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      Everyone’s eyes were glued to the television as they listened to the commentators reviewing player stats.  They waited anxiously for the actual draft to begin.  Finally, the commissioner took the stage and Carver asked his girlfriend, Mary Beth to move to allow his mother to sit beside him.  His dad stood behind him with his hands on Carver’s shoulders.

      Unlike most players being considered for the NFL draft, Carver had chosen to have a gathering to watch the televised broadcast rather than attend the event in person.  His agent was noticeably unhappy about the decision, but he appeared to have resigned himself to the current arrangement.  Sitting in an armchair near Carver’s position, he intermittently called out instructions to the small camera crew.

      Alyssa watched the scene play out between Carver and Mary Beth as her friend poked her bottom lip out, pouting prettily.  A brief scowl flit across Carver’s face.  It only lasted a few seconds, but it was enough to get Mary Beth moving.  Although, she didn’t go far.   She perched her narrow behind on the arm of the sofa, sliding in as closely as she could in order to stay in the frame of at least one of the cameras operated by the small crew.

      Alyssa didn’t consider herself a part of that inner circle. So, she sat off to the side sipping her fruity drink.  Her thoughts regarding the interaction between Carver and Mary Beth would stay firmly locked inside her brain unless she was asked about it specifically.

      Her gaze returned to the large, wall-mounted, flat screen TV just as the commissioner announced the first pick of the 2005 draft.  As the analysts predicted, it was him, Tech’s starting quarterback—Carver Wyatt Jamieson.

      The room erupted in celebration.  Camera flashes brightened the room as the video crew documented it all.  No doubt it would be replayed on a loop during the endless cycle of sports shows that discussed the NFL draft for days to come.  Carver smiled so big; she thought his face might split in two.  His parents were alternately hugging him and each other.

      Looking up from their embrace, his gaze swept the room as if he were looking for something.  Feeling confident in her position on the periphery, she wondered what it could be, but didn’t look around to track his stare.  When his eyes landed on her, his face splitting smile brightened even more.  His excitement was contagious.  So, she returned the smile without hesitation.  She was genuinely happy for him.

      A tug on his arm broke their connection and Alyssa observed Mary Beth trying her best to insert herself into the middle of the circle his parents created.  Tossing an arm around her shoulders, Carver pulled her into his side as he answered his cellphone.  His mother fanned her hands and used shushing motions to quiet the room as Carver spoke with the owner of the team to which he’d just been drafted.

      He was the number one draft pick of a team in the midst of rebuilding.  If the sports experts were correct, the team was going to pay him a shit-ton of money to pull the franchise back to greatness.  Alyssa was confident he’d do just that.

      Her certainty wasn’t misplaced.  Carver was more than an impressive athlete.  He was the total package.  A true student of the game, he spent hours weekly pouring over old footage and scouting videos.  In addition to his knowledge of the game, he was intelligent, considerate of his teammates, and kind to everyone he met while maintaining the ability to be ferocious when necessary.

      Although she knew how he and Mary Beth met, she often wondered what kept them together.  Mary Beth didn’t quite match him in more than one of those areas.  For all intents and purposes, her friend was in college to find a husband.  Actual course study came in at a distant second.  She’d never be accused of overtaxing her brain or spending too much time on her lessons, not leaving enough time for him.

      She wondered at the tie binding them together, but Alyssa felt it wasn’t her place to question their relationship.  It wasn’t like she wanted to date Mary Beth.  Nor had Carver or anyone similar to him ever looked twice at her with more than a passing interest.  Not that she lacked male attention.  She just wasn’t very interested in most of the guys who approached her.

      As she watched the room, Carver’s cousin slid into the seat next to her.  She’d taken up residence at the high-top café style table slightly away from the festivities.  Lord…She hoped he wasn’t seriously there to hit on her.  He was a nice-looking guy, but something about him didn’t sit well with her.

      “Hey there, beautiful.  Why are you sitting over here all alone?”

      Working to keep her internal eye roll from becoming an actual eye roll, Alyssa gestured around the room.

      “These are the only available seats left.” She was polite, but decidedly standoffish.

      “Ah… I guess you’re right.  I hadn’t noticed.”

      His chuckle at her response, came off as disingenuous since not only was her statement not funny, but she hadn’t attempted to couch it as a joke.  His smile appeared pasted on an otherwise placid looking face.

      Studying the contents of her cup as if it held the secrets to deciphering the complex algorithm she had programmed for the final project in her Python class, she mentally wished him away.  When she looked up from her cup, he was still there.

      His stare tracked her movements as she placed the straw between her lips and drew deeply on the drink.  That’s not creepy at all.  The thought crossed her mind accompanied by another internal eyeroll. The slurping noises of the empty cup were a welcome sound.

      “Excuse me, I’m going to go get a refill.”  She scooted forward to step down from the tall chair.

      “What are you drinking?  I’ll get it for you.”  He offered.

      I think the fuck not.  The words blared across Alyssa’s mind, but instead of giving them voice, she politely declined.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I can get it.”

      Thankfully, he got the hint and slinked away.  Relieved that there wouldn’t be a scene which turned into a thing to create awkwardness, she left the table and moved into the kitchen.

      She was the designated driver, so she restricted herself to mocktails and sodas.  Both Mary Beth and Carver had asked her to come tonight, although she couldn’t figure out why.  One-on-one interactions with Carver were few and far between, even though she never missed a game.  Each Saturday, she was right beside her friend cheering him on—no matter what the weather.

      At the start of the evening, Alyssa fully expected to drive back to the apartment she shared with Mary Beth alone.  She figured her friend would stay with Carver either at the suite or at his apartment.  Now, as Mary Beth entered the kitchen with her face pinched in displeasure, Alyssa wasn’t so sure.

      “Can you believe what just happened!?”

      Mary Beth’s face flushed and her cheeks pinkened under her peachy complexion.  Her fists clenched at her sides as she strode to stand next to Alyssa at the kitchen island.

      “What do you mean?  Everyone knew Carver would go number one.  Why is that a surprise?  He’s a great quarterback.”

      Alyssa refilled the ice in her cup before looking over the beverage selection trying to decide if she wanted to continue with the alcohol-free daiquiri mix.

      “Not that.  We all knew that.”   Flipping her long straw-colored hair over her shoulder she moved in closer to Alyssa.  Glancing over her shoulder before she lowered her voice to continue.  “Can you believe he asked me to move so his mother could sit beside him?  That was supposed to be my spot!  I’ve been his girlfriend for two years now.”

      She whisper-hissed when she said the word mother, and stopped just shy of stomping her foot with the last sentence.  The whine in Mary Beth’s voice annoyed her, but Alyssa kept her face neutral.  She didn’t personally have an issue with Carver wanting his mom beside him at such a crucial moment in his career.  She actually expected it.  Why hadn’t Mary Beth?

      “Mary Beth, why wouldn’t he want his mother beside him?”

      “Because!  I’m going to be his wife.  It should’ve been me holding his hand while they made the announcement.  The same way it’s been me for the past two years cheering for him and traveling to support him.”

      “Wait!  Carver asked you to marry him?”  Alyssa’s eyes widened in excitement.

      “Not yet, but I know he will.”  Mary Beth tipped her chin up as if her words were a foregone conclusion.

      Alyssa’s surprise melted into confusion.  Her brow pinched as she regarded her friend.  “How do you know that?  Have you guys talked about it?  You’re still a month out from graduation.”

      Both Carver and Mary Beth were two years older than Alyssa.  Because of the program she enrolled in, she wouldn’t graduate until the following spring.  When she did, she’d receive her bachelor’s and master’s degrees on the same day.  It was a grueling program, but Alyssa felt it was worth it.

      “Oh Alyssa… When you have someone that is into you the way Carver is into me, you’ll understand.  I’ll be his wife.  The rest is just minor details.”

      “Oh.  Okay then.  If you say so.”  Far be it for her to tell Mary Beth what could or couldn’t happen in her own relationship.

      “I do, which is why I’m pissed that I had to perch on the arm of the sofa like some hanger-on instead of being in my rightful place beside him.”

      “I think you’re over-reacting.”

      “What?!  Why?”

      “That’s his mother, Mary Beth.”  Alyssa struggled to keep her frustration from showing.

      “And?”

      Mary Beth’s flip reply rubbed Alyssa the wrong way.  So much so that she allowed the bridle, she usually kept on herself, to loosen when she responded.

      “She’s the woman who gave birth to him.  The one who wiped his runny nose, patched his boo-boos and did any number of things to get him to this point in his life.”

      “I nursed him when he was sick and rubbed him down when he was sore, so what’s your point?”

      Not bothering to correct Mary Beth’s statement regarding rubbing him down and nursing him through sickness, Alyssa took a calming breath.  Her friend had selective memory.  When Carver had soreness in his throwing arm and shoulder, it was Alyssa who rubbed him down—at Mary Beth’s insistence.  It was also the soup Alyssa made which Mary Beth fed Carver when he was sick.

