man and she is not
going to have sex with him. Guess there was a first time for
everything.


Chapter 5

 


Power Station

 


 


 


BUZZ.
BUZZ. My attention snapped away from my computer to my
vibrating iPhone. Tomorrow night!!! 7 p.m... Dinner
ideas?? I’m so excited

I couldn’t
contain my mischievous grin. With the excitement of the past couple
of weeks, Matt’s entrance into my life and our harmonious
co-habitation, I’d almost forgotten about it. I had been waiting
for tomorrow night to come for months and could think of nothing
better than to share it with Emma. I quickly texted back.

Tapas?? I’ll drive

I’d known Emma
since we were teenagers, a friendship that had withstood time,
separation and distance. No matter how much time passed between our
get togethers we would always slip back into each other’s lives
effortlessly. We didn’t need constant phone calls or catch-ups. In
fact, sometimes we went for months without seeing each other. But,
when Emma called, I would drop everything for her and she would do
the same for me. It was a relationship that surpassed friendship
and entered into something entirely ethereal. Emma with her big
blue eyes and cascading Botticellian curls would boast
we’re-soul-sisters. She believed that the universe was connected
with vibrations and everything you are and received was a
reflection of the vibrations you gave out. A pure soul, sometimes I
often wondered what I had done to have such a gift in my life.

“Sexting on
Kate’s dime? Really, Lexi,” Matt laughed. I looked at his clear
blue eyes, sensing no jealously or malice. He had taken up
residence at Rachael’s empty desk, so I was accustomed to his daily
interruptions.

“Hot date
tomorrow night with Power Station,” I volunteered.

“Power Station?
The band from New York?” He took a long look at me, re-evaluating
and reassessing. “Lexi, I never would have pegged you as a
groupie.”

“Whatever,
Matt,” I replied, not the least bit annoyed. “Emma and I have
tracked their career since the beginning. We’ve been to every show
together, we have every album. Their music is like a soundtrack for
my life.” I tried to not sound like an over excited teenager.

Power Station
was an all-male five piece rock band straight out of New York City.
Emma and I had stumbled across them ten years ago when they were
still nobodies, plugging their stuff on the now debunked My Space,
trying to get a record deal. We followed their rise to fame when a
major label finally signed them, and we had even flown to New York
together to watch their first stadium tour.

I remembered
that warm July night, like it was yesterday. Sitting inside
Meadowlands Stadium, our hands clasped together tightly, not fully
comprehending we were actually there. The boys we had watched on
grainy YouTube videos had become rock gods, owning their home
crowd. It was both surreal and rewarding to think our earlier
support had played a small part in their now monumental success. We
had stumbled out of the stadium. Our ears still been ringing when
Emma asked, “Where are we? Did that just happen?” We clung to each
other, absorbing the experience and not wanting it to end. We had
attracted the attention of two New Jersey State Troopers who asked
if we were OK, clearly looking bewildered and overwhelmed.

“Are you girls
from New Zealand?” State trooper one had asked. They looked like
they could be twins – both men in their early twenties, had
exceptionally athletic bodies and were well over six feet. They
also looked like they had both just left the Marine Corps with
their buzzed haircuts and impeccable uniforms. Well, or rah. Uncle
Sam, where do I sign up?

“New Zealand?”
I scoffed. “I’m from Australia. You want to start an international
incident?” I flirted as Emma grabbed my arm, dragging me away
before I could get into any more trouble.

“You know James
is married, right?” Matt eyed me curiously, bringing me back to the
present. He’d assumed like most people did that it was the
charismatic lead singer I lusted after. Most women, regardless of
their appreciation of the music, found James attractive. He was the
typical all American guy, and he knew how to shake his arse to work
the crowd into a frenzy. His voice could be sweet and melodic or
sexual and guttural. He had broken many hearts when he wed his high
school sweetheart last year—mine had not been one of them. It was
never James I had dreamed about—it was Alex.

Alex Stone was
born in Finland. His engineering father emigrated with his wife and
two young sons when Alex was three years old. Alex grew up in the
States, embracing the only country he’d known as home. He grew up
playing sports and electric guitar—passions which had lead him to
find James in high school. His six-foot-four frame commanded
attention, especially when combined with the stare of his ice blue
Nordic eyes. Where James was sexy, Alex was pure sex.

“Yes, I know
James is married,” I scoffed. “Relax Matt, I doubt we’ll get that
close.”

“Good.” He took
a breath before continuing, “I just don’t want you getting into
trouble. I’m not sure how the bail conditions work here,” his eyes
sparkled with mischief. “You know I’m only on a temporary visa. I’m
fairly sure I won’t be able to vouch for you.” I threw my post-it
notes at him, hitting him squarely on his perfectly formed jaw. We
both erupted into laughter, much to the curious stares from our
colleagues.

“Working hard?”
Kate snapped abruptly. I hadn’t heard her walk up behind me.

“It’s my fault
Kate, I was just sharing a joke with Lexi,” Matt volunteered.

“Matt, while I
appreciate your chivalrousness, I can assure you that Lexi needs no
help in getting into trouble. Lexi, my office,” Kate stormed off
without waiting for my response.

“Sorry Lexi, I
tried,” Matt started.

“It’s OK. Trust
me, I can handle Kate,” I reassured him. “I’ve known her long
enough to know this isn’t an I’m-pissed-at-you outburst, but more
of a I’m-going-to-lose-my-shit-if-you-don’t-help-me. I’ll be fine,
but thanks for trying to take the rap for me.” I took a deep breath
and walked to Kate’s office.

Kate was
sitting in her usual chair, perched behind her desk, strain clearly
visible on her face. I entered and closed the door behind me,
slightly unnerved by seeing my boss and friend looking defeated.
I’d barely taken my seat when Kate started. “Lexi, I’m tired. I
haven’t had a dinner at home with the boys in two weeks. I have
spent the past hour on the phone with some arsehole about chair
covers. Chair covers? I need to go home. I just need a night
without someone wanting something from me.” Kate was human, and she
felt safe in confiding in me, knowing I would never use her
weakness as leverage.

“Go home Kate.
I’ve got this.” I put my arms around her and gave her a warm hug.
Right now she was Kate my friend, not Kate my boss.

“I can’t Lexi.
This fucking client has changed their function brief three times,
and I just fired the project manager. I need to go down to see them
in person and fix this. It’s going to be an all-nighter.” I hadn’t
seen her this exhausted in a long time. Clearly, it took a lot out
of her to hold her shit together as well as she did.

“Go home. Give
me the client details. Trust me, I’ve got this. I’ll stay there all
night if that’s what it takes. I’ll have them eating out of the
palm of my hand. You know I can do this, Kate. This is why you
hired me.” Kate couldn’t argue with me. She knew I was right. My
value lay not only in my astute business skills, but also in my
ability to get the job done when others failed.

“You would
really do this Lexi?” Kate asked, hope hanging in her voice.

“Of course.
Especially seeing as you are going to give me a big fat bonus for
doing it,” I quipped with a wink. Kate smiled, grabbed her handbag
and keys. She gave me another quick hug before exiting the office.
I picked up the function brief littered with red notations. Yep,
this was going to be an all-nighter.

