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ANGELA

––––––––
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WITH A STRANGE DETACHMENT that made me feel out of space and time, I watched the slow descent of the shiny black coffin into the ground. 

Eric had died three days ago when his car smashed into a semi-truck at eighty miles per hour. He was twenty-five. We’d been married for three years, divorced for three days. The divorce decree, issued on the day of his death, had arrived this morning. 

I didn’t feel anything: no sorrow, no sadness, no relief. Only the dark, cold void.

––––––––
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THE RECEPTION WAS HELD at Eric’s family house. When I left Eric, I vowed I’d never set foot in it again. Yet here I was. 

But then, this wasn’t his house anymore.

My small but precious circle of friends—Gabby and Harry Lurie, the owners of the equestrian therapy center where I worked, and my next-door neighbor, Haya—were about to leave. I walked them to the door and waved as they drove away, breathing a sigh of relief. It was almost over. 

The only remaining guests were Nick Carter and his twin sister Deanna, Eric’s cousins. Their parents, who lived in Bonnybrook, a town some thirty miles northwest of Denver, had already left. The weather forecast was calling for snow tonight, and they’d wanted to make it home before it started.

When I came back to the living room, Nick and Deanna looked in my direction and, stopping their conversation, gave me two almost identical smiles, friendly yet a tad awkward. They’d been talking about me, I realized, smiling back.

“How are you doing, Angela?” Nick asked as I approached them. His low, sonorous voice always reminded me of a tiger’s purr. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and kissed my hair. He had to bend his head to do that—Nick was at least a foot taller than my five foot two. The kiss was a sweet gesture, even though it implied a closeness that didn’t exist between us.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Given the circumstances.”

Eric’s parents had died several years ago, so the Carters had been his only family. They weren’t close, though. The Carter siblings’ social circles didn’t overlap with Eric’s, and there was the age gap as well—Nick and Deanna were older by the better part of a decade. From what I had heard, Eric’s and the twins’ mothers, who had been half-sisters, had always had an uneasy relationship. 

I’d met Nick and Deanna only a few times, mostly at weddings and funerals. I knew that Nick was the owner of Carter Homes, one of the biggest construction companies in the country. He was as well known for his wealth as for his philanthropy. He was married to Hannah, one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. She hadn’t come to the funeral; Deanna had mentioned something about Hannah visiting a friend in Montreal. Deanna had her own consulting company, and was single.

Regardless of Eric’s strained relationship with his family, I liked them all. They seemed like a tight-knit bunch, and they’d always treated me with kindness.

Nick motioned to my right arm, breaking my train of thought. It was resting in a sling, immobilized in plaster from below the elbow to the wrist. “What happened, Angel?”

He’d called me ‘Angel’ since the day we’d met. I didn’t know why; he couldn’t possibly have known it had been my childhood nickname, but I liked that he did. 

“I fell down the stairs,” I said, then blinked—once, twice—trying to clear the sudden blurriness in my eyes. “Thank you for coming, Nick. I know you had to cut short your business trip to be here.” 

“Don’t mention it. Though for a moment, I thought I wouldn’t make it. My flight was delayed... the weather... storm so strong... unusual even for this time of year...”

Nick was still talking, only I couldn’t make out his words over the ringing in my ears. Then I noticed that his mouth had stopped moving, and he was looking at me. Why did he look so worried all of a sudden? 

The room swam in front of my eyes, and a wave of nausea hit me as strongly as if someone had punched me in the stomach. My vision tunneled and darkened, and a burst of colored spots, like some weird inner fireworks, erupted behind my eyelids.

Nick’s voice reached me from a great distance, distorted, deep and slow. “Angela? Angel! It’s okay, honey. I have you. Take a deep breath.”

The spinning slowed down and then stopped. I opened my eyes. “I’m f-fine.” Nick’s right arm was around my back, supporting my weight; his other hand was gripped around the upper part of my plastered arm. It hurt a bit, but Nick couldn’t know that I had a big bruise there. 