      Maybe merely asking Alyssa to physically do those things was what Mary Beth considered doing it herself.  Like hiring staff.  Alyssa didn’t care for the image that evoked.  Mentally, she shook herself and marveled at her friend’s ability to hear what Alyssa said while missing the entire point.

      “Mary Beth, you’ve done those things for roughly two years.  His mother’s been there for him for all twenty-two years of his life.  She’s the one who trekked all over the city then the country taking him first to practice, then games and God knows what else after that.

      She’s the one who sacrificed so he could have the opportunity to even be considered for the NFL draft.  Her.  Not you.  Why would you expect to have more importance than her in his life right now?”

      “Because!  I’m going to be his wife!  I should be more important.   Aren’t you always saying a husband should put his wife first?”

      “Yes, but you aren’t his wife.  Going to be and being are not the same thing.  Right now, you’re his girlfriend.  Girlfriend doesn’t come before mother.”

      “I should have known you’d take his side.”  Mary Beth crossed her arms over her chest and angled her body away from Alyssa.

      Sighing in irritation, Alyssa attempted to speak reasonably to her friend.  “I’m not taking sides.  I’m just pointing out some things you’re over-looking.”

      “Well, it sounds like you’re taking his side.”

      “Mary Beth, there are no sides here and if you want to know what I really think, I’ll tell you.”

      “Don’t stop now.  This is apparently dump on Mary Beth night.”

      Shutting her lids against the wave of annoyance, Alyssa ignored the attempt to manipulate her into feeling guilty.  Occasionally, Mary Beth could be self-absorbed.  This wasn’t the time or the place for her antics.

      “I think you should pick your lip up off the floor and go back in that room and support your man.  It’s not about you right now.  This is his moment.  Acting this way, trying to make him choose between you and his mother, it won’t end well for you.  If you can’t see that, I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      Lifting her drink from the counter, Alyssa moved around Mary Beth and exited the kitchen.  As she crossed the threshold, she almost ran smack into Carver’s mother.  Mumbling quick apologies, she stepped aside.  Walking double-time, she went back to reclaim her seat at the high-top table.

      Her cheeks heated with embarrassment as she considered the possibility that Carver’s mother overheard them.  If she heard even a portion of it, it was a bad look for Mary Beth.  For her friend’s sake, she hoped Mrs. Jamieson hadn’t heard anything.  However, Alyssa’s gut told her that hope was wishful thinking.
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          IS THIS SOME KIND OF TEST?

        

      

    

    
      Fifteen years later

      

      “Hey, Mama.  I can’t talk long.  I’m getting ready to go out.”  Alyssa rushed the words out as soon as she answered the insistently ringing phone.

      “You’re actually going out?”  Surprise, along with disbelief laced her mother’s voice.

      Alyssa’s eyes rolled in exasperation.  So what if she didn’t like going out all the time or taking the thirty minute drive into Vegas to live it up in the bright lights of Sin City.  It didn’t mean she was a complete hermit as her mother’s question implied.

      “Yes, Mama.  I’m going out.  I have a date with Torrence.”  Putting the call on speaker, she went back to the task of preparing for her date.

      “Oh.  Okay.  Well, I won’t hold you long.”  The line went silent as Alyssa waited for her mother to get to the point of her call.

      She didn’t miss the flat tone of her mother’s speech when she heard ‘going out’ included Torrence.  It was no secret that Anna Ripley didn’t think Torrence was worth Alyssa’s time.

      “What’s up, Mama?”  Alyssa attempted to keep her impatience from carrying over into her words, but her mama’s version of not long usually meant at least twenty minutes.  She didn’t have twenty minutes to dawdle catching up on family gossip—which was usually why her mother called.

      “Huh?  Oh, sorry.  Right.  Your father and I were watching one of those sports reporting shows he likes earlier today and I saw your friend Carver.  They said he has a new job as the Quarterback Coach with the Las Vegas Ravagers.

      I thought to myself, I need to call Alyssa and see why she didn’t tell me about it.  So…Why didn’t you tell me your friend from college was moving out there?  You know how we worry about you being in Vegas all by yourself.”

      Alyssa’s lids dropped over her eyes and her head tilted back on her shoulders.  “Mama…First of all, Carver Jamieson and I aren’t friends.  We weren’t friends in college.  He dated my roommate Mary Beth and was friendly towards me.  We weren’t friends.  Second, I don’t follow football like that.”

      Even as she spoke the words, she knew her assertion of not following football was a blatant lie.  She’d been known to rattle off stats better than both of her brothers and her father.  Whether her mother would call her on it was the question.

      “I had no idea he’d been hired by the Ravagers.”

      Another lie.  She didn’t live directly in Vegas, but she was close enough that her local news carried the story of the hotshot former pro-bowler who’d been hired by the Ravagers to spread his quarterback magic onto the struggling offense.

      “And Third, I’m not out here by myself.  Did you forget that Ulysses and Braxton live in Vegas?”

      “Pssh!  You know I don’t count Ulysses and Braxton.  You probably don’t even hear from those two until it’s close to a holiday and they want you to cook.”

      Alyssa couldn’t dispute her statement since that’s exactly when she heard from her two older cousins.  Perpetual daters, neither was married and when the holidays rolled around, they either flew back to Georgia or called her to see what her plans were.

      “Since when don’t you follow football?  I had as much trouble prying you away from the television for Sunday dinner as I did your father and the boys.”

      “I haven’t been that into it in a while, Ma.”  Why did she keep piling on the lies?  Alyssa had no answer for her sudden aversion to the truth.

      “Mhmm.  If you say so.”  It didn’t sound as if her mother was buying it.  “Back to Carver, I don’t think we’re remembering the same thing.  He was always so nice to you.  He talked like y’all were friends whenever we came up to see you at school.”

      “Mama, that was almost fifteen years ago.  A lot can change in that time.  Besides, I haven’t seen him in a really long time.  Why would you think we were friends?”

      “Whenever your father brings him up, you always seem to know what’s going on.  I figured the two of you stayed in touch even after you and Mary Beth fell out.  You know, I never liked that girl.”

      “Mama…”

      Alyssa had no desire to go down memory lane about her former friend.  Not simply because she didn’t have the time, but her mother couldn’t seem to stop once she got going on all the ways Mary Beth let Alyssa know they weren’t really friends long before Alyssa cut her off.

      “Don’t Mama me.”

      “Mama, remember you said you weren’t going to hold me long?  I need to finish getting dressed.”  Attempting to thwart a possible lecture, Alyssa reminded her mother about the earlier promise.

      “Mhmm.  Fine.  I’ll just tell your daddy you didn’t know about Carver, and that’s why you didn’t say anything.”  Once again, her mother spoke with the tone of disbelief.

      “Okay, Mama.  You have a good night.  I’ll call you in a few days.”  Relief washed over Alyssa when she realized she’d secured a slight victory.  This time.

      “Okay, baby.  Love you.”

      “Love you too, Mama.  Tell Daddy, I said hey and I love him.”

      Sighing at her good fortune, Alyssa finished with her date prep.  She and Torrence were meeting at one of the casino restaurants at the edge of the Vegas strip.  If she didn’t get a move on, she’d be late.

      She’d never tell her mother, but her level of affection toward Torrence was mediocre.  While they had stimulating conversations, there was something holding her back from really seeing things with him moving beyond where they were.

      It wasn’t physical even though he wasn’t the body type she normally went for.  Since she found intelligence sexy, she didn’t hold his slighter, lanky form against him.  When they were together, they were a walking stereotype as one of her thighs was easily larger than both of his put together.

      The thing about skinny men being attracted to plus sized women was in full effect.  Putting the optics aside, he simply didn’t make her stomach flip nor her nethers clench.  Like ever.  The few times they’d been together sexually had been pleasant but nothing to write home about.

      Truth be told, she knew her days of entertaining Torrence were numbered.  They’d refrained from saying what they had was an exclusive relationship, but they were approaching the six-month mark.  It was time to step up or move on.  Sadly, she didn’t think it would hurt her feelings a bit if he were to break things off.

      Apathy was never a good sign when considering a relationship with someone.  Alyssa honestly wasn’t sure if she was continuing to see him to prove something to herself or not.  Most of her dating eligible life, she seemed to find herself enamored with someone who either didn’t acknowledge her existence or only wanted to be friends with benefits. Both situations stung and didn’t make the practice very appealing.

      With Torrence, they seemed compatible in so many other ways. So what if he didn’t make her heart race or her skin tingle.  That type of passion fades over time.  If she was to be with someone, it shouldn’t be based solely on physical attraction.

      Still, she knew the lack of passion wasn’t an attractive prospect when considering tethering oneself to another person.  Heaving a resigned sigh, she gathered her purse and keys before walking out of her townhouse.
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        * * *

      

      Alyssa walked through the archway past the bistro tables sitting just outside the entrance to Wolfgang Puck’s Lupo restaurant in the Mandalay Bay Casino.  As far as casino restaurants went, she enjoyed eating here.  The prices weren’t so outrageous that she’d only delegate it for special occasions.  Still, she wasn’t inclined to shell out a hundred bucks on one meal very often.  So, her visits weren’t frequent.