 


~~~~~~

 


“You sure you
don’t want me to come with you and keep you company?” Matt asked
when we arrived back at my apartment.

“And have two
of us miss out on sleep? Where is the sense in that?” I asked.
Besides, I worked better alone anyway. I had a process, and I was
more effective if I was left to do what I did best—get shit
done!

I quickly ran
into my bedroom and shucked my corporate wear for jeans, t-shirt
and pair of steel capped boots. Overnight set-ups with function
crew were hard work, and you needed to be comfortable and have foot
protection. I grabbed a jacket on the way out, the air had already
cooled significantly and it was raining.

“Lexi, I hope
you don’t mind, but seeing as you don’t need my help, I invited
Anna over to watch the game tonight,” Matt shifted uncomfortably.
Anna had been flirting shamelessly with Matt for days, and he
seemed more than willing to reciprocate. I was surprised that I
wasn’t annoyed. I guess we really were just friends.

“The game?” I
queried.

“Yeah ESPN is
replaying Houston Texans versus the Jacksonville Jaguars, and I
promised Anna I’d explain how real football is played,” his
eyes glistened.

“I’m sure it’s
the game she’s interested in,” I laughed. “It’s fine. You
should treat this place like your home away from home. Just let me
know if she is going to sleep over.”

Matt
immediately stiffened. “I’m not going to sleep with her on a first
date Lexi,” he said, wearing the most uncomfortable look I’d ever
seen on him.

“No judgements
here,” I laughed and walked out the door. I was glad at least one
of us would be having a good night.


Chapter 6

 


Crumpled Metal

 


 


 


THE EVENT was a
mess. Multiple changes and a lack of direction were only compounded
by the fact that the venue staff had no idea what they were doing.
I took a deep breath and I worked through one area at a time fixing
the problems. Even those stupid chair covers. By four a.m. it was
perfect, and I was running on vapours. I grabbed a can of Coke from
the vending machine and strolled out to my car. The rain was
heavier now and had made the roads slick, and it was difficult to
see the lane markings. I knew I was probably impaired from fatigue,
so I took extra care navigating the streets. There were barely any
other cars on the road, so I was thankful I didn’t have to contend
with arsehole drivers.

I felt my eyes
blink for a second too long. I knew that I was tired, so when I
approached the traffic light and saw it turn amber, I eased my foot
off the accelerator, eased in the clutch, down shifting before
applying a little brake. I had come to a complete and controlled
stop by the time the light changed to red.

To my right, I
heard the screeching of tyres and a horn. A black SUV obviously had
not seen that the light was red, hitting its brakes and aquaplaning
across three lanes of traffic before slamming side-on into a light
pole, narrowly missing my little Honda Civic. Glass shattered from
the windscreen and side window, metal crumbled like aluminium foil.
The horn of the SUV was still sounding, and I think I heard
screaming. I was paralysed by shock. I sat for a moment, unable to
move, silently thanking whatever higher power had been in charge of
my narrow escape. I looked around half expecting to see someone,
anyone, come to help, but there was no one. We were alone.

I unhooked my
seat belt and opened the car door, the rain pelted down, drenching
me within seconds of being outside of my car. I ran over to the SUV
which showed no signs of life, hoping that I would be able to offer
some kind of assistance. I slipped on the wet road, grabbing the
driver’s side handle to stop myself from falling heavily on my
arse. Pain seared me as I realised that I had jarred my
shoulder.

“Hello, are you
OK?” my voice was barely audible over the rain and the horn. I
wrenched at the door and pulled it open to see the driver slumped
over the exploded air bag.

“Ugh,” the male
driver mumbled incoherently. I leveraged my body into the car
slightly so I could see if there was anyone else in the vehicle. I
pushed down the airbag and looked over at the side of the car that
had taken the brunt of the impact and noticed there was a male
passenger who was not moving. Blood stained the window and
upholstery. Fuck.

“Ugh,” the
driver mumbled again. I reached down into my pocket to grab my
mobile phone. Shit, where is it? Fuck. It must
still be in the car. I glanced over at my Civic, the ignition
was still running, lights on. I needed to make a decision, and I
needed to make it fast.

Adrenaline
kicked in as I pulled open the back passenger door and climbed into
the mangled mass of metal. “Can you hear me?” I reached across from
my position in the back seat to gently shake the passenger’s
shoulders. No response. By this stage the driver had regained a
semblance of alertness and had started screaming, “Mike, Mike. Wake
up dude. Mike. Wake up.”

“Hey, it’s OK,
calm down. Can you move at all?” I asked the driver, who nodded as
he awkwardly climbed out of the car. I contorted my body over the
seat so that I was now almost sitting in Mike’s lap. I placed my
ear to his chest. He wasn’t breathing. Shit. “Grab my phone
out of the car and dial 000. Tell them we need a mica ambulance
now,” I shouted to the driver who clung to his car door. “Do it,” I
yelled, not recognising the voice coming out of my mouth and urging
the driver into action as he took off into the direction of my car.
Using my body as leverage, I pulled Mike out of the car. I knew he
might have a spinal injury, but I also knew his brain was deprived
of oxygen and this was my first priority.

The driver
rushed back to Mike and me, talking to the paramedic on my phone.
“Help me get him onto his back, he’s not breathing,” I commanded.
He shoved the phone into his mouth so his hands were free and he
helped me lower Mike onto the hard, wet road. Instinctively, I
started pumping his chest. Come on Mike. Come on. I kept
pumping as I felt his ribs crack beneath my palms. Mike was
probably in his late twenties or early thirties and, if not
battered and barely hanging onto life, would have been an
attractive man. He looked athletic, not the kind of body that
worked out, more like the kind of body who played sport. He had
broad shoulders and was around five-foot-eleven. He had ash blond
hair which waved and kinked at the back and was now matted with
blood. His body, which would have otherwise been strong and agile,
lay motionless except for the recoil to my compressions. A small
but definite cough came from Mike’s throat, and I stopped pumping
so I could listen. His breathing was shallow but present, so I
rolled him onto his side. I scanned the rest of his body and
noticed blood was pouring out of his upper thigh. I had nothing to
staunch the flow but my own clothing so I pulled off my t-shirt and
improvised a tourniquet. My hand pressed down firmly above the
wound.

I could hear
the sirens getting closer. My hands were covered in blood, and I
was sitting in the middle of the road in my bra. It felt so
surreal. The driver had been pacing beside me. “Are you OK? You
hurt?” I questioned without removing my hands from Mike’s leg

“I don’t know,
I think my arm is broken, I don’t know.” He was clearly in
shock

“What’s your
name?” I asked him, looking up at him from my uncomfortable
position on the ground

“Jackson,” he
uttered quietly.

“It’s going to
be OK Jackson, they are close,” I said, gesturing with my head to
the now visible flashing lights.

The paramedics
took over, their years of experience and training obvious, as they
asked me a barrage of questions while tending to Mike. I answered
as best I could—No I wasn’t hurt; No I did not know the driver
or the passenger; His name is Mike; I don’t know how old he is; His
leg is bleeding; I had to perform CPR; No I can’t remember how long
he was not breathing for.

Everything
seemed to moving in slow motion. They hooked Mike up to different
machines, finally satisfied that he was stable enough to move onto
a stretcher. His head was strapped onto a board and an oxygen mask
covered most of his face. Jackson was being treated for a broken
arm and suspected broken ribs by another paramedic.

“Ma’am, we have
got to move him to the Alfred hospital. Are you able to follow us
in your car to assist with any queries the hospital may have?” I
nodded my head and turned to face my car. They had already loaded
both Mike and Jackson into the ambulance when I reached my driver’s
side door. I looked at my blood stained hands and chest. My white
cotton bra had now become a rusty brown colour. I pulled my jacket
from my back seat and zipped it up. I slumped back into my seat and
drove. As if on autopilot, my car found its way to the emergency
department door of the Alfred hospital.

 


~~~~~~

 


The police had
arrived at the hospital and had wanted my statement, so I gave it
to them as best I could. I didn’t really know anything. I asked if
Jackson and Mike were OK, but no one seemed to have any answers.
Someone asked me if it was OK to take a blood screening for HIV and
Hepatitis as I had been exposed to someone else’s blood. I nodded
silently, not really understanding what they were saying.

“Lexi is it?” a
tall blonde nurse asked. I read her name badge, ‘Grace’. “I
understand you have been asking about the two gentlemen that were
involved in the collision. Unfortunately, we can’t divulge any
personal information about their condition, except to their next of
kin. I can tell you though that what you did was an amazing thing –
you saved that young man’s life, without a doubt.” She took a
breath before continuing, “Jackson, the driver, would like to see
you if you are willing to speak with him?”

“Of course I’ll
talk to him,” I replied, and I followed her into a curtained off
area.

“Hi,” Jackson
croaked, his voice horse. I studied him carefully. He was a little
shorter than Mike, but looked roughly the same age. He too looked
athletic, but seemed like he took a bit more care in his
appearance. He had definitely seen the inside of a gym. His hair
was so closely cropped to his head that it appeared he had no hair
at all. His vibe was strangely sexy and yet innocent at the same
time. His clear, light grey eyes were clouded with fear and
turmoil.

“Hi, I’m Lexi.
I don’t think we’ve properly met.” I touched his hand gently not
entirely sure what the correct procedure was for our
re-introduction but feeling the need to comfort him.

“Lexi, what you
did... you saved Mike’s life...” His voice trailed off, his eyes
filling with emotion.

“Hey, it’s OK,”
I said a little uncomfortably. “Anyone would have done it. You’re
both OK and that’s the main thing.” He eyed me for a second as if
to consider whether to offer any more information.

“Can I use your
phone again? There is a call I need to make.” I didn’t even pause
before offering it.

“Of course,
here it is.” I handed him my iPhone and watched him dial. “Would
you like me to step outside to give you a minute?” I asked.

“No. Please
stay,” he pleaded. “I just don’t want to be alone right now,” he
said, fear evident in his eyes. Who the hell was he going to call
and why were they making him this nervous? He held the phone to his
ear and waited.

“Hey it’s
Jackson.” He paused to listen to the person on the other end. “I
need to talk to James.” I could hear the incredulity in the raised
voice answering him, but not the words. “Yes, I know what time it
is and that he has a show tonight, but this is important, so you
are going to have to wake him up.” Jackson eyed me as I started to
piece together his riddle. “James, I’m sorry man, I really am. It’s
Mike. We were in an accident. You need to get to the hospital
man...no he’s alive...he’s in surgery now. I’m OK. A bit banged up
but nothing compared to Mike. You need to get here man. He stopped
breathing but this girl saved his life... The Alfred... OK... see
you soon.” He disconnected the call and handed me the phone
silently.

“Jackson, who
were you talking to?” I asked cautiously. Jackson faced me and his
eyes spelt out what his mouth was saying.

“James Bowden,
Mike’s his baby brother.”


Chapter 7

 


A Moment of Your Time

 


 


 


NEWS HAD spread
quickly that Mike Bowden, the younger brother of James Bowden,
leader singer of Power Station had been involved in a massive car
accident. James and his entourage had entered the main doors of the
emergency department and security was trying to keep press and fans
out. Mike was still in surgery and Jackson, who had minor injuries,
was being transferred to a ward.

My head had
still been spinning with the information overload I had just
received. Jackson didn’t want to let go of my hand, the fear for
his friend evident in his eyes.

“Time to go
Jackson,” Nurse Grace said curtly as she re-entered the room.

“Is it OK if
Lexi comes too?” Jackson pleaded, not bothering to check if this
suited me.

