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        To all those who carry Hearts So Big,

        that you place others needs before yours,

        your time is now.
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        100 Years- Five For Fighting

        When You Were Young- Ella Mae Brown

        Shallow – Lady Gaga & Bradley Cooper

        How Far I’ll Go – Moana Soundtrack

        Despacito- Luis Fonsi, Daddy Yankee, and Justin Bieber

        It’s Not Over – Secondhand Serenade
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        We don’t always choose who we fall in love with.

        It just so happened that I fell in love over a box of crayons and a smile.

      

      

      

      Growing up, it was always the three of us: Elijah Donahue, with his genius IQ and a smile he only shared with me. Our best friend, Aaron Esposito, with his crystal-blue eyes and a smile he shared with everyone. And me, Stella McCarty, the girl with the chapped lips and unruly hair. Then we grew apart, which is putting it mildly.

      I felt the loss, though my heart belonged to Elijah and his to me.

      When my father passed away, we grew back together again. I couldn’t have gotten through that time if not for the both of them. But then, when I graduated from college and moved back home from London, it became obvious that I had been oblivious to the fact that they had never stopped hating one another.

      Elijah and Aaron’s hate for one another had apparently been hindered by their love for me.

      Only, I didn’t know that they both loved me in the same way.

      And I wished I never did.

      

      
        
        Love isn’t supposed to feel like this.

        It isn’t supposed to hurt.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRESENT DAY

          

          STELLA

        

      

    

    
      “Eight hours and twenty-seven minutes. You got this, Stella McCarty,” I mutter the chant under my breath as I take the final step onto the Boeing aircraft that will take me from London to New York. I keep my head down to hide the anxiety written all over my face, not wanting to cause any uneasiness, nervousness, or distress to anyone sitting around me.

      The truth is: I hate flying.

      Hate. It.

      Sitting in first class, I buckle my seat belt, even though the flight won’t take off for another twenty minutes, then pull my phone out of my carry-on and scroll through it as I try to trick my anxiety into believing we are simply spending the next eight hours and twenty-seven minutes looking at pictures of sweet kittens, fuzzy puppies, and the de la Porte’s fashion blog. Yet, even that—my pet project from my post-graduate internship at de la Porte’s London headquarters—can’t keep me from feeling like a spool of worry.

      I look at the empty seat beside me where Elijah, my boyfriend of five years, was supposed to be flying back stateside with me, angry he had to cancel last minute.

      I take a calming breath, remembering what Elijah said on the phone before he had to go into a meeting.

      “Stella, you’ve flown transatlantic flights two or three times a year for four years now. You’re going to be fine.” He had then covered the phone while barking out orders to his latest assistant, Spencer.

      I cringed at the way he was speaking to his employees, which is probably the reason he’s been through more secretaries in the past four years as the number of flights I have taken.

      I mentally put that on the list of things he and I need to talk about.

      “Just take a pill, do a shot, pass out, and I will see you when you get to New York.”

      If he had been anyone else but my Elijah Donahue, I would have told him to take a pill. However, he wasn’t just anyone else. He was the boy who has loved me since we were toddlers, and I was the only girl who has ever made him smile. Even with all he had been through—a scandal involving his father, the late Benton Donahue, who co-owned one of the largest investment securities companies in the country, Donahue and Hearst—I could still make him smile.

      It was speculated that Donahue and Hearst’s funds had been mismanaged, so the company was investigated. His father was asked to step down as CEO. His partner, the less business-minded socialite elitist, Evan Hearst, replaced him.

      Evan didn’t give a damn about the business, but somehow he was able to save it, because his son was Elijah’s best friend, and Elijah, the freaking genius, would spend hours at their home and at the Manhattan office, worried about the business, helping to solve the issues of the missing funds in order to save the company … at thirteen years old.

      My man was a child prodigy. A genius.

      When the board figured out it was a boy puppeteering the man they had put in charge, and the news was leaked to hostile employees, competitors, and naysayers, Evan spun it like only a man of money and connections could.

      At just thirteen, Elijah had news article after article written about him, the “Wonder Boy” who saved Donahue and Hearst, and somehow, investors trusted them even more.

      Because of Elijah.

      When Elijah’s father, Benton, and his best friend Aaron’s mother, Joselyn, died in the accident, foul play was alleged. Evan was the prime suspect, and the faith in the company was shaken once again.

      Evan stepped down, and then the first fifteen-year-old CEO was appointed to a major investment firm in New York City.