I managed a tiny smile to hide my discomfort. At least the pain cleared up the fog in my head. The spinning stopped, and the sickness in my stomach subsided.

“Angela, you okay, darling?” Deanna asked. “I’ll bring you some water.”

“I’m okay, Dee.” I twisted away from Nick’s arms, leaning against the nearby sideboard. My legs were still wobbly. 

“Here,” Deanna said a moment later, pushing a glass of water into my hand. “You haven’t eaten anything. No wonder you fainted. Do you want me to bring you something?”

“I can’t even think of food.”

“Make sure you eat something later. I’ve put all the food in the fridge.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Dee. I’ll be okay. I’m just tired.”

“You need to rest. We’ll leave you now. You’re not staying here tonight, are you?”

“No. I’m going home.”

Nick’s eyes moved from me to Deanna and back.

‘Home’ was a small rented apartment in Lower Downtown, I explained to Nick, who seemed to be at a loss. I repeated what I’d told Deanna earlier: that I’d left Eric a while ago, without going into particulars. I hadn’t mentioned the divorce. The moment was wrong. And it was irrelevant, anyway.

The news didn’t seem to surprise Nick, as it hadn’t his sister earlier. “You should have left him long ago,” he said.

Deanna shot him a warning look.

I shouldn’t have married him in the first place, I thought, but it was easy to be wise after the fact. “If you d-don’t mind,” I said, “I should call a cab now.”

Nick cleared his throat. “How did you get here? You didn’t drive, did you?”

I shook my head no. “The funeral home arranged my transportation.”

“I’ll give you a ride home, Angel,” Nick said. 

In the hallway, Deanna hugged me. “Call me if you need anything, okay? Take care.”

“I will. You too,” I said, as Nick helped me into my coat.

We walked out into a crisp winter night. I turned my head and took a last look at the house I’d once thought would be my home.

“What are you going to do with it?” Nick asked, following my gaze.

“Nothing,” I said. It was the truth. I seldom lied, but I was often selective in how much I revealed. I wouldn’t do anything with the house because I couldn’t. Eric had sold it about a month ago to pay off his gambling debts. He’d made sure I didn’t get a penny.

I’d buried him because there was no one else to do it. It’d cost all my tiny savings. I was fortunate that the neighbor who’d bought the house had offered to allow me to hold the reception there, since he wouldn’t move in before the beginning of the next month. That saved me some money and lots of explanations. 

I could’ve asked Nick or Deanna to help me cover the funeral expenses; I believed they would have in a heartbeat, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that. I also couldn’t tell them the house had been sold. I didn’t know if they were aware of how deep Eric had sunk. I wasn’t ready for their questions, for their help, for their pity. The less they knew, the better. Our ways would soon part forever, anyway.

Nick helped me into his Lexus. I leaned my head against the headrest and closed my eyes, expecting exhaustion to kick in. But my adrenaline was still running high, making me feel on edge. 

It was going to be a long, sleepless night.

––––––––
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AS WE APPROACHED MY apartment, a rush of panic ran through me at the prospect of being alone tonight.

As if sensing my anxiety, Nick turned to me and asked, “Are you going to be okay? Do you have anyone to stay with you?”

I shook my head. Haya would have, but she was working the night shift tonight. “Do you have time to take me somewhere for a drink?”

Nick didn’t find my request strange, only reminded me that I’d almost fainted a while ago. “When did you eat last, Angel?”

I wasn’t sure. “Last night?”

“Then let’s grab a bite first.”

We ended up devouring coal-grilled hamburgers and french fries at a 24/7 diner. It was heavenly.

“Do you still want that drink?” Nick asked me later as he opened the passenger door.

Not really, but I still wasn’t ready to go home. “If it’s not too much trouble,” I said, taking his hand to get into the car.