“Yes, that’s
fine. We need to move you now though.” And with that, she wheeled
him out of emergency into the waiting elevator.

I felt my phone
vibrate in my pocket. I checked my caller ID to see it was Matt
calling me. I let it go to voice mail. I didn’t want to upset Nurse
Grace any further. I felt it buzz again, this time a text.

R U OK??? CALL ME

It had been so
long since someone had worried about me, it was touching. I
discreetly messaged back as we walked out of the elevator and into
the hallway.

I’m fine! Met up with
an old friend.... we’re “catching up”

I lied. It was
easier than telling the truth, and I knew that Matt wouldn’t
question me further.

Nurse Grace got
Jackson settled into a private room, Jackson letting go of my hand
only when forced to as his IV was adjusted.

“Jackson, I
should probably go. You are OK now. You should really get some
rest.” I used my most soothing tone of voice, as I tried to free my
hand from his vice-like grip. He shook his head, but I could see
that the effects of the pain medication and sedatives were slowly
taking over, and he was losing control of his will to stay awake. I
patiently waited until his eyes were shut before placing his now
relaxed hand on the bed.

“Are you Lexi?”
a foreign voice asked from the doorway. I knew that voice, it had
sung to me – or so I liked to imagine many times before and here it
was calling my name, like some strange dream.

My head nodded
a little as I responded, “I am.” I was not entirely sure what the
protocol was when you were having an impromptu conversation with
one of your idols.

“I’m James. I
would like to speak to you if I can have few moments of your time.”
Seriously? Did James Bowden just ask me for a few moments of my
time? How tired was I? Perhaps I’d started hallucinating.

“Sure,” I
mumbled and followed as he left the room.

He led me into
the ICU waiting room. It was empty except for his security and with
a nod of his head they left too. He slumped into a tired looking
hospital couch and motioned for me to sit. I perched nervously
opposite him on one of the most uncomfortable arm chairs I’ve ever
had the misfortune of sitting in. He said nothing for a minute, he
just stared at me. He held his head in his hands, his eyes blood
shot from lack of sleep or excessive worry – or possibly both – his
mouth trembling as he attempted to speak. I had been mistaken. This
was not the James Bowden I had seen on stage; this was a man who
was faced with a crisis and was in fear for the life of his younger
brother.

I got up and
walked over to the Coke machine. He studied me curiously as I moved
around the room. I fumbled with change and the machine spat out two
icy cold Cokes. I handed him a can and sat beside him. “Drink,” I
commanded. His eyes searched mine for answers. “Drink. When you go
into shock your insulin drops. Trust me, you’ll feel better.” I
cracked open mine and took a sip. As if given permission, he did
the same, savouring the mouthful.

I took a deep
breath, breaking the silence. “I know you must have a lot of
questions, but I really don’t have a lot of answers. I’m sorry, but
I will answer what I can.”

His eyes were
tormented. “You’re covered in blood, is it Mike’s?” he finally
asked. I looked down at my blood splattered clothes, my jacket
gaped open at the top to reveal my blood stained bra. I became
self-conscious about the fact I wasn’t wearing a shirt.

“Yes, he had a
deep cut to his thigh. I used my t-shirt to stop the bleeding.” It
partly explained the blood and more importantly let him know that I
wasn’t some lunatic who chose to drive around in a bra at four in
the morning.

“What you did
for him... what you did... saved his life,” the words jutted from
his throat hoarsely. “I don’t know how to thank you. I don’t know
what to say. I want to thank you. I’ll give you anything you want,
just ask. I am just so grateful,” his eyes brimmed with tears.

“Hey, it’s OK.”
I put my hand on his leg in reassurance, “I was just glad I could
help. It’s been a while since I did first aid. I’m just glad I was
there.” He moved his arms around me and pulled me into an embrace.
I silently absorbed the moment, fatigue washing over me as I smelt
the rustiness of the blood emanating from my skin. “Have you seen
him? Is he out of surgery yet?” I asked as I pulled away.

“Yeah, he
sustained a deep cut to his femoral artery. They have repaired it
to stop the bleeding. He has concussion, but the air bag saved his
head, so there’s no swelling in the brain. He has some broken ribs,
and a break to his collar bone and his arm, but he’ll live. They
have him sedated in ICU for now,” James indicated toward the door.
“I was serious when I said I would give you anything,” he
whispered. “I have,” he paused, “a lot of money,” he hesitated.

“I know who you
are James. In fact, I’m actually a fan,” I smiled. “I don’t want
anything, I don’t need anything. Besides, you are just a guy whose
brother was injured in a car accident. We are just having a normal
conversation. I’m not going to try and take advantage of the
situation.” I wanted him to believe me.

“Why?” He
looked at me confused.

“Because that
isn’t the sort of person I am,” I continued. “I didn’t know Mike
was your brother when I pulled him out the car, so it makes no
difference now.”

He looked at
me, pleading, “Surely there is something you want, something I can
give you?”

“I want a
shower, some clean clothes and a bed, and not necessarily in that
order,” I sighed, running my hands through my hair. Until that
exact moment, I hadn’t realised how exhausted I really was.

“I can give you
my shirt,” he smiled.

“Ahh, thanks,
but no. I don’t want to be responsible for the riot that’s caused
when you walk out of here shirtless.” I was almost too tired to
grin at the thought.

“Oh yeah,
them,” he breathed, knowing there were hordes of screaming fans
waiting outside for when he finally made his exit. I felt a little
sorry for him; he seemed so embarrassed about the attention.

“You can’t help
the way people react to you, especially women. Don’t beat yourself
up,” I tried to comfort him.

“Obviously not
all women,” he eyed me curiously.

“Ha,” I
chuckled. “Well don’t get me wrong James, you are super-hot and you
have an arse I could bounce coins off all day, but no, I don’t want
to sleep with you.” My lips twisted into a very tired smile. James
looked at me and laughed.

“Wow that is
the strangest thing anyone has ever said to me. And trust me, I’ve
heard some strange shit. You are certainly not like anyone I’ve
ever met.” And clearly he liked that as he smiled his megawatt
smile that most women in the world were familiar with.

“Lucky for you
and the rest of the human race there is only one of me,” I
concluded. “I should really go, I’m supposed to be at work in…,” I
paused and glanced at my watch, “fuck, thirty minutes. Crap. I need
to go.”

James pulled me
into a hug again and kissed me gently on my forehead. “You want me
to call your boss? I can explain for you.” I shook my head. No, I
would handle this.

“Can I at least
get you a ride? My driver is outside. He will take you anywhere you
want to go.”

“I have my car.
I’m fine, but thanks,” I responded and paused before continuing, “I
don’t think it was Jackson’s fault you know.” I couldn’t help
worrying about the fate of the man who had recently been clinging
to my hand. James looked at me as if willing me to go on. “It was
raining really heavily, the light changed red and they slid. He
lost control of the car. It wasn’t ‘cause he was going fast. There
was water on the road, and there was no way he could have
controlled it. He’s scared you know. His sole concern was your
brother.” James looked at me slightly irritated.

“Jackson is the
drummer of our support act, though I’m fairly sure we’ll have to
re-evaluate that now seeing as he isn’t going to be able to play.
They’ve been with us since the tour started up north in Brisbane.
Mike helps me on tour. It’s nice to have family around and, you
know, have someone I truly trust take care of things for me. Jacks
and Mike hit it off; they are both the same age and single. Because
Jacks is from Melbourne, he wanted to show Mike around. I told them
not to go out. I told them to rest up for the show.” Agitation bit
into his voice.

“It was an
accident James, no one is to blame. Sometimes shit just happens.”
My voice was calm and level.

“Jacks is a
good kid,” he said after a moment, nodding as if satisfying himself
about a former judgement being correct. “As is Mike. They just need
to know they aren’t bullet proof.” Wasn’t that the truth?

“Well I think
they’ve learnt that lesson, but now, I really have to go. Goodbye
James.” I kissed him on the cheek.

“Bye Lexi. If
there is ever anything I can do, just ask. I won’t ever forget
this.” His eyes tried to convey his gratitude.

I felt my phone
vibrate as I shut the door. I pulled it from my pocket. It was 9am,
and I was almost out of battery.

I assume you’ve slept
in. It’s fine—you deserve the day off. You pulled off a miracle!
Client is ecstatic and I can’t thank you enough for taking the
reins on this one. You are a superstar and yes you can have your
bonus. See you Monday. Kate x

It seemed
everyone was feeling thankful toward me today, which was a real
turn of events. I pushed the phone back into my pocket and went to
retrieve my car. No one noticed me leave the hospital. I was nobody
to them. They were trying to catch a glimpse of James. I giggled as
I walked to my Civic, clearly delirium had set in.

My car seemed
to drive itself to my apartment. Matt was at work, so I didn’t have
to answer any questions. I stripped off my clothes and underwear at
the door and walked to my bathroom, naked. I turned on the shower
as hot as I could stand it and sat at the bottom of the stall,
letting the water wash over me. Streams of red poured off my skin
and down the drain. I washed my hair and body still sitting, unable
to find the energy to stand and then I turned off the taps. I
pulled a towel over me and crawled to my bedroom. I didn’t even
bother drying my hair. I just crawled into bed, my still wet body
sticking to the sheets. Sleep. That was all I could think
of. I closed my eyes and everything faded to black.