      Despite all this, Elijah still went to school, the same arts high school I attended, and he never spoke of his job nor did anyone ever say a word to him about it. Except for Timmy Thurston.

      When Timmy approached the subject, Elijah gave him a bone-chilling death stare, and no one ever said another word to him about it.

      He always kept to himself, was at the top of our class, his designs flawless. He loved designing. It’s the only time I ever saw him relaxed.

      My biggest wish is to see him laid back once again.

      When the plane’s engine begins to start, preparing for takeoff, I grip the armrest, my palms beginning to sweat, and my wish changes.

      Closing my eyes, I wish for a safe flight.

      My wish turns to prayer as the plane starts to taxi down the runway.

      I try to push the fear away, knowing my anxiety is all in my head.

      As the plane takes off, I hold my breath. As terrified as I am, I know I will be fine.

      Eight hours and twenty-seven minutes. You got this, Stella McCarty.
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      Sitting in the back of the black Town Car, driven by Roger—whoever Roger is—I look down at my phone again and read the message Elijah sent as I was getting off the plane.

      Elijah: Sorry, I couldn’t be there to greet you when you landed. Had a last-minute issue to deal with. Roger will take you wherever you’d like to go. I’ll meet you at seven. Glad to have you back in New York.

      I’m annoyed, tired, and deeply bothered by his message.

      I tap out my response:

      Me: First, you bailed on flying back with me, then you send Roger to pick me up from the airport. NOT ONCE did you message me while on the flight to see how I was doing, and now… now you will meet me? We had plans, Elijah. Fucking plans. We were going to dinner, then back to your place so I could shower, we could make love, and I could sleep in your arms for the first time in nearly six weeks.

      I read it repeatedly, my finger hovering over send.

      I want him to know that it’s not okay. But it’s my Elijah, and as much as I get angry—more hurt—when he doesn’t put me first, I think back to the time he asked me to stay here for college, and I told him that London was my dream. I knew he didn’t like it, but he accepted it.

      Instead of hitting send, I tap the back arrow to delete my message, not wanting to hurt his feelings. He has a lot going on, too. He’s running Donahue and Hearst full-time now and is incredibly stressed.

      But I never thought that was what he wanted. It wasn’t his dream. His dream was design. Or, at least that’s what he told me.

      I guess things change.

      “Where to, Miss?” Roger asks.

      Where to? I think to myself. Where to?

      “The Staten Island ferry.”

      I’m going home—my childhood home—to shower and rest, and then face whatever is to come next.

      “I can take you to Mr. Donahue, Miss.”

      “I would rather not. I’m tired. I’d like to ride the ferry.”

      “Of course, Miss.”

      Leaning against the window, I look at the cars we pass, watch the buildings go by, and when I see he’s opted to take the Belt Parkway around Brooklyn, I am tempted to ask that he take the route through Brooklyn’s neighborhoods because I’ve missed the area. But I’m tired and mentally exhausted from the flight I hadn’t slept on, so I don’t.

      I lean my head against the seat, knowing it will take over forty minutes to get to the Whitehall Terminal in lower Manhattan, where I will wait for the big orange ferry and board it to ride the twenty-five minutes to One Bay Street, bringing me fifteen minutes from my home.

      When my eyes become heavy, I fight to keep them open, not wanting to fall asleep. It’s almost unbelievable how relaxed I feel being in a car with hundreds of distracted drivers that could easily look away from the road before them, cause a life-altering, if not fatal, accident. Yet, I feel safer amongst them than on a plane in the open sky.

      Statistically speaking, I am much safer in the air.

      I know this.

      I do.
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      “Miss.”

      I hear a male voice before I feel him tap my shoulder. I’m so tired I don’t even care that it’s not a familiar voice.

      “Miss.”

      The second time I hear him, I mumble something incoherent. Hell, I’m not even sure what I said.

      “Mi—”

      “Roger, let her sleep.”

      I know that voice.

      I inhale, and his bold, spicy scent fills me.

      Elijah.

      “Sir, I didn’t realize you were coming,” Roger says.

      I feel my eyes burn with pending tears behind my heavy lids. Then I hear a door open on the other side of the car and feel him slide in next to me.

      “Take us to the Upper East Side.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      I keep my eyes closed, not wanting him to see my emotions, all the while trying not to move closer to him like I want to.

      When he pushes my hair off my face, he sighs, “Sleep, Stella.”

      When I feel a tear trickle down my cheek, he pulls me closer to him.

      He doesn’t say a word, doesn’t wipe away my tears, but he tucks his arm behind me and holds me. Still, I dare not open my eyes. I fear my tears, my sadness, will somehow burden him.