      After giving the hostess her name, she was led to a table just off the bar area where Torrence was already seated.  Standing as she approached, he pressed a kiss to her cheek and pulled out her chair.  While she didn’t shrink away from his touch, she didn’t lean in to it either.

      “You look nice.”

      His eyes swept over her, examining her from her feet clad in peep toe pumps to the modest vee neck of her dress showing off the tops of her cleavage.  She looked better than nice. The dress hugged her curves in all the best ways.  Rather than correct him, she replied with a soft thank you as she took a seat in the chair he held out for her.  Say what you will about Torrence, he played the gentleman thing to a T.  Most of the time.

      As she picked up the menu, he informed her that he’d already taken the liberty of ordering an appetizer.

      “I didn’t order your meal though.  I know how you like do that yourself.”

      On the surface, his words appeared polite, but there was an edge to his tone as if he took offense to her having her own mind and ordering what she’d like to eat and not always yielding to what he wanted.

      “Thank you.”  Alyssa replied as she opened the menu perusing it even though she was almost certain she would have the salmon.  The question was really if she would pair it with the suggested wine or stick with water.

      Their server approached the table just as she opted to forego the wine.  Placing the Ciabatta bread appetizer at the center of the table, he pulled out the small folio flipping it open.

      “Good evening.  Have we decided what we’re having tonight?”

      “I have.  Are you ready, Alyssa?”

      Torrence hadn’t even opened the menu before him.  She figured he’d gotten there far ahead of their agreed upon time if he’d already made his selection.  She hadn’t arrived early, but she wasn’t late either.

      “I’m ready.”  Both men looked at her expectantly, so she lifted the menu once again.  “I’ll have the Scottish Salmon cooked medium please.”

      “Yes, ma’am.  Would you care for a glass of wine with that?  We have an excellent Cabernet Sauvignon that pairs quite well with the Salmon.”

      Torrence shifted in his seat and cleared his throat at the waiter’s suggestion to add wine.  He wasn’t a fan of wine, but she didn’t think his shifting was related to the drink itself.  Thinking of the drive home and her potentially full stomach, Alyssa declined the offer with a smile.

      “No, thank you.  I’ll stick with water for the time being.”

      “Yes, ma’am.  And you, sir?”

      “I’ll have the ravioli.  No wine for me either.”

      “Very good.  I’ll get this order in for you.  Again, my name is Adrian.  Please let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Adrian.”  Alyssa murmured as she passed him the menu.

      After dating for the past few months, she’d noticed a pattern with Torrence.  She really wished she hadn’t but, it came with the territory of how her brain worked.  Especially considering some life lessons she’d learned the hard way.

      They went to nice places when they ate out.  However, he tended to order the least expensive item on the menu.  From everything he’d told her, he earned an excellent living at the accounting firm where he worked.  He’d even mentioned that he was in consideration for partner.  Which was admirable since he hadn’t reached forty and had only been with the firm for five years.

      She tried to shrug it off as him being frugal.  Given his profession, that wasn’t too far-fetched.  Although she couldn’t quite balance that against the times she invited him out and his tastes leaned toward more expensive menu items.  His selections didn’t bother her in regards to her ability to pay.  Paying wasn’t an issue.

      The pattern was even more apparent tonight for some reason.  Maybe it was because she was already on the verge of telling him to kick rocks.  Considering the dating horror stories she heard from her girlfriends, her experiences with Torrence weren’t anything to complain about.  Still….

      Their conversation over dinner was polite, but not overly stimulating.  Movement at the bar caught Alyssa’s attention, but she quickly returned her focus to what Torrence was saying.

      “I can’t find my wallet.”  His hands roamed his slender frame patting the pockets of his pants then reaching into the inner pocket of his jacket.

      “Oh.  Do you think you dropped it, or left it at home?”  Concern wrinkled Alyssa’s brow.

      “No, I don’t think I left it home, maybe I dropped it.  But, I don’t remember pulling it out since I’ve been here.”

      “Okay.  Where’s the last place you remember having it?”

      Essentially done with her meal, Alyssa placed her knife and fork on her plate.  Pushing it away, she gave him her full attention.

      “I remember picking it up as I walked out of my apartment.  I could have sworn I put it in my back pocket, but it’s not there.”

      “Oh.  Well maybe it fell out in your car.  We can get the check and go look.”  Alyssa suggested.

      “Get the check?  Didn’t I just say I couldn’t find my wallet?  How do you expect me to pay with no wallet?  You know I don’t trust those apps on the cellphone.”

      His voice was harsh and his dusky brown skin held a reddish undertone that hadn’t been present moments before.  He was freaking out, but that was no excuse for him to take it out on her.

      Before she could respond to his outburst he sat back in his seat.  His body language in complete contrast to what it was only seconds before.  What in the entire hell?

      “What am I worried about?  You’ve got me right?  You shouldn’t have any trouble forking over a hundred bucks on one meal.  I do it every time I take you out.  It won’t hurt you to do it for a change.”

      Sitting there in his chair, his entire body relaxed.  The smile on his face could only be described as smug.  His demeanor set off warning bells in Alyssa’s head.  If she was reading the situation correctly, and she was positive she was, this was a test of some sort.

      This was the part of dating she hated.  The need some people had to test their potential mate, instead of coming straight out and communicating about what was bugging them, irked her.  Heaven forbid they behave like adults and discuss the issues that bothered them.

      Warmth crept up Alyssa’s neck once the realization set in. They didn’t even have a real relationship and he had the audacity to try to test her.  To what end?  To see if she was a Gold-digger?  Refusing to play his game, she asked him.

      “Torrence, did you really lose your wallet, or is this some type of test?”

      “Why would you say something like that?  Because I asked you to pay for a change?”  Far from trying to keep their conversation between the two of them, he raised his voice above the conversational hum of the restaurant.

      “First of all, there’s no reason for you to get loud with me.  It was a simple question.  I told you in the beginning, I don’t do games.  I’m not about that life.  Secondly, if you’re nothing else, you’re meticulous.  There’s no way you would be here without your wallet, unless you planned to put on an act to see if I’m only interested in you for your money.”

      “Well, are you?”  He shot back immediately.  Leaning forward, he put his elbows on the table.

      “The fuck?”  Alyssa’s brow crinkled.  Keeping her voice even, she decided to enlighten him on a few things.

      “Torrence, I’m not sure what gave you the impression that I need your little check from being a drone at an accounting firm.  I don’t.  Just because I don’t brag about my ability to provide the way you do, doesn’t mean I can’t provide.  It simply means I don’t feel the need to broadcast it.  I have nothing to prove to you or anyone else.”

      “I didn’t say you had anything to prove.  All I said was I pay all the time.  I don’t see why you can’t pay this time.”

      “You asked me out.  I didn’t ask you.  When I ask you, I pay.  If you had a problem with that set up, you could’ve said something instead of pretending to lose your wallet to see what I would do.  And in case you didn’t notice, I was offering to pay.  Then, I was going to help you look for the wallet that’s probably in your damn pocket.”

      Pushing back from the table, Alyssa tossed the cloth napkin on her empty plate and swept her gaze over the room looking for their server.  Catching Adrian’s eye, she lifted a hand to call him over.

      “What are you doing?”  Torrence asked as if it weren’t obvious.  Ignoring him, she waited until Adrian stood next to the table.

      “Yes, ma’am.  Would you care for dessert or an after-dinner drink?”

      “No.  Thank you.  Could you bring the check for the meal I ordered?”

      If Adrian was shocked by her request, he covered it well as he immediately walked away.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  Now, it seemed Torrence had learned volume control as he lowly growled his question.

      “I’m giving you what you want.  I’m paying for my meal, so you don’t have to.”  Cool, dark amber, eyes regarded him as understanding filtered into his mind.  He’d gambled.  And lost.

      “I didn’t say you had to pay.  Stop being a bitch.”

      Adrian chose that moment to reappear.  Having already removed her wallet, Alyssa barely glanced at the receipt in the folio before placing three crisp twenty-dollar bills inside and passing it back.

      “Keep the change.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”  Adrian accepted payment and placed another folio in front of Torrence.  “Whenever you’re ready, sir.”  With that said, he quietly backed away.

      Before he made it more than three steps, Alyssa was on her feet slinging her purse on her shoulder.  Pushing her vacated chair to the table she glared at Torrence.

      “I think it goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway.  We’re done.”

      “Done?  You’re acting like you were doing me some type of favor.  You’re lucky I even bothered.”