Chapter 8

 


The Twist

 


 


 


“LEXI.
LEXI. What the fuck? Lexi,” Matt urgently shook me from
my deep sleep. “Lexi, can you hear me? What happened to you? Wake
up god damn it.” It took all the energy I had to force my
eyes open. I felt as though I hadn’t slept in years, the events of
the early morning still buzzed around in my mind.

“Hey. What’s
up?” I croaked. My throat was so dry, I felt like it was on
fire.

“Your clothes
are on the floor, there is blood all over them. I tried calling you
and calling you, but you didn’t answer the phone. I got worried so
I came home to check on you. Then to find you like this. What the
fuck happened? Are you hurt? What the fuck is going on Lexi?” His
eyes searched my face for an answer and through my sleep fog I saw
how deeply concerned he was. It was actually a rather touching
moment. I felt loved, cared for, something I hadn’t expect to be
receiving from this new found friendship.

“I’m fine.
It’s,” I was not entirely sure how to explain, the truth was far
from the realm of possibility.

Yeah, there
was this really bad car accident, which narrowly missed collecting
me and, well, I pulled the guy to safety and saved his life and he
just so happens to be Mike Bowden, James Bowden’s little brother—
you know the lead singer of that band that I adore?

“Look, it’s
complicated. I don’t really want to talk about it now, but I am OK.
Maybe we can talk about it later. It’s just not something I can get
into right now.” I tried to pacify him.

“Oh Lex. I just
saw the blood and thought the worst. I thought maybe you were hurt.
I just didn’t know what to think.”

I sighed and
sat up. Clearly I wasn’t getting back to sleep any time soon. “I’m
sorry you were worried, but really, I’m fine. And I’m happy to let
you inspect me all over to ease your mind,” I mocked wickedly. I
saw relief wash over his face as he gently kissed the top of my
head. I couldn’t understand why, but I felt a pang of guilt. I
wanted to tell him, but I was so used to keeping things to myself.
This was a better fit—no questions, no explanations. It was for the
best all around.

My phone
vibrated precariously close to the edge of my bedside table. I
caught it before it dropped and noticed it was connected to the
charger. I didn’t remember plugging it in when I came home, but I
guess some habits are so ingrained they become automatic. I
silently thanked my obsessive-compulsive side. Wow.
Twenty-five missed calls, the last five being Emma, and she was
calling me again now.

“Hey Ems,” I
levelled my voice.

“Lexi. Where
have you been?” Her voice mixed with anxiety and excitement.

“Um, sorry, it
seems I’ve been a hard girl to get a hold of. I worked really late
last night, and I forgot my phone was on silent. What’s up, you
sound kind of worried?” Geez, I go off the radar for a few hours
and everyone freaks out. What had happened while I was sleeping?
Armageddon? Zombie Apocalypse? KFC run out of chicken?

“It’s been all
over the news,” Emma huffed into the phone, “James Bowden’s brother
was involved in a near fatal car accident last night. He’s in
hospital Lexi. He almost died. The concert tonight has been
postponed. Can you imagine what he must be going through? Poor
James, he’s such a beautiful man. The weight of this tragic
event...” She barely took a breath before continuing, “Of course
I’m bummed about the concert tonight, actually I am disappointed
beyond words, but it’s only natural he’ll want to be with his
family.”

“That’s
terrible news,” I managed to mumble not wanting to outright lie to
Emma. Matt curiously watched me and tried following the
conversation. “Is he OK, did they say?” I didn’t have to fake my
concern – I actually really wanted to know.

“No, nothing.
He’s in ICU at the Alfred. James hasn’t left his side.” I could
hear in her voice the adoration she had for him, this famous man
she’d never met. Whom only a few hours ago, I was hugging and
reassuring and who had offered me his shirt.

“Is everything
OK, Lex?” Matt interjected. I held my hand over the phone.

“Yeah its fine,
James Bowden’s brother was in an accident and the concert tonight
is cancelled. Emma is a little upset. Guess, I won’t need you to
bail me out of the slammer after all,” I winked.

“Yeah I heard
about that earlier on my way into work. They didn’t say anything
about the concert being cancelled, but I guess that makes sense.
Sorry Lexi, I’m sure you guys must be disappointed,” he
breathed.

I smiled and
mouthed, “It’s OK,” as I put the phone back to my ear.

“Look Em, I’ll
give you a call later when I’m more awake. I’m sure they’ll
reschedule the show and look at the positive side, they will be
hanging around in Melbourne a little while longer now.”

“Yeah, I know
Lexi. I’ve put James’ picture on my vision board. I’m sending lots
of positive energy for him and his family. Besides, he’s not bad to
look at,” she laughed.

“Good stuff,
send some vibes for me too,” I laughed back as we said our
goodbyes.

Matt glanced at
his watch. “I should probably go. I need to get back to work.”

“Thanks for
checking up on me, I am genuinely touched. Not in a physical way,
which is what I would have preferred,” I joked. “But in an
emotional, heartfelt way—which I am learning to appreciate.”

A wicked grin
crossed his mouth and he shook his head. “I’m leaving before you
corrupt me any further.”

“Any time you
want to come over to the dark side, just let me know. Speaking of
the dark side, I actually have a Princess Leia costume. I’m just
sayin,’” I beamed.

Matt’s mouth
dropped open and he backed slowly to the door. I wasn’t entirely
sure if it was mock horror or actual shock. “See you tonight Lex,”
he called out. “Stay out of trouble.”

“Always,” I
called back. I heard the door slam shut.

I grabbed my
phone and scrolled through the missed calls, ten from Matt – gee,
he really was worried. There was one from Kate, the five from Emma,
a few other random numbers – possibly clients and a blocked number.
Huh. I called my voice mail.

You have five
saved voice messages to listen to. Please press one.

Message one
received at nine-thirty-five am today. “Hey Lexi,
it’s Matt. You didn’t come home last night and you’re not in at
work, so I’m just checking to see you’re OK. Give me a call
back.”

I deleted and
moved onto the next message.

Message two
received at ten-thirty am today. “Hey Lex, it’s Emma. Oh my god.
Have you seen the news? So sad, poor James. Not sure what is
happening about tonight. Fingers crossed everything works out. Call
me back OK. Love ya.”

Message three
received at ten-forty-two am today. “Hey Lexi, it’s Matt again.
Hey, a little worried I haven’t heard from you. You OK? That must
have been some booty call last night if you are still asleep. Call
me or text me, smoke sign, email. Something girl. I’m losing my
shit over here.”

Message four
received at twelve-o-one pm today. “Alexandra Reed, my name
is Dr Richard King. I am a doctor from the Alfred Hospital. I have
your preliminary blood screening results. Obviously due to privacy
restrictions, I can’t give these to you over the phone but if you
can come in and see me today, we can discuss them further. Just
waiting on your HIV results which will take a couple of days but we
have everything else. Hope to see you soon, please don’t concern
yourself, this is just standard procedure. Thank you and have a
good day.

Message five
received at twelve-twenty-fix pm today. “Hi Lexi, it’s James. I
hope you don’t mind, but I saved your number to my phone. They
brought Mike out of the coma. He doesn’t remember anything. He’d
really like to meet you and thank you himself. I’ll leave you
clearance at the hospital front desk if you’d like to come by. Ask
to see patient Doug Smith. Um. Yeah. Hope to see you later.”

I stared at my
phone in disbelief. James Bowden had saved my number to his phone
and left me a voice message. Could this day get any stranger? I
kicked off my matted and damp covers – I was definitely going to
have to change my sheets tonight – and walked out of my room. I saw
my pile of bloody discarded clothes near the front door and threw
them quickly into the trash bag. No wonder Matt had been worried
when he arrived home. There was no amount of stain remover
that was getting that out.

After another
quick shower, I sat on the edge of my bed and contemplated what to
wear. What does one wear to meet the person whom one has
resuscitated? I settled on my favourite Sass and Bide Jeans, ankle
boots and my favourite long sleeve, red fitted V neck top. I dried
my hair quickly with the hair dryer and swept up the front strands
so they were off my face. A little bit of makeup, and I was ready
to go.

The whole drive
over there I felt a twinge in my stomach. I wasn’t sure if it was
from the fact I hadn’t eaten, or I was nervous about what was going
to happen. A mess of thoughts raced through my brain. What am I
going to say to this guy? Will James be there? I suppose I should
get the blood test results while I’m there, not that I’m worried
about that. I hope I don’t get my photo taken.

I finally
arrived and turned into the car park. I switched off the ignition
and sat for a minute in my car. I pulled down my visor and studied
my reflection in the vanity panel carefully. Come on Lexi, time
to go. I stepped out of the car and walked to the main part of
the hospital. At the door I was asked by security what the purpose
of my visit was, and I handed over my ID and told them I was
visiting patient, Doug Smith. After consulting his all-important
clipboard, I was waved through. I made my way to ICU before being
confronted by yet another security guard. The nurses eyed me
suspiciously, as I once again handed over my ID, relaying my reason
for being there. They were not leaving anything to chance. I
wondered if the hospital was footing the bill for this added
security or if this was provided by James? I guessed the latter.
Guard number fifty-one radioed something, and I was instructed to
wait.

“Lexi, I’m so
glad you made it,” James walked out. He’d obviously showered and
changed and smelt amazing. He reached out and gave me a warm
hug.

“Hey, how’s the
patient doing?” I asked.