      After several minutes, I get my emotions in check, and when I look up into his dark green eyes, his eyes narrow slightly. I smile slowly as I look at him, and his mouth curls up in one corner.

      “How bad did you miss me, Stella?” He takes my hand and places it on the crotch of his pants, gripping his erection beneath our hands.

      I feel heat building as my exhausted body begins to tingle with awareness and desire.

      He looks up and past me, saying, “Close the divider, Roger, and take your time.”

      When the divider closes, he looks at me, eyes darkening with desire. “Show me, Stella. Show me how much you missed me.” He unbuttons his pants and pulls them down just far enough for his impressive length to be fully on display. “Suck my dick, Stella. Show me.”

      So, I do.

      It doesn’t take him long to finish, and as I lick my lips and sit upright, he smiles.

      I lean in for a kiss I desperately need. He cups my chin, and I close my eyes as he kisses me on the cheek.

      Slightly shocked, I open my eyes.

      He pulls me into a hug then leans forward, moving me backward, and knocks on the dividing window. “Get us to my place as soon as you can, Roger.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He sits back, not looking at me, and continues, “Get Spencer on the line. Let her know Miss McCarty will be with me this evening, and I won’t need her to accompany me to the Schwartz fundraiser.”

      “The what?”

      Now he looks at me. “Big money, possible investors. Just need to make a quick appearance.”

      Tonight?

      I quirk an eyebrow, and he cocks his head in a nonverbal question as if he senses my hesitation.

      He attempts to mask his annoyance as he runs his hand through his auburn hair. “You don’t want to go with me?”

      “Just a little tired.” What an understatement.

      “You’re welcome to stay at my place and sleep. But I have to tell you, Stella …” He pauses when the car stops and hops out. Then he reaches his hand in to take mine and continues talking. “… I’m getting tired of having to bring assistants with me to these events when I have a girlfriend. And now that you’re finally back in New York, I want you to go with me.” He steps back, giving my hand a gentle squeeze.

      When I step out with my Bottega Venta Alligator duffel, I attempt to drop his hand as I turn to ask Roger to get my suitcase from the trunk. Elijah huffs out in annoyance.

      I turn back to Elijah, finding him looking at me with narrowed eyes.

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “I didn’t say no, Elijah.” I nod back to Roger, who is taking my suitcase from the trunk. “I need my suitcase. Please, Ro—”

      “I have a dress for you, Stella.”

      “I’d like my suitcase.”

      The firmness in my voice stops him. He cocks his head to the side, looking at me curiously.

      “Your bag, Miss,” Roger addresses me, holding out my bag but looking at Elijah.

      It takes him a second to catch on that Roger is trying to get …

      Oh my God, I think when it hits me. Roger knows damn well my boyfriend just got a blow job and is trying to help Elijah be … a gentleman by handing him my bag to carry.

      I feel my face burning as I reach for the handle of one of my most treasured hand-me-downs—the matching medium Bottega Veneta suitcase.

      Elijah takes it, and then my other hand. “So, that’s a yes?”

      I stop as I watch him carelessly swing my bag around. “It’s a yes if you’re more careful with the Bottega Veneta bag you’re carrying. That set is a hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

      He stops dead in his tracks. “How the hell did you get—”

      “Angela saved it for me. It was one of Jean’s. They had almost donated it to charity when he passed.”

      Angela is my best friend, Natasha’s mother. Natasha, my best friend since high school, is the head designer for de la Porte fashion, a company her stepfather, Bastian, and mother, Angela, own. They knew I loved bags. They also knew that I had pawned my most prized possession—the season’s “it bag” that Jean had gifted me while visiting de la Porte during high school—when I needed extra money for the very last trip on my father’s bucket list. A trip for my father, my brother, and me before he died. We had that one last trip … One we never made.

      Natasha and Angela had been shocked and upset when they found out that I hadn’t asked for help when my family needed it the most. Dropping out of school my senior year to take care of my dad was hard enough. However, they had made me promise never to let pride stop me from talking to them if I ever needed anything.

      “Stella,” Elijah’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts. “We’re going to be late.”

      Stepping off the elevator and into his place, he sets down my bag and looks at me.

      I force a smile through my exhaustion.

      “So? What do you think?”

      “Think?”

      His brows furrow. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Elijah, I said I’d go.” I take his hand and try to force out some sort of excitement for him.

      “You’re being serious?”

      I have no idea why he’s so annoyed.