“There’s a bar around the corner, or... or we can go to my place. It’s ten minutes from here.” He scratched his head. “If you want company, that is. Or if you want to talk. I’m a good listener.”

I zeroed in on him. “I thought you lived outside the city.”

“I also have this condo.” He smiled and shrugged, as if apologizing.

Of course he did. And likely many other properties. “All right then,” I said. I didn’t need a listener, or a shoulder to cry on. Just not to be alone. 

Or maybe it was Nick who needed company tonight, someone to listen to him. He seemed a bit down in the dumps, come to think of it. 

––––––––
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NICK’S CONDO WAS A luxurious, two-level penthouse suite in downtown Denver. The main floor was a sleek open space with clean lines and lots of white and soft grey. A warm, honey-brown floor, a stylish stone fireplace. Several abstract artworks adorned the walls. Although I didn’t recognize them, except one that looked like a Pollock, I was sure they were originals. Nick wasn’t a person who’d collect reproductions. The room featured high ceilings, a spiral staircase and a glass wall that offered an unparalleled view of the city and the mountains in the background.

“This is awesome! It’s like a glass castle.”

My host laughed softly at my spontaneous reaction. “An interesting description. I’m glad you like it.” 

“Hannah doesn’t live here, does she?”

His eyebrows rose. “How did you know?”

I waved my hand, encompassing the entire space. “The lack of feminine touch. This is the ultimate man-cave.”

A shadow crossed his face, then disappeared. “I sometimes stay here when it’s busy at work. It’s more convenient to be close to my office.”

Since Hannah didn’t work, she stayed at their house outside the city. Made sense.

Or it didn’t. If I had a husband who truly loved me and whom I loved, I wouldn’t want him to stay in the city while I was miles away from him. Not even for an occasional night or two. And Nick and Hannah seemed like such a couple. But I doubted that Nick would like to hear my opinion, so I kept my mouth shut.

Nick touched my elbow and led me to the leather sofa across from the fireplace. Magazines, files and folders lay scattered on the floor and the coffee table. He collected them into a pile and shoved it under the table. “I apologize for the mess. Have a seat, Angela.” 

I removed the sling, took off my shoes and tucked my feet underneath me. A wool blanket lay over the sofa back. I grabbed it and threw it over my lap—the tight black dress I wore exposed too much of my legs.

Nick walked to the bar. “What can I offer you?”

“Whatever you’re having.” 

He produced two snifters from the cabinet under the bar and poured a generous amount of golden-brown liquor into them. “Remy Martin. It’ll warm you up from the inside. If you don’t like it, I’ll give you something else,” he said, offering me one glass before he claimed the opposite end of the sofa. 

I cradled the glass between my palms, then sniffed it. “I’ve never tried cognac before,” I said, and brought the glass to my lips.

“No, wait,” Nick said. “Hold the glass in the palm of your hand for a while. Let your body heat warm the cognac. This will bring out the flavors and intensify the aromas.”

I nodded and did as he told me.

Nick excused himself and went upstairs to make a phone call.

I kept warming up my drink, pushing back thoughts of Eric’s sudden demise. Instead, I forced my mind to consider the woman so apparently absent from this space. 

I’d seen Hannah Carter only once, but she’d made a great impression on me. She was not only gorgeous—tall, with a fabulous body, blue eyes and red hair—but also classy, intelligent and well-educated. I remembered thinking later, with envy, that some women were blessed with everything: physical looks, charm, brains, wealth. And great husbands.

If she knew I was here tonight, would she mind?

If I were her, I would.

I turned my head to the sound of Nick’s steps and my breath caught in my throat.

He’d had a quick shower; his hair was damp. He’d changed into faded jeans and a long-sleeved turquoise polo shirt. He looked even more handsome than he had in the dark suit and silver tie he’d worn earlier today.

“May I, er, try my drink now?” I asked, tearing my gaze away from him. 

Stupid. Stupid. What would he think of me?