      Torrence was spoiling for a fight.  Alyssa didn’t care enough about him to give him any more of her energy.  Shooting him a withering glance, she spun on her heel to leave and ran smack into a wall of man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          GET OUT OF THE CAR ALYSSA

        

      

    

    
      Carver’s arms wrapped around Alyssa’s soft body to steady her when she literally bounced off his chest.  Assessing her strained visage, he reluctantly put some space between them.

      “Are you okay?  Is this guy bothering you?”

      He wouldn’t pretend he hadn’t overheard the conversation between her and the guy she was intent on walking away from.  He’d only caught a few words, but they were enough.

      “I’m fine, Carver.”  If she was surprised to see him, she didn’t let on.  Pushing at his chest, she silently requested more room.  As much as he wanted to deny her wish, he allowed it.

      “Holy shit!  You’re Carver Jamieson.”

      No matter how many times it happened, he’d never understand why people felt the need to tell him who he was.  He knew his own name.  Years of experience allowed him to squash the outward appearance of annoyance.

      Flicking his eyes to the obnoxious man behaving as if he wasn’t being a complete ass to Alyssa just moments before, Carver blatantly disregarded his statement.  Ducking his head, he peered into her face trying to capture her eyes.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Rubbing her bare arms, she looked over her shoulder at her date.  Or whoever he was.  Tipping her chin up, she gifted Carver with a slight smile.

      “Yeah.  I’m good.  Thank you.”

      “If you’re good, why does your face look the way it did that time Professor Thigpen accused you of cheating?”

      “It’s nothing, Carver.  Don’t worry about it.”

      Her soft hand landed on his bare forearm sending a jolt to his system.  He hadn’t felt those hands on any part of his body in at least ten years.

      “Don’t lie to me, Bit.”  Slipping easily into the nickname he’d given her all those years ago, his gaze left her face to stare at her companion who now stood directly behind her.

      “Yo, man.  I’ve watched you play for years.  Since your days at Tech.  You’re a living legend.  Would you be cool with snapping a pic with me?  My dad will never believe I met you not two days after they announced you’d joined the Ravagers.  This is so cool.”

      The guy’s lanky body practically vibrated with excitement.  Had Carver not heard him being a such an asshole to Alyssa, he might have taken the pic and possibly even told him to call his dad on video chat.  The problem is, he’d heard every venomous word the otherwise mild-mannered looking guy had said to her.

      Heard it and didn’t appreciate it.  Moving Alyssa until she stood behind him, he ignored the pleading in her dark amber stare.  He wasn’t going to let it go.  She should know that.  He hadn’t changed that much over the years.

      “What’s your name?”  Carver asked, lulling the star-struck man into believing he would get exactly what he’d asked for.  And he would.  Just not the part where Carver would take a picture.  The request his behavior and treatment of Alyssa made on his behalf.

      “Torrence.  Torrence Phillips.”

      Carver looked down at the hand extended to him, but didn’t make a move to shake it.  Instead, he folded his arms across his chest.  While the move probably made him appear imposing, it was the only way he could keep himself from smacking the guy’s hand away.  Dude was either so star-struck that he couldn’t pick up context clues, completely oblivious or such an asshole that he considered what Carver witnessed to be something easily brushed to the side.

      “Torrence, I’m normally happy to accommodate a fan when I’m not in a rush.”

      “If you don’t have time, I understand.  I was just hoping to surprise my Pops.”

      “Oh, I have time.  But I don’t want to.”  The shocked expression on Torrence’s face was priceless.  Carver could tell he wanted to ask why, and before Torrence could jump to any conclusions, he told him.

      “Why would I smile for the camera with a guy who’s comfortable trying to embarrass a woman and refusing to pay for a date that he asked her on?  Hard pass.”

      “What?  That’s why you’re turning me down?”  He held up a hand like he was being sworn in to testify.  “I didn’t say I wouldn’t pay.  She got all in her feelings and jumped to conclusions. Come on man.  You of all people should know what it’s like.”

      “Know what what’s like?”

      Carver inclined his head as if he actually wanted to know the answer and wasn’t just letting Torrence talk himself into a hole.

      “These women.  They’re always looking for a man to spend money, but they never think about reciprocating.  I’m sure you’ve come across your share of Gold-diggers.  You know what I mean.”

      “You know…You look like a smart man, but your elevator doesn’t go all the way to the top floor does it?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Carver wondered if Torrence was aware he’d poked his lip out like a petulant child when he said that.

      “Yes you do.  You know exactly what I mean.  Let me put it to you plain.  I came over here because I heard you trying to shame this beautiful lady.  Before I said a word to you, I checked on her.  What kind of idiot would then think I’d take his side in that scenario?”

      Understanding morphed Torrence’s expression into anger coupled with embarrassment.

      “Whatever man.  I don’t need a stupid picture with some washed up jock.  If you’re so concerned about a random fat black chick, you’re welcome to feed her from now on.  I warn you though.  It ain’t cheap.  She likes food.  Expensive food.”

      That’s it.  He’d had it.  Lighting quick, Carver’s arm shot out grabbing the slighter man by the front of the shirt. His fingers wrapped around the expensive tie and edges of his collar at the same time, lifting his thin body from the floor.  A choked gasp pushed past Torrence’s lips as he struggled to adjust to the sudden loss of air.  Ineffective slaps rained against Carver’s forearm as he tried to free himself.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are to talk about her that way?”  Carver’s question was answered in another series of sputtering gasps because he’d literally cut off the other man’s air supply.  If the only reason he used air was to insult Bit, he didn’t need it.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Jamieson.  I’m Mr. Hollister.  Is there a problem?”

      Carver cut his eyes to the white-haired man who appeared on his left side.  “Nope.  No problem.”

      Adjusting his tie against his crisp white shirt, the man spoke again.  “Sir.  I’m sure if you release the gentleman, we can discuss this and come to a positive resolution.”

      Returning his stare to the man flailing at the end of his wrist, Carver considered the words.  The fingers of his other hand formed a fist as he contemplated knocking the douche out with a punch or letting oxygen deprivation do it for him.

      He felt Alyssa’s fingers wrap around his other arm, thereby taking the punching option off the table temporarily.

      “Please, Carver.”  Her whispered plea reached his ears easily.  “Please stop.  People are looking.”  Pressing closer to him, she tugged at his arm.  “They have their cameras out recording.  Please stop.”

      Despite his desire to drive his fist into that asshole’s disrespectful mouth, he listened to Bit and released his hold.  The other man collapsed to the floor holding on to the edge of a chair to remain upright, desperately trying to refill the air in his lungs.

      Under normal circumstances, Carver didn’t get physical with men much smaller than him.  It gave off bully vibes.  These weren’t normal circumstances and he’d be damned if he did nothing while the prick tossed insults at her.

      “Thank you Mr. Jamieson.  Now, if you could tell me what happened, I’m sure we can fix this.”

      Carver had almost forgotten the white-haired man was there.  He must be the restaurant manager or somehow affiliated with the casino because the staff standing at his back deferred to him.

      “He just choked me for no reason and you’re trying to fix things with him?”  From his position on the floor, Torrence’s hoarse voice entered the conversation.

      Alyssa’s fingers tightened around Carver’s forearm.  Placing his right hand on top of both of hers, he squeezed her fingers in reassurance.  He loved the feeling of her touching him and loathed the motivation behind it.

      “Mr. Hollister, is it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I appreciate your attention to the matter, but I’m certain Mr. Phillips here understands my point and is going to make amends.  Aren’t you, Mr. Fredericks?”

      Carver gave Torrence a pointed look as he watched him pick himself up from the floor and straighten his clothing.

      “What?”

      Carver inhaled deeply before releasing the breath.  He understood the optics.  As repugnant as he found the man, he was clear headed enough to understand how it could be interpreted with him as a well-known white man being in a confrontation with an African-American man.

      “You were just telling me how you weren’t going to allow Ms Ripley to pay for her own meal seeing as you asked her out.  Right?”

      The last word came from behind gritted teeth as his eyes shot daggers at the smaller man.  “Right?”

      “Uh…  Yeah.”

      Maybe the man wasn’t as dumb as Carver thought.  Reaching into the inner pocket of his jacket, he pulled out his wallet.  Picking up the black folio from the table, he slipped a credit card inside before handing it to the server standing nearby.

      “Can you make sure to put the entire bill on this card and give the lady back her cash?”

      “Don’t bother.”  Alyssa spoke up.  “I don’t want it.  I don’t want another red cent from you.”

      Unsure of who to listen to, the server stood transfixed.  Finally, Mr. Hollister intervened instructing the young man to run the card and retrieve the cash.  He returned in an astoundingly short amount of time.

      One of the perks of being well-known.  People in certain places tended to bend over backwards to be accommodating.  Carver rarely took advantage of it, but he silently encouraged it in this instance.

      “Here you are, ma’am.  My apologies for the inconvenience.”  The young man held three twenty-dollar bills out to Alyssa.  Folding her arms, she refused it.

      “You keep it.  Consider it a tip.”  Her face was set in stubborn refusal, Carver didn’t press it.