      He lets out an exasperated breath. “Stella, the penthouse.”

      I look around and notice the black leather furniture. “You have new furniture. It’s lovely.”

      “Jesus Christ,” he sighs out. “It’s a new place, Stella.”

      “I don’t know how I missed this.” I look up at him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Forgiven.” He gives me a quick smile and spreads his arms out wide to his sides. “I worked my ass off for this.” His eyes stop on something, and just as quickly as his smile came, it’s replaced with a frown.

      I follow his line of vision. He’s looking at the large mahogany clock on the otherwise bare wall.

      When I look back at him, his brows are furrowed.

      “We have less than an hour to get ready.”

      With his hand on my lower back, Elijah hurries me through the expansive kitchen, whisks me through the stark white living and dining area, down the hall with four doors, and to the end. He opens the door and ushers me into an elegant master suite. On the white walls hangs a black and white picture on canvas. It’s a picture of his family from a better time, many years ago—his deceased father, his mother who is always on holiday, his beautiful redheaded twin sisters, and a much more youthful and happier smiling Elijah.

      “The master bath is there.” He points to the French doors on the opposite side of the room. “Do whatever you need to do to make yourself even more beautiful in less than thirty minutes.”

      Looking up at him, I nod. “I can do that.”

      He visibly relaxes and sighs. “Thank you. It was a hell of a day. I’m sorry if I seem off.”

      “Off?” I force myself to make light of what has transpired in less than twelve hours. “You haven’t even kissed me yet.”

      “Shit.” He runs his hands through his hair. “I came in your mouth, Stella.” His green eyes dance in amusement. “I know you love the taste of my cum, but I have no desire to taste it. Brush your teeth, and I will kiss the hell out of you.”

      I can’t be upset by this, even if I want to be. Not when his normally guarded, beautiful green eyes sparkle. Never when they sparkle.

      “Give me two minutes.” I grin at him before turning to hurry back toward the door we entered, en route to grab my Bottega Veneta from the entry so I can retrieve my toiletries.

      He splays his hand across my belly, stopping me. “Top drawer, there’s a new toothbrush and toothpaste for you.”

      “For me?”

      “I think about you all the time, Stella. Of course for you.”

      All the annoyance, the hurt, the pissed off feelings that I have been feeling all day lift up and off my shoulders as I see him, the man I love, the man who loves me.

      I hurry to the bathroom and open the drawer, smiling when I see it’s full of toothbrushes. Amongst his stark white ones are others in vibrant colors.

      I smile as I brush my teeth so I can kiss my boyfriend for the first time since graduation weekend in London.
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      My first memories of Stella McCarty were that she was a constant presence, a wholesome presence. Her pale, heart-shaped face was always lit up by the sparkle in her brown eyes and the plump, pink, bow-shaped lips that were almost always chapped but permanently curved in a dazzling smile.

      The cause of the chapped lips was her constant coloring. Her little tongue would mimic the back and forth movement of the crayon she held to paper … or the walls, or my arm.

      When it was the wall or me, she would get scolded by her mother, Miss Ginny, who was one of the preschool teachers at the childcare center I was enrolled at in 5 World Trade Center. Unlike everyone else who was sent to the thinking chair when they misbehaved—some dragging their feet, some having to be carried, others stomping and angry—Stella would shrug then smirk, jumping up and skipping to it. There she would sit, putting her feet up on the back of the big, plush, sky-blue chair, her head hanging down, jet black unruly curls spilling over the seat and onto the soft, multicolored tiles on the floor. She would close her eyes and tap against her teeth with her little tongue as she sang lalalalalalala repeatedly until the timer went off. Then her smile would spread across her face, her big, brown eyes popping open, searching for her mother, who would hide her amusement. But her eyes gave her away, the sparkle mirroring Stella’s, and she would simply nod. Then Stella would pop up, pushing her little body off the chair, and she would run back to the place she had left her crayons.

      Her hair was always a mess, and it always had a big bow atop the chaos. I assume that was her mother’s attempt to make some sense of it: a great plan, but one with failed execution, every single time.

      When new kids came to the center, they always cried when their parents left because of separation anxiety. But as soon as Stella—or Lala as I dubbed her way back then—would approach them and take their hand, they seemed to no longer be affected by that separation and would follow her wherever she went.

      I knew why. I’d done the same damn thing because she was like a beacon to all the sad and sorrowful souls who encountered her.

      We were all drawn to her. But unlike a moth to a flame, there was no way any one of us could possibly get close to her and feel a burn. No, it wasn’t a flame we were drawn to; it was her heart. A heart so big that no one could feel anything but love and acceptance from her.