“He’s doing
great. They are moving him out of ICU this afternoon. I’m hoping
that we can move him back to our hotel with some private nursing
staff, but only once I get the all clear from his Doc. How are you
doing? You look like you got that shower you were desperate for
this morning.” He gave me his megawatt smile.

“Yeah, I took
two actually. How are you doing? Get any sleep?” I smiled back.

“Yeah, the
nurses have been very accommodating,” he boasted. I’m sure they
had been. “Well he doesn’t remember the accident, but we’ve
told him everything. Jackson is being released today so he’s in
there with him now. Mike is really anxious to meet you.” James took
my hand in his. “You ready?”

“Sure, lead the
way,” I gulped, as we walked through the door.

Jackson
immediately leapt to his feet as we entered, “Lexi! It’s so good to
see you again.” He had one arm plastered and in a sling, but threw
his other arm around me as best he could.

“Hey Jackson,
you’re looking good. Nice cast. You got quite a collection of
signatures on it,” I mused. I couldn’t help but notice Alex Stone’s
unmistakable scrawl near Jackson’s wrist.

“You want to
sign it?” he exclaimed.

“Sure, no
problem,” I grabbed the marker he handed to me and wrote Get
Better soon, Lexi xx. Jackson examined it carefully.

“Mike’s over
here and he’s awake. He wants to meet you.” He put his arm around
my waist and walked me over to the edge of the bed. James stood to
one side of me and Jackson to the other, his hand still around my
waist.

Two confused
eyes surveyed me up and down, before turning to James and asking,
“Who is this?”

“Mike, this is
Lexi. Remember, Lexi? We spoke about her before,” James reassured
his little brother. Mike squinted slightly.

“You’re
Lexi?” he asked.

“Sure am,” I
whispered back.

“Seriously?
You’re the one? Wow, you’re hot. They didn’t tell me you were so
hot,” his face became more animated.

“Well, thank
you,” I laughed. “Although you have a pretty nasty concussion, so
you probably don’t have the best judgement right now.”

“Oh no, you’re
hot!” Jackson volunteered. James just smiled and shook his
head.

“What? You’re
not going to weigh in here?” I teased.

“You already
told me you weren’t attracted to me despite my best efforts. I’m
not sure my wounded pride can sustain any more damage,” James
chortled. Jackson and Mike were bewildered by our private joke.

The room was so
unwelcoming and sterile, white washed walls accentuated the
harshness of the metal bed and limited furniture. A large leather
La-Z-Boy had been placed to the side of the bed where there were no
monitors. For James, no doubt. I’m sure it was the nurses
‘accommodating him.’ It seemed so out of place given the rest of
the landscape. Two regular chairs had been pushed up against the
back wall.

Despite this
extraordinary situation, I felt at ease and relaxed. Any
reservations I had about coming had dissolved, fate had firmly put
me on this path, and I was resolved to see it through. My mood
softened as I took in the seriousness of Mike’s injuries. I
understood why James had been so desperate last night. Seeing his
brother in this condition, it’s something no loved one should ever
have to endure.

I sensed rather
than heard someone entering the room behind me. “Well, well, it
seems I’m missing the party in here. Mike, you’re looking better.”
The words slipped off his tongue like honey, and I had to turn to
take in his magnificence.

“I’m Alex. I
don’t believe we’ve met,” Alex Stone sauntered over to me and held
out his hand. I gazed up at his astonishingly handsome face. His
six-foot-four frame dwarfed me. He was dressed simply in a pair of
dark jeans, a tight black t-shirt and a leather jacket. His
sunglasses hung from the collar of his shirt, the reflection of the
lenses accentuating his angled jaw and fine chiselled nose. His
brilliant blue eyes sparkled as he studied me with curiosity. I
felt myself shiver with excitement just from the intonation of his
voice. He could make me come just by looking at me. I could already
feel my panties getting wet.

“I’m Lexi,” was
all I could manage.

“Lexi. Well, it
is a pleasure.” He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it. My
insides quivered. Seriously, is it possible to achieve an orgasm
just from a kiss? ‘Cause I was pretty close right now. Alex studied
me intently as if contemplating a thought. Could he read minds? Was
I giving off some weird pheromone?

“Is something
wrong?” I asked, slightly perturbed by his glance.

“Hmmm,” he
commenced. “James told me about what you did for Mike here, how you
saved his life.”

“Yes,” I said,
not fully comprehending where he was going with this.

“You pulled him
from the wreck. Administered CPR. You made a tourniquet out of your
shirt to stop the bleeding in his leg.” It was like each word hung
in his mouth, caressed by his tongue before it slid out
effortlessly. He still had a hint of his Nordic accent. God this
man was hot. He unnerved me so I slipped into defence mode.

“Thanks for the
re-cap Alex, but I do remember—I was there. Is there something in
particular you wanted to ask me about?” I watched the corners of
his mouth twitch. He was making me squirm, and he was enjoying
it.

Damn he was
good at this game. It was almost like looking into a mirror—the
smooth, level tone, the same self-assurance, each word dripping in
open ended possibilities, but to the untrained ear seemed nothing
more than conversation. The casual smile, the eyes engaging my
gaze—a manoeuvre I had perfected over the years, was now being
reflected right back at me.

“Well, I was
just thinking…,” he paused for effect. “It’s a pretty extreme
measure that was undertaken by Mike here to get your top off. I’m
not sure I condone his behaviour, but now that I’ve seen you, I
understand,” he concluded.

My mouth
dropped open and I heard gasps from Jackson and Mike.

“Alex,” James
barked. “Outside. Now.”

“No, No. It’s
OK,” I assured James as I put my best game face on. “Why Alex, that
is very flattering,” I breathed. “If poor Mike wasn’t still in such
a precarious state, I’d take my top off right now, seeing as he
missed it the first time.” I slid my hand provocatively to the hem
of my top. I heard the beeps on Mike’s heart monitor speed up
slightly, as his face flushed bright red.

Alex dissolved
in fits of laughter. “I like this one, we should keep her
around.”

“Well if she
can handle you, I’m guessing she can handle anyone,” James smiled
back, enjoying the fact I had cracked Alex’s steely facade.

“Indeed she
can,” he gleamed. “Although at the risk of changing the topic and
talking business, we need to decide what we are going to do about
the rest of these shows. Chris has been on the phone with me all
morning and you know I hate talking on the phone.”

“Well, we need
a new opening band, Jacks can’t play, and the guys don’t want to do
it without him,” James responded. I was surprised they were having
this conversation while I was in the room. Jackson looked about
nervously. I focused my eyes on him and gave him my best
it-will-be-OK smile.

“You guys need
a band?” I asked. Both men turned toward me as if suddenly
remembering I was there. “I can get you a band.” I fished into my
handbag and pulled out a business card. “Here, call Jamie. He’s an
agent here in Melbourne. He has everything from corporate bands to
garage bands and everything in between. He owes me a favour because
I planned his daughter’s sixteenth birthday party.”

James inspected
the card. “You know any good PR firms? We fired our local
representation after they leaked news of Mike’s accident to the
press.”

“Are you
shitting me?” I almost choked. I reached back into my bag and
grabbed my business card out and handed it James.

“Lexi Reed,
Cole Public Relations and Events,” James read aloud.

“Well, I stand
corrected. It seems saving Mike was a rather extreme way for Ms
Reed to get a job interview,” Alex chuckled.


“Congratulations Lexi Reed of Cole Public Relations and Events. I
believe your services have just been retained,” James
announced.
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YESTERDAY HAD
been such a whirlwind. I went straight from the hospital to the
office to inform Kate of the unexpected new account I had won.

“What do you
mean we are now representing Power Station? Isn’t that the band you
have an unhealthy obsession with? Am I going to have to talk to the
legal department again and defend you in a stalking charge?” Kate
scoffed at me.

“Relax Kate, I
ran into them. They needed a support band, so I hooked them up and
then they asked if I knew a PR company. It’s totally legit, you
don’t need to stress,” I reassured.

I don’t know
why I continued to be so cagey about how I met the band and what
had actually happened that night. Part of me didn’t want to share
the personal information of these people who had let me into their
small circle of trust and part of me didn’t want the five billion
questions that would follow. I wanted it to be my secret. No one
needed to know, and I didn’t want to share it with anyone. Evasion
was so easy for me, I barely blinked. I wasn’t pathological, there
was always a reason, but it was part of my makeup, and I had to
accept it.

“Well, then
that’s quite a coup you’ve pulled off. Well done. I’ll make sure I
do what I can to lessen your work load to assist you. You have a
full roster as it is, but this is obviously the kind of business we
would never turn down. Get Matt on board if you need anything.
Looks like that bonus cheque is getting fatter by the minute,” Kate
congratulated me.

So it was only
natural that today when I came into work, it was like a minefield.
I spent my time wading through the list of clients I could offload
and ones that would pitch a fit if I even suggested it. I had been
buried since arriving at eight-thirty am. It was almost noon, and I
hadn’t left my desk except to pee.

“Lexi, there is
someone here to see you. He looks important and is really pushy. He
says he won’t leave until he meets with you.” Jane didn’t often
make a visit to my desk. Kate’s personal assistant would get
extremely irritated when people assumed she was just a secretary.
She was in her late twenties with short feathery red hair, and no
matter what time of year it was, she always had a tan.