      “Thank you, ma’am!”  The server made a hasty exit.

      Tossing Alyssa’s date one final look of disgust with a tinge of a threat to beat his ass, Carver slipped an arm around Alyssa’s waist.

      “Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Hollister.  We’ll get out of your hair now.”  If no one had seen him nearly strangle a man in the middle of a crowded restaurant, they wouldn’t guess he’d been furious only moments prior.

      Using his fingertips, Carver guided Alyssa from the restaurant by applying pressure to her lower back.  Ignoring the blatant stares from around the restaurant, he escorted her through the faux outdoor seating, automatically leading them to the right.

      Alyssa’s steps faltered when they reached the corner at Citizen’s Kitchen and Bar.  His brow furrowed as he looked down at her questioning gaze.

      “What’s wrong, Bit?”

      “Where are we going?  I’m parked that way.”  Hitching a finger over her shoulder, she indicated the glass doors behind them which led to the outdoor parking area.

      Should he tell her that his first instinct was to take her to his suite?  He hadn’t purchased a place yet, so he was renting one of the Presidential suites in the hotel.  When he’d looked up from signing the check for the meal he’d eaten at the bar of the Lupo and seen her, his breath caught in his throat.  It had been ten years, but when he saw her profile, it felt like just this morning that he’d awakened to an empty bed in Chicago.

      “I was just thinking about getting you somewhere safe and away from prying eyes.  So, I was heading to my suite.  Besides, it’s been a while, I figured we can catch up.”  And talk about why you ghosted me.

      The last part he was smart enough not to say out loud, but the way she planted her feet said she heard it anyway.

      “Oh, this is where you’re staying?”

      “Yeah.  I haven’t found a place, so I’m renting a spot here until I do.  I have an appointment with a realtor to look at some places next week.”

      “Oh.  Ok.  Well, I appreciate you looking out for me, but I’m okay.  I’m just going to head home now.  It was good to see you though.”

      Carver’s eyes said the words before he spoke them aloud.  There was no way in hell he was allowing her to simply walk away.  Even if he didn’t want answers, he wouldn’t simply let her go out into the night alone when she’d just had a verbal altercation with a disgruntled date.

      “You know I’m not letting you go out there on your own, Bit.  It’s dark and you and your boyfriend just had a fight.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Good to know.”  Using the hand he still had on her waist, he turned her until they were facing each other.  “I’m still not comfortable with you driving off alone, but I’m willing to compromise.”

      “Carver, even if I were inclined to join you in your suite, I’m not up for walking all the way through a casino in these heels.  These are for short distances and sitting.”  Lifting one foot, she rotated her ankle to display the four-inch heels which increased her height enough to put the top of her head close to his chin.

      “Like I said, Bit.  I’m willing to compromise.  I’ll walk you to your car.  Then, you can drive us around to the hotel side.  We can leave your vehicle with the valet and have a quick night cap.  That way, I can feel sure you aren’t out there alone just in case your little friend decides he wants revenge for being embarrassed.”

      Shaking her head and waving a dismissive hand, she refuted his assessment.  “Torrence wouldn’t do anything like that.”

      “How do you know?  Did you ever think he’d do the things he did tonight?”

      “No…”  She dragged the word out, obviously not wanting to admit she may not know the guy as well as she thought.

      Using the pressure of his fingertips, he rotated them both until they faced the doors leading to the parking lot.  Without any further urging on his part, she started walking towards the doors.  It didn’t take them long to reach her SUV.  Carver visually inspected the slate grey Lexus RX and gave a silent nod of approval at her choice.

      Just as she started the vehicle, she gasped lightly.  Had he not been so focused on her, he would have missed it.

      “What is it?”  Looking from her face, he followed her gaze out of the front window.

      “It’s nothing.  I thought I saw something.”

      “Something like what?”

      “Nothing.  I’m sure it was just my imagination.”

      “Bit…”  Placing a hand on her thigh, he gave it a squeeze.  “If the thought was enough to cause you alarm.  You need to tell me.”

      Biting her lower lip, Alyssa looked at Carver before returning her eyes to the well-lit parking lot.  “I thought I saw Torrence’s car drive by.”

      “Ok.  So, he parked in the same lot and he’s leaving.  Good.”  As he said it, he knew if seeing Torrence leave was all there was to it, she probably wouldn’t have acknowledged it.

      “The car was going the wrong direction to leave the lot and it was moving really slow.”

      “What kind of car is it?”

      “I don’t know.”  At his expression, she explained more.  “I don’t pay much attention to cars to know the names of them.”

      “Ok…What does it look like?”  Even though her lack of knowledge about the actual name of the vehicle didn’t mesh with the detail-oriented person that she was, he tried to keep his voice neutral.

      “It’s red and low to the ground.  I know it a sports car and it’s supposedly really expensive.”

      “Ok.  Do you still see it?”  Scanning the area, he didn’t see a vehicle matching the description she’d given.

      “No.”  Pointing to the left, she continued.  “I saw it between those two cars one aisle over.  It could have just been my imagination overreacting to what you said earlier.”

      “Maybe.”  He said in a non-committal tone as he continued to study the cars and people in the parking area.

      He remained quiet and observant as she maneuvered through the lot and traffic on the road to ferry them around to the hotel entrance.  When she pulled into line behind the other cars, she turned to him and did exactly what he expected.

      “Carver, I don’t think I should come up.  It’s still relatively early in the evening, I should head home before it gets late.”

      Shaking his head, he pierced her with a knowing gaze.  “That’s not what we agreed to, Bit.  Besides, if that guy really is riding around hoping to see you, I don’t want you on the road alone.”

      “Carver, it’s not your job to look out for me.”

      “Says who?”  His brows dipped so low, his eyes became slits.

      “Me.  I’m an adult.  I’ll be fine.  He doesn’t know exactly where I live.  We always met up.  I never had him over.”

      “Bit, this isn’t up for discussion.”  Pointing to the valet now standing at her door, he instructed, “Give the man your key and let’s go upstairs.”

      Pressing the unlock button on his side of the vehicle, he nodded to the valet to open her door.  Reaching over, he unbuckled her seat belt.

      “Get out of the car, Alyssa.”

      His use of her given name had the desired effect.  She passed the key fob to the valet and got out.  When she’d fully exited the car, Carver unfolded his long frame from his seat, quickly meeting her at the front of the SUV.

      She was correct.  It was still relatively early by Vegas standards.  Time would work in his favor, because they had things to discuss beyond how she ended up on a date with a douche who appeared to care very little about her.  Even thinking about what the jerk said made Carver want to find the guy and pound his face in the way he desired in the restaurant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          ONES AND ZEROS

        

      

    

    
      As Alyssa walked into the hotel with Carver’s big warm hand resting at the small of her back, memories flooded her mind from the last time she’d seen him in person.  It was also at a hotel, but in a different city.  She’d been in Chicago for a job interview.  He was there to meet with his agent and a company seeking an endorsement.

      Although it had been years, the remembrance was so fresh, it could have been yesterday.

      Ten years ago

      “Bit?  Is that you?  What are the chances I’d see you here?”  Carver’s South Georgia accent was no longer as thick as it was during their time at Tech.  Likely influenced by the people surrounding him in his new home in San Diego.  The hint of southern charm was still there though.

      “Hey, Carver!  This is a surprise.”  The face splitting smile he’d sported the night of the draft was still just as contagious as she returned it with a similar expression.

      Walking away from the two men who stood at his side, Carver closed the distance between them and engulfed her in a tight hug.  Being pressed against his hard body was a heady feeling.  The hug was entirely unexpected since they’d been friendly in college, but not affectionately demonstrative.  After all, he was dating her best friend.  Former best friend. She mentally corrected herself.  Her friendship with Mary Beth went south quickly after graduation and completely ended for a variety of reasons.

      “I can’t believe I ran into you like this.  You have no idea how good it is to see someone from home.”

      The weight of his muscular arm dropped across her shoulders as he steered them toward the two men.  Unsure of how to respond, Alyssa allowed herself to be led until they stood before the men who were strangers to her.

      “Sorry about that guys.”  Carver said when they reached his companions.  “I haven’t seen Bit since my college graduation and I didn’t want her to get away.”  He practically beamed as he said the words.

      An unsmiling Carver looked like a hard man who’d never met a sunny day he didn’t hate.  But, a smiling Carver…That guy lit up the whole room.  He was the sun brightening the day.  His slightly larger bottom lip curved up stretching across his face in the most inviting way.  It was downright mesmerizing.

      It had only been half a decade, but the years had been kind to him so far.  While he still looked like himself, his once baby face held more acute lines.  Dark brows and thick eyelashes framed his emerald green eyes to perfection.  Due to living in sunny Southern California, he sported a nice tan despite it being the dead of winter.

      “Let me introduce you.” Pointing to each man in turn, he introduced her to his agent and the man she’d pegged as his bodyguard.  “Kevin, Jasper, this is Alyssa.  Bit, meet Kevin and Jasper my agent and my…friend.”