      Even those who were sometimes … unworthy.

      It’s odd that I would remember events that happened in my life at two, almost three years old. But every year since I could remember, Miss Ginny had given us a small photo album at the end of each year. Pictures, items, preserved memories of the year. I kept them all.

      That’s not the only reason I remember my preschool years.

      Not all memories of that time were happy, but through the worst of the worst, Stella’s eyes still shined and still brought comfort to all around her.

      The day that our place of color, music, friendship, learning, and laughter shook, the world around us trembling, the lights going out, firing lighting up the sky, sirens and cries surrounding us, while ash rained down upon us, the day the world stopped, it was her who had enveloped us in comfort.

      Lalalalalalala.
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          STELLA

        

      

    

    
      I was glad that I had washed my hair this morning, so a quick shower and some dry shampoo would make everything feel and smell fresh.

      Since I’m the queen of snooze, I know I can be event-ready in thirty minutes without an issue.

      After I brush my teeth and shower quickly, I muster up all the courage I have and walk out of the bathroom, completely and totally naked.

      When Elijah looks up, I smile. “I brushed my teeth. Now, come kiss me.”

      “Stella.” The low rumble in his voice a warning wrapped in want. “We don’t have time.”

      “I swear if you don’t come over here so I can feel you, I’m going to die.”

      “Stella,” he sighs out.

      I walk toward the bed, turn around, and look back at him while bending over the high king-sized bed and spread my legs wide, knowing he won’t be able to resist me.

      “Christ, Stella,” he groans as he walks quickly toward his nightstand, laying the deep red gown he had draped over his arm on the bed before pulling the drawer open, yanking out a condom. He rips it open and looks at me, his eyes heavy and hooded as he takes himself in his hand. “You need me that bad?”

      Swallowing down the desire I feel by seeing him handle himself, something I never thought would turn me on, I nod, hungry eyes still glued to his hand as he sheaths himself.

      He moves swiftly to stand behind me, looking down at me, rubbing his hand down my back.

      God, that’s sexy.

      He rubs himself against me, closing his eyes and murmuring, “You are so wet for me, Stella.”

      “Kiss me, Elijah.”

      With his eyes still closed, he leans forward and pushes himself inside me. Once fully seated, he stills and kisses my shoulder. I lean back, turning my head until his lips finally touch mine.

      I open my mouth as he pushes his tongue into it. Then he fucks my mouth at the same pace that he fucks me.

      When he pulls back, he holds me still, and I circle my hips.

      “Don’t,” he demands.

      “I was there, Elijah. Just keep fucking me. I’ll get there with you,” I beg. “Please,” I whimper.

      “You want me to make you come?”

      I nod.

      “I’m the only man who’s ever made you come?”

      I nod again, clenching my insides.

      “The only dick that’s ever been inside you?”

      “Elijah,” I whimper then beg, “Please.”

      “The. Only. Dick. That. Has. Ever—”

      “Yes, dammit.” I push back against him.

      “Ever?” he hisses, fingers gripping me tighter, almost painfully so.

      “Yes,” I whimper as I reach between my legs and toy with my clit to push me closer to the edge. “Elijah—Oh, yes,” I cry out when he pushes inside me fully.

      “Fuck. My dick feels so good inside”—he moans, rocking back and forth inside me—“of pussy.”

      He begins to move faster with swift, shallow thrusts, stretching me, bringing me closer to orgasm. And when I feel him tense, I pinch my clit and come at the same time he does.

      “Fuck yes,” he hisses. “Fuck.”

      Moments later, I feel him pull out of me. Then he steps to my side, leaning down to kiss my cheek. “We have to go, Stella.”

      “Hmm,” I sigh contently.

      I hear him chuckle as he walks away.

      Knowing that he’s always less tense after we make love, I consider resting my eyes for a few more minutes but then decide against it. I may just fall asleep.

      I push myself up off the white duvet that was so comfortable and walk to my suitcase to gather some of the new undergarments that I bought myself with my first paycheck from my de la Porte internship. The undergarments that my best friend Natasha helped me pick out especially for Elijah.

      Now that Natasha is blissfully happy and her virginity is long gone, our girl time chats have become X-rated. Her description of her sex life with Oliver is off the charts. When I asked a few too many questions, though, she seemed to catch on that I wasn’t as confident in my ability as she was. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I have been giving blow jobs correctly.