Jane was one of
those people who was content with mediocrity. It’s not that it was
a bad thing, but she really didn’t feel the need to strive for
anything else. I just couldn’t relate to her on that level. She had
a personality that needed to be cared for, which was reflected in
her choice of men. Rich guys with lots of disposable income were
her usual MO. It’s not that she was a gold digger—she just enjoyed
the finer things in life, and if someone was willing to provide
them for her while she kept a nice home, then what’s the harm? She
was young at heart and despite leaving adolescence behind years ago
she was clearly still clinging to her youth.

“Send him
through to a meeting room, Jane,” I motioned, barely looking up
from my computer screen.

I walked to one
of our meeting rooms to meet my visitor. I had so much work to do
and did not welcome this interruption, but I was going to follow
the protocol which dictated we meet clients in our receiving rooms.
These stylish rooms had come in handy over the years when I wanted
to have discussions in private, away from prying ears. I peered
through the glass window and saw that he was already inside.

The man waiting
for me in the ugly brown suit reluctantly stood and stiffly
introduced himself as I entered the room. “Hello Ms Reed. My name
is Sol Rossum. I represent James Bowden and his interests,” he
drawled in a thick Queens accent. He was a burly man, in his late
forties. He had thinning hair, and as I looked closer I realised
that it was a really ugly, but expensively made brown suit. He
bristled with displeasure, and he was making it clear that my mere
existence offended him. Perhaps he was one of these
women-belong-in-the-kitchen kind of guys. Either way, I hated
lawyers.

“Call me Lexi,
Please. What can I do for you Mr Rossum?” He annoyed me, and it was
conveyed in my curtness. I gestured for him to take his seat, and I
slid into my seat at the square meeting table.

“I just have
some documentation I need you to sign. I like all my I’s
dotted and T’s crossed. Call me old fashioned,” he smiled,
yet I felt no warmth in it.

“Huh. A courier
couldn’t have organised that?” I chided.

“No, these
documents require your immediate attention. I would like your
signature now if I could.” He placed a pile of documents in front
of me with little ‘sign here’ flags protruding from the sides. I
glanced over the lofty pages. A confidentiality agreement.

“I believe I
signed this earlier today with the other business contracts Chris
faxed over. It seems you wasted your time Mr Rossum. Rest assured
that here at Cole our clients’ privacy is of paramount importance.”
I practically spat out the company line.

“Yes I have
those, but this is for your personal relationship with my client. I
am aware that you offered his brother some medical assistance
during the course of his vehicular collision, and I’m here to see
that all information about your personal dealings with Mr Bowden,
his family members and his colleagues remain private and out of the
tabloids.” He took a breath then continued, “Of course we have
compensated you in what I’m sure you will agree is a more than
generous amount.” He pulled out a cheque from the pocket of his
ugly brown jacket and sat it on top of the pile of documents meant
for my immediate attention. One hundred thousand dollars. I blinked
in disbelief.

“I don’t sign
anything without my own representation going over it. Thank
you for dropping these over. Now if you excuse me, I have work to
do,” I herded him out of the door.

“Ms Reed, I
really need those signed as soon as possible,” he protested, as I
practically shoved him into the corridor.

“Mr Rossum, I
believe I made myself clear the first time. I will not sign
anything without consulting my own representation, so I suggest you
leave, and I will give them the attention they deserve in due
course.” Now, he had pissed me off. Fuck him and his fancy legal
talk. Medical assistance during the course of vehicular
collision? What the fuck was that? It was a car accident, and I
pumped on Mike’s chest until he started breathing again. I stopped
the bleeding in his thigh. I saved his life. I was fairly confident
that this goes beyond the definition of assistance.

I glared at him
as he made his way down the corridor and into the lift lobby. I
felt the anger seethe through me, like venom coursing through my
veins. I had two choices; accept the money graciously—after all it
could make my life very comfortable—and sign the damned document,
or I could do what I usually do when my integrity is called into
question—raise bloody hell. The choice was not a hard one as I
gathered the documents, the cheque and my handbag as I practically
ran from the office.

“Important
meeting, tell Kate I’ll be back,” I yelled back at Matt as I
sprinted past our work space, car keys in hand.

I levelled my
anger as best I could as I entered the hospital. Mike had recovered
enough to be moved from ICU to a private room, and I knew that’s
where I would find James. After the obligatory security third
degree, I entered his room. Mike was sitting up in bed watching TV.
Alex stood with his back against the wall busily texting, and James
stood when I entered. “Hey Lexi,” he greeted me with his usual warm
hug.

“Hello James.”
My cold tone was not lost on him.

“Hey is
everything all right? You sound a little off?” he cautiously
inquired.

“Well now, that
depends on your definition, doesn’t it?” I snapped back. Alex
looked up from his phone and Mike turned down the TV.

“Lex, whatever
it is, I’m sure it can be resolved. Did Chris chew you out?” James
tried to settle me.

“No Chris was
fine. I actually can relate to her a lot; she doesn’t have time for
bullshit and nor do I.”

“Then, what is
it?” James asked. There was a quiet but deliberate tap on the door.
“Lexi, just calm down. Let me get this, and we’ll work through
whatever has pissed you off.” James turned and opened the door. Sol
Rossum strode in. His eyes darkened when he met my unrelenting
gaze. I spoke before he could paint his own picture of our
meeting.

“Great, it
seems that all the important people are here so we can continue
this conversation.” I looked around the room at all of these men.
Who did they think they were? And, more importantly, who did they
think I was?

“Here is the
personal confidentiality agreement you required me to sign.” I
reached into my bag and thrust it at James. “I’m sure you will see
that I have agreed to all your terms and conditions and have made
no amendments. I can assure you that this insurance is both
unnecessary and unwarranted, as I have not nor do I intend to speak
with anyone regarding my dealings and or relationship with any of
you. I suggest you either trust me, or we end both our personal and
professional affiliation right now.” Next I took the cheque and
tore it in half. “As for your generous compensation I can also
assure you that I have never nor will I ever be anyone’s whore so
do not treat me like one,” I barked.

Alex and James
exchanged questioning glances. “What personal agreement?” James
asked.

Mike’s monitor
became more animated, clearly showing his anxiety over the
situation.

Sol
interjected. “Ms Reed, there is no need to get upset, no one is
calling you a whore. Clearly you misread the documents or have not
understood them. Perhaps you would like me to go through them with
you.” His condescending tone insulted me further.

“Oh I
understand perfectly, arsehole. I can see your posturing a mile
away. I have been in this game a lot longer than you think. This is
where you whip out your dick to show me how big it is, like that is
supposed to intimidate me.” I looked each one of them in the eye
before continuing. “Let me inform you Gentlemen, that while I do
not have a cock, I have bigger balls than the lot of you combined.”
I faced James head on. “So you need to deal with me directly from
now on, because I will not speak to this disrespectful motherfucker
any longer, and if this doesn’t suit you then you can go fuck
yourself. The whole lot of you can go fuck yourselves.” My
disappointment at this insulting behaviour of my idols was fuelling
my anger, and I knew I was being over the top, but I just couldn’t
stop.

“Lexi, I didn’t
know. This isn’t from us. Sol? What the fuck man?” James was
clearly confused about how this had played out, but was quickly
catching up. He grabbed my arm to try and hinder my exit.

“Let her go
James, this is for your own protection. I’m only looking out for
you,” Sol commanded. I wrenched my arm from James’ grasp and flung
open the door.

“Lexi no,
please don’t leave,” Mike begged. It was too late. I was committed,
and I couldn’t back down. I strode purposely down the hall to the
elevator and pressed the down button. C’mon you piece of shit.
Open the door. It took a minute before its silver doors opened
to allow my refuge. I was safely inside, and the doors were closing
when Alex’s hand seized the door, prying it back open.

“Alex, Fuck
off. I’m not interested in anything you have to say, nor do I want
to go back into that room,” I growled.

“Oh, I’m not
here to say anything or try and convince you to come back,” Alex
insisted. He entered the elevator, reached across and pressed
B. The elevator started its descent. He turned to me and
breathed in my ear, “I’ve never seen anyone speak to James like
that. In fact, I’ve never seen anyone speak like that full stop.”
His breath tickled my neck. “You think you can give me a ride back
to my hotel?” He moved in closer so that his lips were almost
resting on my ear. I could feel my skin prickle, and the anger
filling my body was morphing into a different kind of arousal. The
doors flew open as we reached our destination.

“Fine. Just
don’t talk to me. I don’t need to be appeased right now,” I
groaned, still too angry to give into desire, especially in a
hospital elevator. Alex nodded and followed me as I strode through
the basement car park to my car.

“This piece of
shit car is yours?” Alex blurted out.

“What happened
to you not talking to me? Are you trying to piss me off even
further? Yes this is mine and it’s not a piece of shit,” I scolded.
As the anger grew inside me, so did my arousal. Just being in his
presence sent waves of electricity through me, but being with him
now while I was so emotional, it was like a red flag to a bull. I
wanted to fling him across the hood of my car and fuck the
aggression out of my system.

We climbed into
the car and I slammed it in reverse, skidding out of the parking
spot. “Lexi, I’d really like to not die,” Alex laughed.

“Shut it. No
talking,” I snapped. I exited the car park and sped onto the road.
The car responded to my abuse, fishtailing slightly into traffic.
Alex didn’t flinch, his hands rested in his lap.

“Just so you
know, we had no knowledge of the agreement.”