      Carver didn’t have to say the man, who made his six-foot four-inch muscular body look small in comparison, was his bodyguard.  The look on Jasper’s face when Carver said he was a friend was enough to confirm her suspicions.

      “Hello.  Nice to meet you.”  Alyssa said politely.

      “Bit?  As in the Bit you mention every time you have soup because you compare it to the soup she made you when you had the sniffles in college?  That Bit?”  Jasper asked with a twinkle in his eye.

      Turning shocked eyes to a blushing Carver, Alyssa couldn’t believe what she’d heard.  He remembered that?  And, he told people about it?  She had no idea what to do with that information, so she remained silently glued to where he’d tucked her into his side.

      That was another thing she found disconcerting.  The way he held his arm around her made it seem like they were much closer than she thought they were in school.  It also sent her insides tumbling in awkward confusion.  As far as she knew, in the past, she’d never given any indication that she was attracted to Carver in the least.  She’d freely acknowledged his appeal whenever Mary Beth brought up his physical appearance, but she’d stopped short of displaying anything resembling desire to know him as more than a friendly acquaintance.

      After all, he was dating her best—former best friend.  Alyssa would never break that bond over a guy.  No matter how fine he was.  But…Carver and Mary Beth split barely five months after they graduated.  Also, Alyssa and Mary Beth were no longer friends.

      She didn’t owe her any loyalty.  Not that Carver was offering her anything at the moment.  He could very well be super excited to see someone from home.  Although, they technically weren’t from the same home town—just the same state.  She was actually surprised he was so happy to see her.  In solidarity with her friend, she’d cut off the limited contact she had with him after the two split.  His excitement was a paradox.

      “What do you say, Bit?  I don’t want to take over whatever plans you have tonight, but I’d really like for us to catch up.  That’s if you have some time to spare.”

      Realizing she had gotten lost in her thoughts and tuned out of the conversation, Alyssa’s face heated with embarrassment.  “I’m sorry, what?”

      Apparently unbothered that she’d checked out on him, Carver replied.  “I was just saying to Kevin and Jasper that since we were done for the night you and I could catch up.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”  A line appeared between Alyssa’s eyebrows as she tried to make sense of the words coming out of Carver’s mouth.

      Dipping his head closer to her, he gifted her with a lopsided grin.  “I haven’t seen you in a month of Sundays and I haven’t seen anyone from home other than my family in almost as long.  I thought maybe we could go somewhere and talk.  You’re bundled up like you’re heading out, are you not staying here at The Drake?”

      “Oh… No.  I’m not.  I met someone for dinner.  I was just leaving to go back to my hotel.”

      “Well, I have a suite upstairs.  We could head up and you can tell me what you’ve been up to.”

      What could it hurt?  The thought drifted across her mind.  Carver had never been anything but kind to her when they knew each other before.  And, he apparently wasn’t holding her cutting off contact with him against her.

      “Sure.  Okay.  I can’t stay long.  I have an early flight tomorrow morning.”

      The sun was out in full force bathing Alyssa in its glow when Carver smiled at her agreement to join him in his suite.  As a group, they moved through the lobby to the bank of elevators.  Trying to keep her nerves at bay, Alyssa looked everywhere but at Carver or his small entourage for the entire ride.

      

      Present

      “Bit, we’re here.”

      Carver’s nudge at her lower back prompted her forward motion to exit the elevator to a part of the hotel she was surprised to learn didn’t require special key card access.  When he opened the door and ushered her inside, her eyes rounded.  She’d admit to being slightly awed at the elegant display of wealth.

      “Would you like something to drink?”  Carver asked as he strode to the bar which sat to the right of an actual pool table.

      Uncertain if alcohol would dull her senses or make her even more aware of the low throb that had invaded her center the moment he looked into her eyes, she declined the drink.  She did however request water to combat the dryness she experienced when she considered the potential topics of conversation beyond how she ended up on a date with a guy who pretended to lose his wallet as a test of her character.

      After he poured two fingers of whiskey into a tumbler for himself, he grabbed a bottle of water from the small fridge tucked beneath the bar for her.  Softly thanking him when he passed it to her, she followed him past the spiral staircase to enter a sitting room with a plush sectional, an armchair and a big screen television mounted on the wall.

      Extending one arm, he offered her a seat on the U-shaped sectional.  Once she’d chosen a spot in one corner, he took the seat far enough away as not to crowd her, but close enough for her to feel the heat wafting off his body.  Wishing she could put more space between them without being obvious, she fixed her eyes on the view of the city just beyond the windows which made up the entirety of one wall.

      “So, wanna tell me what’s up with you and that guy?  Since he’s not your boyfriend.”  Carver’s question brought her attention back to him instead of the bright lights of the city.

      “Not really.”

      Honesty is always the best policy, but from the look Carver leveled on her when she responded honestly, he wasn’t a fan of her particular brand of honesty.  Rather than give voice to his displeasure, he simply stared at her until she shifted uncomfortably on the sofa.

      “Fine.  We’ve been seeing each other for the past six months.  Not exclusive.  Nothing serious.  Tonight was the first time he spoke to me that way and it will be the last.”

      Nodding, he took a sip from the tumbler as he watched her over the top of the glass.  “Y’all were… as you say it ‘seeing’ each other for six months and you weren’t ready to be exclusive?  What’s wrong with him?  Besides the obvious asshole behavior I witnessed tonight.  You said that was the first time, so that couldn’t be the reason.”

      “Who says anything is wrong with him?  Tonight excluded.  It could be me.”

      “Nah…There’s no way a man with half a brain, who got you to go out with him for six consecutive months, wouldn’t try to make sure you knew you belonged to him.”  Leaning back, he threw an arm across the back of the couch, his fingertips grazing her shoulders sending a shiver down her spine.

      “I don’t.”  Gathering herself, Alyssa cleared her throat.  “I don’t belong to anyone.  No one talks like that anymore.”

      “Sure they do, Bit.  Most of them are just too chicken to say it aloud.”  The words unsaid between them twinkled in his eyes.

      “If you say so.”

      “Oh…I say so, Bit.”

      “Can you please stop calling me that?”  The nickname was too intimate.  It implied a closer relationship than she thought they ever had.  Well…except for that night in Chicago.  And, that night didn’t really count.

      “No.”  His single word response sent a different type of shiver through her.

      “Since when are you so mean?  And pushy?”

      “Mean?  What have I done that’s mean?  Or pushy?”

      “Carver, you picked a man up by his throat in a crowded restaurant.  You call that being nice?”

      “Considering what I really wanted to do, that was downright charitable.”

      “Wow…”  She really had no words in response to that one.  This Carver looked like the guy she knew, but she didn’t remember this intense side of him.

      “Bit, I know it’s been a long time, but you can’t possibly have forgotten how I feel about bullies.  That guy was a bully—even if tonight was the first time he showed you that side of himself.”

      She was well aware of how he felt about bullies.  The one serious argument she remembered between he and Mary Beth before they called it quits was due to the way he’d witnessed her treating another young woman on campus.  In his view, Mary Beth’s behavior was classic bullying and he was ready to break things off with her.

      It took a lot of crying, cajoling and promises to do better for them to come to an agreement.  Mary Beth never did anything similar again—at least not that Alyssa knew about.  What Carver didn’t know was that Mary Beth’s behavior was a direct result of her jealousy.

      The girl was in one of Carver’s classes and had allowed him to borrow her notes.  Mary Beth was convinced the girl was trying to steal him away and couldn’t be persuaded otherwise.  She’d never accuse Carver, so she took her anger out on his classmate.

      “I remember, but you’re also being more than a little bossy.  Don’t get me wrong.  I appreciate your willingness to stand up for me, but don’t you think you’re taking this a little too far?  I didn’t have to come up here.  I could’ve just gone home.  We were never close enough for all this intensity you’re giving off right now.”

      Placing the tumbler on the coffee table, he turned to face her fully.  “We weren’t close?  Is that what you just said?”

      The fire blazing in his eyes made her want to snatch the words back, but they were out there.  They couldn’t be recalled.  Besides, it was true.  At least her version of the truth.

      Leaning closer to her, he captured her gaze.  “If we weren’t close, how do I know what it feels like to be inside of you?  What you taste like on my tongue?  How wet you get when I suck your nipples.  If we weren’t close, why do I know what sounds you make when you cum?”

      Attempting to avoid the heat of his stare, Alyssa’s eyes dropped to her lap.  “That was one night, Carver.  Ten years ago.  It was just—”

      “If you say it was just sex, me and you are gonna have a problem.”  His voice took on a deep, gravely quality as if the words were scraping across his vocal cords as he pushed them past his lips.

      “Look at me, Bit.”  He waited for her to comply.  Compelled by the steel underneath the demand, she lifted her gaze to his.  “Are you seriously sitting here trying to convince me that we’re little more than strangers with no real connection to each other?  Is that the lie you told yourself to make you feel better for ghosting me?”