      She told me that, with all the pressures of school, my internship, along with the fact that Elijah and I were on different continents, it was probably normal that there is a slight disconnect. She said that the more time we spend together, the more we will get our needs, wants, and desires in sync. Then she told me she had the same concern, to which Oliver had told her, “you can’t fuck up a blow job.” She told me that it was also important that I feel sexy and confident.

      Having been raised by a single father in my formative years, there wasn’t a lot of underwear talk, so she and her mother’s best friend, Autumn, who was also my boss, taught me everything I needed to know.

      From behind me, I hear Elijah’s audible gasp. “What the hell is that?”

      I look over my shoulder as I clasp the front of the black lace bra that matches the thong I’m wearing and see his green eyes are as big as saucers. “My undies.”

      “Who the hell have you been wearing those for?”

      I turn around and put my hands on my hips, giving him the same annoyed look he’s giving me, and answer his silly question. “Oh, I don’t know? Probably the man who just had his dick in my pussy.”

      His eyes dart from my tits to my crotch and back again. “That’s unnecessary.”

      “Well, then for me.”

      “I was referring to the way you just spoke to me,” he says coolly as he walks toward a door and opens it.

      “Would you prefer I say penis and vagina?” I ask as I walk over to the dress laying across the bed.

      He doesn’t reply, so I don’t say any more.

      I remove the dress from the hanger and read the label. Christian Siriano.

      “Do you like the dress?” he asks as he ties his black bow tie.

      “It’s beautiful, but I prefer the de la Porte line of evening gowns.”

      He nods and smirks. “I assumed you had a closet full of those.”

      Stepping into the dress, I pull it up then sweep my hair to the side. “Would you mind zipping me?”

      As he zips me up, I suck my belly in. When he stalls, I ask, “Is it zipped?”

      “No, not yet.”

      I feel my face burn with embarrassment.

      “Maybe if you were wearing a different bra, this wouldn’t be so difficult.”

      I place both hands over the satin material and attempt to flatten my boobs. “It’s not the bra.”

      “Well, have you gained weight?” He stops when I look back at him and scowl. “What?”

      “No, I have not gained weight,” I snap.

      “Well, then we’ll go with the bra.”

      I squish them farther against my body. “Try again.”

      It takes him a few seconds, but he finally gets it zipped.

      I step away toward the bathroom, having to pull the dress up so that the three inches of extra material doesn’t drag on the floor. “Can you check my bag and see if my black heels are inside, please?”

      I don’t bother looking in the full-length mirror as I grab my small bag full of hair accessories before sweeping my hair up and pinning it into a French twist.

      When I’ve finished, I open my makeup case and see Elijah walking in with a pair of heels that match the dress exactly. “These work?”

      I smile. “They work perfectly. Let me do my makeup, and then we’ll be out the door in no time.”

      “Could you go light on the makeup?”

      I look up as I blot foundation on my face with a beauty blender and laugh. “What?”

      “Less is more, Stella. This is a fundraiser, not a club or a drag show.”

      Shocked, I gasp. “Did you just call me—”

      “Of course not. Just go easy. This dress doesn’t require all the makeup.”

      I can’t believe the way he’s acting, so I pause and stare at him. When he doesn’t look away, I do.

      “I’m not being rude, Stella.”

      I don’t reply.

      “What I’m saying is you’re beautiful and don’t need it. Just like you don’t need sexy lingerie to entice me to want you. My dick was hard the minute I saw you.”

      After a swipe of mascara, I turn and look at him. “How do I look?”

      “You’re staying here.”

      “What?”

      “Your tits are staying …” He pauses, shakes his head, and looks from my boobs to my eyes. “You should just stay here. I won’t be gone—”

      He stops talking when I turn and walk to the full-length mirror.

      He’s not wrong. My boobs are definitely popping.

      “You’re more worried about my boobs than the fact this dress is three inches too long on me, and I may break my neck in those heels?”

      “I don’t want other men looking at you.”

      “That’s just ridiculous.” I laugh as I take the heels from him.
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      I look up at Elijah as he stretches out his hand and can’t help giggling when he eyes my cleavage.

      He rolls his eyes slightly when I take his hand.

      Stepping out of the car and onto Fifth Avenue in front of the Met for the Schwartz fundraiser, my exhaustion dissipates.

      When he holds out his arm, elbow bent for me to hook my arm through his, I smile up at him.

      He smiles back then bends down and whispers in my ear, “Make sure you don’t fall out. It’ll make page six.”

      When the cameras flash, I am slightly stunned.

      When the reporters begin to shout questions, I stand a little closer to him.