If Nick noticed my confusion, he didn’t show it. 

“Small sips. It’s meant to be enjoyed slowly,” he said, resuming his place on the sofa. 

Like making love to you.

I didn’t know where that thought had come from, but there it was, making my face burn. I lowered my head, gave my drink a bit of a swirl, and tasted it. 

It was strong and burned my throat, but it was a pleasant burn. “It’s smooth. Very nice,” I said. “I like it.” 

“I’m glad you do.”

He picked up his glass from the table. “My Remy isn’t primed properly, but it’ll do this time,” he said, swirled it and took a swallow.

I lifted my head and met Nick’s piercing dark eyes. I smiled at him, trying to shake off an uneasy feeling that he knew exactly what I’d been thinking seconds ago.

The smile he gave back to me softened the rugged handsomeness of his face. Not-so-chiseled cheekbones, less-squared jaw or a tad smaller nose would’ve made him look like a Greek god, but those little imperfections only added to his masculinity. Tall, dark, strong, he looked imposing, even intimidating. I didn’t doubt that beneath his hard exterior lay a much more tender side, one he didn’t reveal often and not to everyone. 

Reliable, strong, gentle. A woman’s ultimate dream, if I could have a say in the matter, given my limited and unhappy experience with the opposite sex.

“How bad was his drinking?” Nick asked, interrupting my thoughts. He took another gulp of his cognac, watching me over the rim of his glass.

I shivered from an inner chill.

“Are you cold? Do you want me to adjust the thermostat?”

“No, I’m fine,” I said. “It wasn’t about the drinking that much.”

“Gambling, then? He liked going to casinos.” 

“Yes. And p-partying. Bringing h-home p-people.” I stopped. My throat was tightening, an unmistakable sign that I would start stumbling over words. I’d stuttered as a child, but had mostly overcome it by the age of twelve. Except when I was really upset. Or when I talked about my marriage. 

I took a deep breath and relaxed my neck, picturing in my mind the first few words I was about to say. “Bringing home people you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley. But that’s all past now. No need to dwell on it.” 

I didn’t want to talk about the neglect, abuse, fear. Sometimes I still felt ashamed because it’d happened to me, regardless of what my rational mind was telling me—that I was blameless. I’d been a victim. 

Still, I didn’t want Nick to know about it. I didn’t want him to feel sorry for me. I’d broken the cycle of violence. I couldn’t change the past, but I could choose my future. 

Nick ignored my hint. “Did he leave unpaid debts?”

“I don’t know. I hope not.”

Nick’s eyes narrowed. “The house. It was half empty. Did he sell it, Angela?”

Darn. “Yes. That money should’ve covered most of his debts.”

Nick’s eyes had stopped on my cast. I pulled the blanket over it and took a hefty swig of my cognac. Forget about the proper way of drinking it. I’d do that when I was less stressed out. 

“I married him without knowing him,” I said, diverting Nick’s attention away from my arm. “I was young and stupid.”

“You were young and innocent, Angela. I wanted to believe that the marriage would sort him out. And you looked like an angel who came to save him.”

Instead, he’d almost destroyed me. “I don’t want to talk about Eric anymore,” I said in my best non-negotiable voice. “Put on some music, will you?”

“What would you like?” Nick reached out to turn on his laptop.

“Doesn’t matter. What I really like is music I can sing along to. And love songs. I’m such a big sucker for love songs. Although, now that I think of it, most songs are about love, aren’t they?”

“They are,” Nick said, searching through his music files. “Even those you can’t sing along to.” He touched an icon on the screen. “Here’s a nice love song. Just for you.”

I smiled when a few moments later Kris Kristofferson’s voice filled the room. “Ah. Me and Bobby McGee. I love this song very much.” 

I rested my good arm on the back of the sofa, lowered my head on it, and closed my eyes.