      Alyssa had no idea how to respond to the revelation that Carver had held on to their one night in his suite at The Drake.  He was one of the most sought-after bachelors in the country at the time.  Heck, he probably still was.  She’d told herself it was best for her to leave before he woke up.

      After all, she had an early flight she couldn’t afford to miss.  Besides, with all the women throwing themselves at him everywhere he went, there was no way he was looking for something serious.  She convinced herself he probably had one-night-stands regularly.  Now, it seems their night together was imprinted on his memory as much as it was hers.

      What in the world was she supposed to do with this new knowledge?  Ones and zeros.  Algorithms and macros.  Those she could handle with her eyes closed.  This.  Whatever this is with Carver.  It was unchartered territory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          DON’T TRY TO RUN FROM ME, BIT

        

      

    

    
      Carver still couldn’t believe his luck.  Less than forty-eight hours after landing in Vegas he’d run into Alyssa Ripley.  In the years that had passed from the last time he’d seen her, he’d told himself he was putting too much stock into one night.  Even if it was a night like none he’d had before or since.

      Silence stretched between them as he waited for the impact of his words to resonate with her.  He knew her much better than she thought he did.  He could practically see the wheels turning in her mind as she replayed his statements in her beautiful analytical brain.  To him, her intelligence was almost as sexy as the rest of her.  Carver appreciated the female form in general, and Alyssa’s form specifically.

      Her beautiful medium brown skin glowed with such richness, his fingers curled with desire to touch it to verify it was a supple as it looked.  The dress she wore accentuated the bountiful globes of the breast he longed to have in his hands again.  It hugged her hips displaying her round ass and thick thighs to perfection.  Sitting next to her and not touching her was pure torture, but he kept his eager digits to himself.  Things couldn’t go the way they did the last time.  He wouldn’t allow it.

      

      Ten years ago – The Drake Hotel

      

      The entire ride up on the elevator, Carver’s nerves jangled.  It took herculean effort for him to appear cool, calm, and collected.  Of all places, he’d found Alyssa again in Chicago.  After things went south with he and Mary Beth, of course Alyssa stood with her friend.  He didn’t blame her for breaking off what little contact they had with one another, but he missed her something fierce.

      He hadn’t realized how much until he saw her face, in profile, walking toward the exit.  Breaking off his conversation with Kevin and Jasper mid-sentence, he called out to her.  When she didn’t immediately ignore him, he banked on her not wanting to cause a scene when he suggested she come up to the suite.  He was so happy to see someone familiar and having that someone be his Bit, he momentarily forgot how their association ended.  Thinking of Mary Beth put a sour taste in his mouth, so he pushed those thoughts away.

      The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors opened with a ding.  Stepping off, he guided Alyssa towards his suite with his fingertips pressing lightly at the small of her back.  Kevin and Jasper followed a few steps before Kevin broke off to go to his own room.  Jasper continued on with Carver.

      If his presence bothered Alyssa, she didn’t say so.  But, Carver didn’t think she would say anything even if it did.  He’d learned early on that she was polite to a fault.  When pressed further or too far past her comfort zone, then she’d say something.  Otherwise, she watched and assessed the situation.  Besides, he was certain she had figured out Jasper was his bodyguard and not just a friend.

      Once he opened the door, Jasper swept the suite before excusing himself through the adjoining door to his connected room.  Giving Carver a pointed look, he left them alone.  He didn’t consider Alyssa a threat, but his eyes told Carver not to leave the room without him.  As much as it stuck in his craw to need a protection detail, Carver nodded in silent understanding.  He was too well known to go off by himself, especially in such a large city.

      When the door closed behind Jasper’s hulkish frame, Carver went to where Alyssa stood at the window.  Stopping behind her, he placed his hands on her shoulders.

      “Let me help you with this.”

      Reaching around, he tugged at the lapels until she released them and allowed him to help her off with the calf-length peacoat and knit scarf.  Beneath the coat, she wore dark slacks and a pale blouse which did nothing to hide the generous swell of her breasts.  Their eyes locked in the reflection from the window.  The corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile.

      “Come sit down, Bit.”   Walking away, he draped her coat across the back of a chair.  “Do you want something to drink?  I’m sure there’s something cool in the fridge.”

      “I’ll have a water, if you have it.”

      Her soft voice still held a tinge of what he called proper Southern.  She didn’t drop consonants like most southerners.  Her words were crisp, but you could still hear the slight drawl in her speech.

      “Coming right up.”

      Smiling like fetching her a bottle of water was the highlight of his day, he quick-stepped to the small fridge.  Snagging two bottles, he walked back to the sofa and sat.  Not close enough to touch, but close enough for the scent of her perfume to waft his way.

      “I almost didn’t believe my eyes when I saw you downstairs.  Until you responded, I thought I’d embarrassed myself by yelling out to a stranger.”  Shifting in his seat, he angled his body towards her.  “Tell me, Bit.  What brings you to Chicago?”

      Tugging at one of her springy curls, she cut her dark amber eyes at him.  “I’m here for a job interview.”

      “At night?”  Carver’s hackles rose protectively.  He’d never heard of a nighttime interview for the kind of work he assumed Alyssa would do based on her major.  She was a programmer, not an entertainer.  Was some perv trying to take advantage of her?

      “No.  Well, yes.”

      “Which one is it, Bit?”  He winced internally at how harsh the question came out.  He had no excuse other than his immediate concern for her safety.

      “The interview was earlier today.  Tonight was more of a wooing situation.  They brought a group of their younger programmers and engineers out for me to get to know them in more of a social setting.”

      “Oh.  Ok.”  Still slightly suspicious, he didn’t like the idea of her being out in a strange city alone at night.  Although, it was technically early evening at barely eight p.m.  It wasn’t like they kept her out until midnight and didn’t see her back to her hotel safely.

      “They didn’t have someone to escort you?”

      “They did, but it’s been so long since I’ve been to Chicago.  I’ve never been to The Drake, I wanted to look around.  I convinced them I’d be fine alone.  I’m a big girl.  I can handle myself.  Besides, they have this new rideshare service that’ll drive me anywhere I need to go.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that, Bit.  Jasper and I will take you back to your hotel when you’re ready to go.  No need for you to get into the car with some rando.”  Carver had heard of those rideshare things.  He didn’t trust them for himself.  He definitely didn’t trust them for her.

      “Carver…Thank you, but it’s not necessary.”

      “I’ll decide what’s necessary, Bit.”  Her eyes widened at the assertiveness in his tone, but he didn’t try to soften his declaration.  He was coming on strong as hell, but he couldn’t pull it back.

      Shifting gears, he shared his reasons for being in the Windy City.  Time flew as they caught up on each other’s lives since they’d last seen one another.  Because his life was more in the spotlight than hers, he asked a lot of questions.  A lot.

      Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore.  He had to get the elephant out of the room.  As loyal as Alyssa was, there was no way she would stay in his suite as long as she had if she and Mary Beth were still friends.

      Over the course of their conversation, the space between them had shrank until she was less than an arm-length away from him.  Stroking her shoulder, he broached the subject.

      “Bit, what happened with you and Mary Beth?”

      “What makes you think anything happened?”

      Dipping his head, he peered at her through his lashes.  “You forgot who you’re talking to.  I know you’re a loyal friend.  My name was mud to her after we ended things.  Which means it was mud to you by proxy.  You wouldn’t be here all cozy with me, catching up like old friends if the two of you were still on good terms.”

      With her hands clasped together in her lap, she remained silent so long, he thought she wouldn’t answer.  Flicking him a closed off look, she finally broke the quiet.

      “Let’s just say we no longer saw eye to eye on certain things and leave it at that.”

      “That’s it?  Y’all had a disagreement?  I’m not trying to get into your business.” Lie.  He was totally trying to get into her business. “But, I feel like there’s more to it than a simple difference of opinion.”

      “Carver, can you just drop it?”

      “Sure…when you tell me the truth.”  Edging closer to her, he bumped her thigh with his own.  “Come on, Bit.  Tell me what happened.  I’m not looking to bash your friend—”

      “She’s not my friend.  Apparently, she never was.”  Immediately after the words left her mouth, she clamped her lips shut as if trying to hold the remaining words inside.

      “What does that mean?”  Dropping a hand on her thigh, he gave it a squeeze.  “Come on, Bit.  Talk to me.”

      “Did you know she’s married now?”  The question seemed off topic, but he went with it.  At least she was talking.

      “Yeah.  I heard through the social media grapevine.  Married with a couple of kids, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “You know more than me.  I didn’t know about the kids.”

      “How did that happen?  I thought the two of you were close.”

      “So did I.  Right up until the moment I overheard her talking to her sister about me.”

      Carver’s jaw ticked with emotion when he saw the shroud of sadness fall over her face.  Mary Beth had bitchy tendencies that often made him wonder how she and Alyssa remained friends.  Hell, he surprised himself with how long he put up with it.  Knowing that telling him what happened was hard enough, he didn’t rush her.  Fighting against the desire to pull her into his embrace to comfort her, he waited for her to continue.