      “Who’s your date this evening, Elijah?”

      “This is my girlfriend, Stella.”

      He takes a step forward, but then we stop again at another reporter.

      “What’s she wearing?”

      I cringe. I should be wearing de la Porte.

      “She would normally be wearing de la Porte, but tonight, it’s Christian Siriano.”

      “Where did you meet?”

      He stiffens but answers honestly. “We met as children in preschool.”

      I squeeze his arm, and he looks down.

      “She doesn’t mind you dating other women?”

      I snap my head in the direction of the ginger-haired reporter who’s looking at me smugly.

      He doesn’t miss a beat.

      “Stella knows there have been times when I’ve had to bring a companion to a function, but she’s now finished with college and back stateside. She’ll be by my side from now on.”

      Stella knows, but Stella never looked at it that way. And Stella is now pretty pissed.

      I inwardly kick myself when I realize I’m talking about myself in the third person.

      “What are you wearing tonight, Elijah?”

      He looks down at me and winks. “De la Porte, of course.”

      “Will Stella be working?”

      “She’s a modern woman,” he says, nodding and taking a few steps forward as he continues. “Holds a degree in design, has just finished an internship at de la Porte London, and has been independent and self-sufficient since she was a little girl. Of course she’ll be working.”

      Out of all the hell he has put me through today—be it purposeful or not—what Elijah just said about me to millions is worth a million kisses, and yes, it makes me feel … different.

      At the entrance, I stall, and he looks down at me, giving me a questioning look.

      “You just made me feel incredibly sexy.”

      Amusement dances in his green eyes. “Is that so?”

      I nod.

      He casts his eyes down to my excessive cleavage. “Just keep them covered. No one else needs to make you feel that way.”

      I unlink my arm and wrap it around his waist.

      He kisses the top of my head before pulling away then bending his elbow for me to take. “Professional in public.”

      Even though I don’t like it, I understand.

      “And bent over the bed in private?”

      His eyes widen then narrow with intent, of promise, before he looks away.

      Walking into the great hall, content to hang on to Elijah’s arm, I take a moment to take in my surroundings. Being a native New Yorker, I have been to the Met many times while in school for field trips. But now, having traveled outside of New York and the United States, I have a bit more appreciation for the beauty that lies before me. No longer a visiting child surrounded by other children who were all more excited about being outside the institutionalized system of education than the art, I take it all in with more mature eyes.

      “We’ll have drinks here in the Great Hall then dinner in The Temple of Dendur while a few speakers talk about the importance of funding the arts.” Elijah rolls his eyes. “Shouldn’t take long. Then we can get you back to my place so you can take that dress off and get some sleep.”

      I nod absently, looking around at the eight columns with special lighting that make the Great Hall appear even more magical than I ever remembered.

      I look up at the three domes and—

      “Stella, did you hear me?”

      I look up at him. “I’m sorry. Just caught up in how beautiful this place is.”

      “You’ve been here a dozen times, Stella,” he sighs.

      “Yet I’ve never really appreciated it until now.”

      He shrugs. “Well, while you’re admiring the place, I’m going to go speak to a few potential clients.”

      “Of course.” I nod.

      I watch him walk away then look down at the beautiful, marble mosaic floor beneath my feet.

      My feet.

      I giggle at the shoes he bought me. Although beautiful, they are about a size too small, just like the damn dress.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      I smile at the sound of the soft yet deep familiar voice but don’t look up.

      “Toe cleavage.” I hike up my dress a bit. “I’m not joking, Aaron. Have a look.” I look up into bright blue eyes sparkle in amusement.

      “From over there”—he nods toward the bar—“I noticed black hair, a deep, blood-red dress, and plenty of cleavage. Took me a minute to figure out who the goddess was.”

      I scowl at him and put my hands on my hips. “Oh yeah? What gave it away?”

      He shrugs. “Maybe the fact that you’re the only other person in this room full of hundreds of pretentious assholes who would laugh at themselves without a worry in the world.”

      I throw my arms around him and hug him. “I’ve missed you.”

      He laughs and hugs me back. “You, too.”

      Stepping back, I look him up and down. “You look good, Aaron. Are you good?”

      “I’m always good.” He winks.

      “But Natasha—”

      When a laugh bursts out of him, I fear the worst. The fact that I’ve only seen one of my oldest friends a handful of times since Natasha and Oliver finally got together over four years ago is a bit of a concern. Whenever I reached out, he sent pictures from some foreign land, telling me that he’s “living the life.” But now I see with my own eyes that, although he is still beautiful, he’s cracked.