“I said shut
up. I don’t need to be handled,” I cursed. With each kilometre my
fever rose higher, my Civic having to bear the brunt of it, as I
manoeuvred it agilely across the road. Alex sat silent but relaxed,
his eyes surveying the landscape as it passed by in a blur.

I purposely
chose the back entrance to the hotel. I knew the paparazzi and fans
would be camped out at the front, and I didn’t trust myself to deal
with either of them given my current state. I pulled into the
undercover garage and parked close the service entrance. Alex gave
me a sideward glance as my grip tightened on the steering wheel. He
reached across me and grabbed the keys from my ignition, my car
stalling into submission.

“What the fuck
are you doing?” I demanded.

“I’ve followed
your rules Lexi, now you will follow mine. You will hear me out. We
can do this the easy way or the hard way. You choose. I imagine
both will have its benefits,” he smirked. Damn he was hot.

“Fine... what
is it that you want to say?” I pouted.

“Not here,” he
insisted, opening his door and stepping out. “Hear me out and then
you can leave if you like, I won’t stop you.” I grabbed my handbag
and my phone before I slammed my door as I exited the car,
demonstrating that I wasn’t happy with his rules, but at least I
was still listening. Alex followed, flicking my central locking and
alarm on before joining me beside the rear entrance to the Crown
Towers hotel.