      “It was four years ago.  For as much as she said she loved you and wanted to marry you, she jumped into another relationship and was engaged within six months after the two of you called it quits.”

      Mary Beth’s desire to get married was one of the reasons he’d broken things off with her.  He refused to be pressured into a commitment.  He was just starting a career.  Marriage was the last thing on his mind.

      Alyssa barked a dry, mirthless laugh and continued her story.  “Ever the dutiful friend, I was helping her get things together despite having started a new job in a new state after graduation.  I’d flown in for a fitting.  I was trying on the ridiculously expensive bridesmaid dress.

      I walked out to hear her telling Jayne that if I wanted to be in her wedding I’d need to lose weight, because she couldn’t have anyone bigger than a size ten in her wedding pictures.  For a minute, I thought I heard her wrong.  So, I asked her about it later.

      That’s when I found out she’d never been my friend.  Not really.  A real friend would never say the things she said and she wouldn’t try to make me change things about myself for such superficial reasons.”

      “Bit…Look at me.”  Carver kept his voice low, but steady.  When she didn’t comply fast enough to suit him, he slid a hand into the curls at her nape and turned her head with his fingertips.  Her soft curls wrapped around his digits and he fought against the urge to tug at her tresses.  There were things between them that needed to be said.  First, he had to clear up any misconceptions she had about herself.

      Capturing her eyes, his gaze bore into hers.  He saw the uncertainty there, how she didn’t quite believe his words.  She always seemed so self-assured, but everyone had a soft spot.  Apparently, Mary Beth had found Alyssa’s and done what a true friend never would.  She used it to try to tear Alyssa down.

      “You are absolutely perfect.  You were then and you are now.  Mary Beth is a miserable person who isn’t happy unless she thinks she’s doing better than someone else.”

      Dodging the directness of his gaze, she attempted to avoid his stare.  Not allowing it, he captured her face between both of his hands.

      “I wouldn’t lie to you, Bit.  You’re perfect.”

      The pinkness of her tongue swiping across her lips drew his eyes away from her amber pools.  Tracking the motion, he groaned and gave in to his desire.  Tentatively, he pressed his lips to hers.  Their pillowy softness pulled at something inside of him.  Swiping his tongue at the seam, he requested entry.

      Given the slightest of openings, he took full advantage, darting inside to taste the sweetness of her mouth.  His shaft lengthened in his pants.  How long had he wanted to touch and taste her this way?  Too long.

      All of the pent-up yearning he’d pushed down came pouring out as he devoured her lips and luxuriated in her taste.  He wanted more.  Reluctantly, he released her lips and trailed kisses along her jawline nipping at her ear before skating pecks down her neck latching on to the pulse point at the base of her throat.  Her gasps and soft moans let him know he’d discovered a sweet spot.

      When her fingers landed on his chest, he prayed she didn’t push him away.  He’d stop if that’s what she wanted, but it sure as hell wasn’t what he wanted.  He wanted to strip her bare and gaze on her luscious body.  His fingertips itched to trace her silky-smooth skin, and his mouth watered anticipating tasting every delectable inch of her.

      Through the fog of desire, he realized her hands on his chest were pushing not stroking.  So, he released his hold on her sweetly scented skin.  Pressing his forehead to hers, he trapped her eyes with his own.  Not wanting to break the spell, he waited for her to tell him what she wanted.

      Her voice was barely above a whisper when she finally spoke.  “We can’t do this, Carver.”

      “We can’t do what?  Kiss?  I thought we were doing a pretty good job.  But, with more practice, I’m sure we can do better.”  Smiling widely, he tried to quell the uncertainty he saw in her expression.

      One corner of the lips he wanted on him tipped up.  Swatting his chest in that way women do when they’re mildly exasperated, but still flirty, she shushed him.  “You’re still such a smart ass.”

      “You expected that to change?”  He quipped.

      A smile tugged at the edges of her lips, although she didn’t allow it to completely emerge.  “You don’t have to do this.  My self-esteem is fully intact.”

      A frown drew his eyebrows together.  “Wait…You think I’m kissin’ you out of pity?”

      He tightened his grip on the hair at her nape when she tried to turn her head to avoid his questioning gaze.

      “Answer me, Bit.  Do you think I kissed you just to make you feel better?”

      “Did you?”

      Defiance laced her voice, but the way she captured her bottom lip between her teeth told a different story.  Whether she intended it that way or not, he took her words as a challenge.  Grabbing her hand, he placed it on his rock-hard length.  Even through the barrier of his jeans, he knew she felt it.

      “Does this feel like pity to you?  I can assure you, it ain’t.  It’s taking everything in me not to strip you naked on this couch and plant my dick so far inside you that you’ll feel it every time you take a breath for the next month.”

      Her eyes widened at his boldness, but instead of jerking her hand away, her fingers stroked him through the denim.  Feeling her touch on him was everything he’d imagined and more.  Even muted through his clothing, it set him on fire.  He couldn’t take it another minute.

      They needed more privacy.  While they were technically in his suite, only the adjoining door separated them from Jasper.  Standing, he extended his hand to her.  An entire conversation was held between them in a simple glance.  Slipping her hand into his, she stood.  Tangling their digits together, he led her through the doorway to the bedroom.

      As soon as he closed them inside, he gave in to the urgency to see all of her.  Quickly stripping her of the conservatively sexy top, heeled boots and slacks, he didn’t stop until every inch of her was bare to his hungry gaze.  Even though he was aware of the heat of his intensity, he couldn’t rein it in.

      With him still clothed and her naked, he didn’t allow time for any shyness or indecision to creep in.  Latching on to her lips, he began stoking the fire within her.  Walking her backwards to the bed, he threw off the coverings and laid her across it with her legs bent at the knee and hanging over the edge.

      He wanted to explore every millimeter of her sexy body, but time was of the essence.  His dick could only take so much, and the torture of seeing her stretched across his bed was driving him mad.  Carver knew once he was inside Alyssa, he wouldn’t be able to be gentle.  So, he had to do what he could to prepare her to take him.

      Removing his sweater and undershirt in one smooth motion, he dropped to his knees.  Spreading her legs to make room, he placed his lips to her moist center and gave it a suckling kiss.  A combination squeak and moan from Alyssa reached his ears.  Her hips wiggled and jerked like she was trying to squirm away.

      Quickly wrapping his arms under her thighs, he gripped her hips and jerked her into position.  “Don’t try to run from me, Bit.  This pussy is callin’ my name.”

      With that declaration, he delved between her folds lapping at her labia and dipping his tongue into her honeyed center tasting her sweetness.  She leaked for him, providing a continuous supply of her nectar.  His shaft throbbed in objection to still being confined in his increasingly tighter trousers.  When her precious pearl peeked from its hood, he latched onto it.  Ignoring the fingers tugging at his hair and the jerking of her hips, he continued to suck until her cries reached their crescendo.

      “Oh my...Oh SHIT!  Carver!”

      “That’s it, Baby.  Give it to me!”  He growled against her folds.

      She didn’t have to announce that she was cumming.  Her juices splashed against his chin and he quickly adjusted to partake in his well-earned dessert.  He savored her sweetness until she was reduced to intermittent shivers and his cock was on the brink of mutiny.  Hurriedly shucking off the rest of his clothing, he rolled on a condom before leaning over her relaxed form.

      Trailing kisses over her rounded stomach, he made his way to her bountiful breast.  Taking a moment to pay homage to the puckered peaks of her nipples, he continued upwards.  Languid amber pools watched his progress.  If he weren’t so eager to join with her, he’d thump his chest with pride for the satisfied expression on her face alone.  No time for that now.

      Capturing her plush lips, he trapped her moan as he pushed the head of his shaft into her still spasming, heated channel.  He wasn’t even halfway inside, and he was about to burst.  Releasing her lips, he kissed her eyelids before rasping out.

      “I’m sorry, Baby.  This round is gonna to be a lil’ fast and rough.”

      Putting his words into actions, he plunged into her steamy depths.  Her walls gripped him tightly while yielding to his rigid length allowing almost all of him to sink inside.  Balancing on one arm, he wrapped the other around her leg bringing her knee to her chest.  The angle allowed the last coveted inch to be engulfed in her delicious pussy.

      Withdrawing, he watched his length, glistening with her juices.  When only the tip remained, he snapped his hips thrusting into her hot canal.  He set up a forceful rhythm and he kept his word.  He wasn’t gentle and the first round didn’t last long.  However, he made up for it in the rounds that followed.

      He particularly enjoyed their time in the bathroom when he took her from behind while watching their reflection in the large mirror.  When their eyes met in the looking glass, the unguarded passion in her gaze sent him over the edge.  Dipping his fingers between her folds, he rubbed the little bundle of nerves while he continued to pound into her until she joined him by screaming out her own release.
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