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “I know you loved her—”

      “Stella.” He chuckles as he shrugs my hand off his shoulder. “I asked her on a few dates, not to be my wife.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing, Stella. Christ, you’re fucking adorable.” He looks up as a waiter stops in front of us and takes two glasses of champagne from the tray, handing one to me. “To you being home.”

      I cautiously tap my glass to his, my eyes not once leaving his sparkling, crystal-blue—dare I say happy—eyes.

      “Cheers to that.”
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      After the day the ashes fell, there was gray. Gray for days, weeks … for months maybe. I don’t recall how much time passed from that day, the day that should have terrified me. Yet, with her around, there was no panic, no worry.

      There was just … Stella.

      Until she wasn’t there anymore.

      My entire world had been altered. My schedule, my routine was distorted dramatically. But, as kids, “we’re resilient,” or so they say.

      As an adult, looking back, I know their worlds, my parents’ worlds, were affected even more. I also know that if you can make the “world” okay, safe for those you love, you feel you have done your job.

      But I knew things were bad even then. The walls of a home that were once warm, safe, and loving had begun to seep with fear, chaos, and hate. Maybe it was always there, and I just hadn’t noticed.

      When the fighting between my parents worsened, that’s when I began to draw again. It helped lessen the anxiety and made me feel like a part of her was still with me.

      Apparently, it was evident in my drawings, since all of them had a girl with raven hair, topped with a bow, and a smile that lit up the world.

      I remember the ferry rides, but not the first one.

      I remember standing in front of a modest house, and then … she was back.

      Miss Ginny opened the childcare center in her Staten Island home. Everything except the structure seemed the same. She even had that big blue chair.

      To us kids, things had gone back to normal, even though they really hadn’t.

      I knew some of the other kids, but none of them mattered, except Stella. Her chapped lips, her wild hair topped with a bow, her crayons, her smile, her twinkling eyes. That’s what drew me to her like an invisible vortex.

      I remember her room. I remember sleeping there some nights when my parents had events, had to work late, or the weather was too crappy for them to come and get me.

      I think it started when we were four, right before we went to kindergarten.

      Those were my favorite memories. Those times, when it was just her and me … and her pain in the ass younger brother, Bruno.

      But after he fell asleep, she would make a tent out of her blanket, and I’d see the glow of the flashlight, knowing it was my invitation to come to her bed, Stella’s bed, and lay underneath those covers and color.

      We went to different elementary schools, but I was still put under the watchful eye of Miss Ginny at least three to four times a month. Then, so was he.

      Two became three.

      When his father and mine went into business together and Donahue and Hearst became the largest investment securities company in the country, everything changed. Our families spent a lot of time together. Hell, we even vacationed together. He and I also attended the same private middle school.

      No two people could be as different as we were, but we were friends from as far back as I could remember. Even club sports, his parents put him on the same team as me, or he wouldn’t play. We hung out all the damn time.

      There was no Elijah without Aaron, or Aaron without Elijah.

      We still spent time at Miss Ginny’s when the four of them, our parents, went on business trips when we were middle schoolers.

      I remember when Stella got braces. She told us it was to fix her buck teeth so kids at her public school would stop picking on her. I told her I’d take care of them. I’d bust a lip or smash a skull if she wanted me to. Not for nothing, but her buck teeth were part of the allure. They were part of her smile. I know it sounds fucked up, but it made her different.

      They weren’t that bucked. Hell, I can’t even begin to count the times I jacked off in the shower to the thought of that smile, buck teeth and all. Then I jacked off to the thought of her tinseled smile.

      Not gonna lie, I still do.

      It was always me who she was drawn to, and then … then it was him.

      When it was speculated that the funds our fathers managed were being mismanaged and the Feds opened up an investigation, shit hit the fan. Not just for our fathers, but for us. And nothing has been the same since.

      Then, the car accident, where we each lost a parent.

      Then we each lost the other. Not from death, but we lost them just the same.

      Words were said, lines were drawn, threats were delivered, lies were told, friendships destroyed, and now, all these years later, we’re still bound together. The fucked-up part is we can’t stand each other, yet we both co-own a company that neither one of us wants.

      We’ve managed to keep it civil for the company, but mostly for Stella.

      We both love her, and she has no fucking clue.
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        Present

      

      

      Watching him with her brings out a side of me that I don’t even like, and I like myself a lot.

      The way she looks up at him like he’s a god is bullshit.

      He’s nothing but a wannabe.
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