 


~~~~~~

 


Alex led me
through the stairwell until we came to an elevator. He entered a
code and the door closed. My body and mind were mixed up with anger
and lust, and I was unsure which need presented the biggest danger.
The dingy service elevator door dinged open, revealing a luxurious
entrance to the suite that Alex was staying in. Alex took his swipe
card and we walked inside.

He turned
around suddenly. “It wasn’t James, the bullshit Sol pulled. It’s
not what we do. You need to understand something. This shit...” He
motioned around the luxury of the room with his hands, “comes with
concessions. We hire assholes to ensure we don’t get fucked over so
we can do what’s important – make music. I don’t necessarily like
his methods, but it’s the nature of the beast. You of all people
should understand that.” His words were loaded yet level, devoid of
anger, and I could tell he wanted me to believe his sincerity.

“Do you
understand Lexi?” his hand swept a stray hair from my brow. I
nodded silently. He wasn’t intimidated by me, in fact he openly
challenged me. My pride aside, I knew what he said was true. It was
business, and I probably would have done the same. Even Alex with
his limited knowledge of me saw that. I didn’t know if I liked or
hated that fact, but I was more turned on than I had ever been.

“For someone
who had so much to say, you are remarkably silent right now,” his
wicked smile goaded me as he leaned closer.

“I’m so turned
on right now, I can hardly speak,” I replied. “This is your chance
to say no. Right now, I want to fuck your brains out, but if you
don’t want this I will go down stairs and I will drive away,” I
exploded.

He dipped his
chin so he looked me in the eyes, his own eyes hooded, filled with
lust. “I’ve been hard since you told us to go fuck ourselves. I
can’t tell you how turned on I am right now.” He slammed me against
the wall. My mouth hungered for his lips as I bit and kissed the
length of his neck. I felt him throw his jacket to the floor while
my hands flowed over every ripple of his chest. I could feel the
evidence of his arousal pushing against me through his jeans. My
hand reached down and palmed him as I watched him draw a jagged
breath. “Easy,” he whispered, “You have got me so wound up, I’ll
come right now.”

I half laughed.
“Surely not, Alex,” my voice was low with desire. “I can’t believe
your stamina is not up to snuff.”

He grabbed my
arse and picked me up, and I moaned into his ear. I clawed my hand
into his chest, digging my nails into his shirt while my other hand
pulled his head back by his hair. He bit my lip, and I let out a
small whimper, desire surging through my body. I slid down his body
and knelt at his feet. My nimble hands unhooked his belt while I
rubbed the length of his cock through his jeans. I flung the belt
across the room as I wrenched off his pants and pulled down his
trunks. His head tipped back and he muttered, “Oh god” as I took
him into my mouth. My eyes were open, watching him as I sucked on
his rock hard erection. I relaxed my throat so that it slid further
into my mouth, allowing my tongue to travel to the base of his
scrotum. I felt his breath hitch as my tongue slowly caressed his
balls while my mouth stayed busy sucking him. “Ahh...Oh my god...
Lexi,” he moaned.

I slid him out
of my mouth, and he grabbed my arm to lead me into the bedroom,
kicking off the pile of jeans and trunks that were around his feet.
He reached and slid the zip down on my pencil skirt. I kicked off
my shoes as my skirt slid to the floor. We clawed at each other
like two animals desperate for each other, our mouths hungry for
flesh. He ripped open my shirt and buttons flew across the room. He
pulled down the cup of my bra so my breast spilled out into his
hand and he pulled my nipple hard, which caused me to draw a sharp
breath. He buried his head into my chest and placed his mouth to my
breast, his tongue flicking my nipple before he gently bit down. I
felt myself tighten, as he slowly but deliberately pushed my
panties aside and slid a finger inside of me. My slick wetness
covered his finger and he raised it to his mouth to taste me.
Watching his erotic display set me ablaze as I undid my bra, ripped
off my panties and shoved him toward the bed.

I pushed him
down flat, and I lingered above him. His cock was rock hard against
his taut, ripped stomach. I smiled slowly and deliberately, my
hands travelled up the length of his long muscular legs. I stalked
him like a lion would its prey, watching him squirm with my every
touch. I was so wet; I could feel the stickiness on the inside of
my thigh. He reached into his bedside table and pulled out a
condom. I took it from him and ripped open the foil wrapper with my
teeth and placed the condom in my mouth, sucking the tip slightly.
He watched me intently as my mouth hovered over the head of his
cock. I placed my lips around the outside rings stretching the
condom to accommodate his girth, and I slowly unravelled it along
his length with my mouth, my teeth sheathed behind my lips so not
to puncture the delicate latex. His eyes blazed as I reach the
base, completely covering him while my tongue travelled behind
pushing out any air bubbles. “Jesus Lexi… ,” he muttered, as I
flicked him one last time with my tongue.

I climbed on
top of him, straddling him, my legs either side. I pushed myself
down hard onto his waiting erection. My eyes locked onto his. I
gasped as he filled me, shifting to allow him to slide in deeper. I
arched my back and rocked against him, pushing myself further down
his cock. He reached down to support my back as I rocked back and
forth, controlling the tempo. My breath quickened and my body
quivered. I felt every muscle tense, begging for release. I shifted
my weight forward so I was lying on his chest. He slid his hands up
to my shoulders and he kissed me deeply. “I don’t think I can hold
out much longer,” his voice was pained with desperation. I rose up
again, pushing down hard, allowing the base of his cock to
stimulate my clitoris. I felt myself teeter on the edge as I pushed
down one last time, harder and faster than before.

“Oh Alex,” I
screamed. I pulsed and spasmed as I came, gripping shoulders, my
teeth sinking deeply into his flesh. I pushed down again, and this
time he found his release. “Lexi, oh my god. Lexi... Oh fuck.” I
watched him unravel underneath me.

I rolled off
him and laid back on his bed. We were both still gasping for
breath, our bodies shaking as the after effects rippled through us.
He faced me. His sexy, just fucked smile was lazy on his features.
“Wow. That. Was. Insane. I haven’t come like that in years.” His
hand travelled up my hip to my waist and pulled me into an embrace.
“You are so fucking intense, but so fucking hot. I’ve never met
anyone like you. I think I just came from my toes,” he laughed.

I laughed back.
“Glad you enjoyed it, but it was really for my pleasure not yours,”
I glowed, my head cocked to the side.

“Oh baby, you
can use me for your pleasure anytime,” his voice was low and
loaded.

I smiled as my
eyes followed the line of his ridiculously well-built body, and as
much as I wanted to stay for an encore performance, clarity was
starting to set in. Time to cut my losses and leave. I rolled out
of bed and started to get dressed.

“What are you
doing?” he asked.

“Getting
dressed,” I answered dryly as I slipped on my bra. “I need to get
back to work.”

“Um, OK...” He
looked at me puzzled as I searched for my panties. I went into the
bathroom to freshen up and check my makeup and hair, reapplying
some lip gloss and slipping back into my skirt. I adjusted my shirt
as best I could, thankful that the popped buttons were the ones
that tucked in, and sprayed on some perfume. He was still naked but
sitting up in bed when I re-entered the room.

I felt him
scrutinize me as I gathered my shoes. “Lexi?” he asked, his sexed
up blond hair pressed hard against the bed head.

I sensed his
hesitation. “Everything is fine Alex. Seriously. We’re cool. This
doesn’t change anything, don’t worry.” Illustrating that while our
encounter had been amazing, it didn’t have to change our working
relationship, nor was I going to become some psycho, clingy
fan-girl.

“That’s not
what I was going to say...” his voice trailed off.

“OK. What were
you going to say?” I questioned.

“Nothing, never
mind.” He shook his head. “See ya soon.”

“Yep, we have a
press call tomorrow announcing the new tour dates. See you at
nine,” I announced. He gave me a wary look then I turned to exit
the door.

I made my way
back through the ornate hallway and back to the service elevator, a
lot calmer than when I had taken the ride up. And what a ride it
had been. I shook my head and smiled.

My phone chimed
as the chrome doors opened to the basement.

I’m sorry, let’s work
this out. No lawyers. I promise – James

Yeah, I agree. Talk
soon Lexi xx

I unlocked my
car and took a deep breath. I was no longer angry. I knew that I
was going to have to eventually address what just happened with
Alex, but I couldn’t think about it right now. I just wanted to
relish the moment.

It had been so
good. He was so good. Everything I’d hoped for and more. He didn’t
even seem un-nerved by my assertiveness. I couldn’t let it happen
again though. I couldn’t do that and ruin this amazing chance I
have. I told myself it was a one-time deal. An amazing one-time
deal. I opened my door and stepped into my car.


Chapter 10

 


Dinner and a Show

 


 


 


“THANK YOU all
for coming. I have prepared a few words for you and then I’ll take
some of your questions.” James stood at the front of the press
conference speaking without a script in his clearly modulated
voice. “As you know, two days ago my brother Mike was involved in a
horrific accident. He sustained multiple injuries, but thankfully
is now stable and on the road to recovery. It’s a long road but he
has my support that of our family and friends, and of course the
band. It was a difficult decision to postpone shows, and not one
which we undertook lightly. I know how dedicated and supportive our
Australian fans are, and I hate to think that this disappoints them
in any way. We love you. The guys and I have managed to rearrange
some dates so that I can be with my brother during this crucial
time. I would like to thank the staff and doctors at the Alfred
Hospital who have been outstanding during this ordeal. I would also
like to thank the paramedics who assisted Mike on the night.
Despite what you have heard, there was no foul play, this was just
an awful accident. The Victoria Police have completed their
investigation and no charges are being laid. I would ask that you
respect our privacy and allow my brother to recover in a dignified
manner…,” James paused, the barrage of clicking flashes blinding
him momentarily as he looked up.

Seated either
side of him were his guys. Alex Stone to his right – looking
downright mouth-watering – was wearing a pair of tight leather
pants, a fitted black t-shirt and his trade mark silver dog tags.
His hair was slicked back and his beautiful eyes were hidden behind
mirrored aviator Ray Bans. He looked every inch the rock star. He
was relaxed and collected, nodding in support as James spoke.

Seated to his
left was Troy Harris, the drummer. Troy was wearing an orange
Reese’s peanut butter cup t-shirt and faded blue jeans. He had
large hazel eyes and a mohawk. He was just under six foot, and he
was built like a wrestler. He was rugged and manly and made no
apologies for his lack of metro sexuality. His laugh was
infectious, and his carefree attitude alluring, which meant he had
no shortage of admirers. He was, as I found out that morning, the
joker of the group. He was the least affected by the fame it
seemed. Troy got to hide behind his monstrous drum kit and hit
things for a living—he was living his dream. Troy had graduated
from the same high school a couple of years earlier than James and
Alex. Sitting to his side was Dan Evans, the Bass player and Troy’s
best friend.

Dan was not
what you’d call a typically good-looking guy. His mix of Italian
and Irish heritage combined to give him dark eyes, dark hair and
pale skin. He had the same sort of build as Troy, but was a little
shorter. Dan had the gift of the gab and could talk his way into or
out of anything. Dan’s overinflated ego meant he was a huge hit
with groupies. He was Alex’s polar opposite. He welcomed the fame;
he loved the trappings and while he enjoyed playing bass, he was in
it for the pussy and the party, not so much for the music. He was
also the least talented of the group, but he had been there since
the beginning so had earned his place.

Sitting beside
Alex was Jason Irwin, the keyboard player. Jason was tall and
lanky. He had light brown hair that was cropped close to his head.
Jason had joined the army straight out of high school, using the
opportunity to let the US government pay for his college education.
He had joined up with the band later in their career. They had
found Jason on a drunken road trip to Canada. I never got the full
story, not sure if they even remember it themselves. In any case,
he was now a permanent fixture and was no less invested in the band
than the rest who’d been there from the start.

Watching these
men interact, it was apparent who was in the driver’s seat. The man
speaking held everyone’s attention. There was no denying that this
was James’ band. Their fearless leader took a breath before
continuing. Cameras ready to capture every second, microphones
poised.

“We are going
to get this show back on the road, and we have a list of new dates.
All tickets from the previous shows will be honoured, and new
tickets for a further two shows will go on sale tomorrow at nine
am. You should have in front of you the list of dates and venues.
I’d like to thank our promoter and our amazing new PR manager Lexi
Reed who has made this all possible. Now if you have any questions,
I’ll be happy to answer them.”

James, can you
confirm that the driver of the car was Jackson Rose, a member of
your support band Salt?

“Yes, Jackson
was in the car, but any questions relating to him and his band will
have to be directed to his management, sorry.” James glanced at me.
He was glad I made him prepare this morning.

James, sources
say there was another person involved. A female. Was she a
passenger too? Was she injured?

“A female
motorist offered assistance at the site of the accident. We are
eternally grateful and indebted to her, but she wishes to remain
anonymous and we are respecting her wishes. Anyone else?” James was
becoming increasingly anxious.

James will you
be staying in Australia until your brother is cleared for travel?
What about the rest of your tour dates?

“We are
extending our stay for a couple of weeks. By that time Mike will
have medical clearance to fly, and we will have him transferred to
an American hospital for all other treatment and rehab.” I saw
James’ agitation growing. This was supposed to be about announcing
the new tour dates, and it seemed all the press wanted to know was
about the accident, something James did not want to talk about.

I took my cue.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, I’m Lexi Reed, representative for Power
Station. Unfortunately that is all the time we have for you today.
Please pick up your press packs on the way out, they contain all
the pertinent information relating to the tour. If you have any
further questions, please submit them to me for consideration.
Thank you for your time.” I ushered the guys out one by one to the
incessant sound of the shutters and shouted questions.

“Thanks,” James
breathed.

“Hey, that’s
what you are paying me for,” I winked. “The driver is ready to take
you back to the hotel. I have a meeting I need to attend, but I’ve
arranged for your parents and your wife to be picked up from the
airport. Their flight is coming in at eleven am, and they’ll be
taken to the hotel to meet you then to the hospital. I’ll come see
you there later, but if you need me just call. Relax, I’ve got
this,” I smiled.

James hesitated
before giving me huge, grateful hug. “I don’t know what we’d do
without you, Lexi. I owe you so much.”

“You can buy me
dinner,” I volunteered.

“Dinner it is.
I’d really like for you to meet Hannah and my parents. I’m having
the private dining room set up. The guys will be there too.”

“Sure. Text me
the details.” I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before rushing
out the door.

The thought of
seeing Alex again tonight sent a wave of excitement through my
body. We had barely spoken this morning before the press
conference, except for the usual pleasantries. He didn’t seem
awkward or strange around me. He was his usual calm, collected
self. He had flirted openly with the make-up girl; maybe this
wasn’t going to be a big deal.

I was excited
about meeting Hannah. She was James’ High School sweetheart, and
despite all the ups and downs over the last ten years, she had
remained by his side. I had read so much about her, most of it
speculation as she never gave interviews. I wondered what kind of
woman was able to stay sane with the kind of madness the surrounded
James.

My phone buzzed
breaking my train of thought.

I still can’t believe
you are representing POWER STATION, what an amazing turn of events!
I saw you on TV, you looked so beautiful. Do you have any plans
tonight? We should get together soon xx

Seeing Emma’s
messages always made me smile. I had desperately wanted to see her
since our missed ‘date’. She was a calming influence in my life,
and if ever I needed one, now was the time.

Hey Emz, I can’t
tonight. Free tomorrow though. Miss you heaps xxx

Tomorrow then... it’s
a date! Miss you too xx

I threw my
phone back into my handbag. Emma had taken the news well,
considering. I had given her the same spiel I’d given Kate about
running into them and offering assistance. She was so trusting she
never questioned me. “It was obviously meant to be,” she had
stated. “Clearly you have a purpose with them, perhaps that is why
we were so drawn to them, and it’s all very exciting.”

Matt on the
other hand was suspicious. As news of the accident came to light
and his knowledge of my bloody clothes, he was putting the puzzle
together.

He had
confronted me yesterday when I got home. “I know it was you.”

“What
difference does it make, I don’t want to talk about it,” I fired
back.

“I just don’t
understand why you wouldn’t tell me. I’m not going to tell anyone.
I hardly know anyone in this town, and I’m not about to alienate my
closest friend.” His words were filled with hurt.

“Matt I’m
sorry, I have issues. You know this remember? I’m a little messed
up. I just have a hard time trusting people,” I attempted to
qualify.

“Everyone needs
someone, Lexi, even you. Just… I don’t know. Maybe let me try and
be that person, OK?” Matt’s hurt subsided as I smiled gratefully at
him and squeezed his hand.

The rest of the
day passed rather slowly. I had other clients to attend to who no
longer held my interest. My thoughts kept wandering, and I was
having difficulty concentrating. I checked in on James to make sure
his parents and wife had arrived.

All good Lexi, thanks.
Dinner at 7 p.m.? Hannah is excited to meet you

7 p.m. is fine.
Excited to meet Hannah

I’ll send a driver;
that way you can have a drink if you want

I am more than capable
of driving myself, I have a car

Alex said to tell you
“that piece of shit does not qualify as a car” sorry, he made me
write that

Tell Alex to go fuck
himself.

There was a
brief pause before I got another message from a number I didn’t
recognise.

Any time. Did you want
to watch? lol ... car will pick you up at 6:30 p.m., NO ARGUMENTS -
Alex x

I stared at the
last message, unable to stop the smile from spreading across my
face.
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