––––––––
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NICK

––––––––
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IT FLICKERED THROUGH my mind that this was the first time I hadn’t been alone in my apartment, my man-cave, as Angela had called it. I had told her only a partial truth. Businesswise, it was more convenient to be close to my office than to spend more than two hours every day on the road, especially in winter time. What I hadn’t told her was that I’d bought this place when Hannah and I had separated a year and a half ago, so that she could stay in the house outside the city. I lived here full-time now. Soon, Hannah and I would switch our living spaces, though. By the divorce settlement, she’d gotten this condo, and I’d move to the house. Since she’d been away for a prolonged period of time, she’d told me to stay here until winter was over.

Once she moved in, the penthouse would undergo a significant interior revamp and would no longer lack the feminine touch. I’d paid a decorator to design the interior, but Hannah would redecorate it herself, relying on her exquisite taste.

The house would change its look as well. I didn’t want to live in the house that had once been our home and where everything reminded me of Hannah. I’d hire another expensive decorator, who would make another beautiful, cold and impersonal space with angular furniture, gray walls and artwork I didn’t understand. 

Hannah and I would put lots of effort and money into erasing each other’s presence. As if it was possible.

The penthouse wasn’t the happiest place in the world, but it was my sanctuary. I was so accustomed to not sharing it with anyone else that Angela should’ve seemed like an intruder. Oddly enough, she didn’t. Just the opposite—the mere sight of her small, curled form in the corner of the sofa filled me with unexpected peace and harmony. 

The feminine touch this condo so badly needed. Soft, curvy, tender. A breath of blue, pink and gold. Angela’s eyes, lips and hair.

God.

Kris Kristofferson finished his song and started another one, about two lovers helping each other make it through the night.

It fit the mood somewhat. Angela and I would never be lovers, but we were helping each other through the night anyway.

Angela looked so serene that I wondered if she had fallen asleep. Being sure not to make any sudden movement that could disturb her, I settled for the pleasure of watching her. I remembered the first time I’d seen her: a nineteen-year-old girl with long hair of the most unusual color, like very light, smooth, liquid gold. It looked like a halo around her head. She hadn’t been a conventional beauty—her cherubic face with the last traces of adolescent gawkiness wouldn’t allow it—but rather sweet and pretty. With her rosy cheeks and full lips, she’d looked breathtakingly young. Skinny, tiny, frail, she barely reached Eric’s shoulders. He was a big man, a tad shorter than me, but heavier. He’d made Angela look even smaller and more fragile. She was a woman born to be loved, cherished and protected. I doubted Eric had given her any of that.

She’d had an air of pureness and innocence about her. She was delicate, almost ethereal, as if she were made of some higher substance than the rest of humankind. Her exquisite hair, in contrast to her much darker and beautifully arched eyebrows, and glimmering, brilliant-blue eyes framed by thick lashes, made her look almost otherworldly. No wonder she’d reminded me of an angel.

Better than anything else, I remembered her happy laugh. 

She had changed a great deal. If back then she’d looked younger, now, less than four years later, she seemed older than her age.

Her face had lost some of its roundness, along with that almost unsettling childlike appearance. Her body was fuller, with a tiny waist, curvy hips and shapely legs. My eyes rested on the soft slope of her breasts under the black fabric of her dress. They were on the smaller side. I liked them big and firm, but there was something in the youthful lift of Angela’s breasts that was very, very sensual.

She still looked pure and innocent, but in a way, thank God, that didn’t make her look less sexually exciting. 

I sighed and settled my gaze back on her face. I shouldn’t be contemplating Angela’s breasts and the irresistible magnetism of her strange, voluptuous-slash-beatific appeal. And I certainly didn’t want to analyze the unexpected burst of delight that surged through me.

She’d turned into a lovely woman, no doubt, but she was solemn, on guard, timid. Her beautiful blue eyes looked at me with the same sincerity and kindness, but I could see the uneasiness and shadows in their depths. Disappointment. Fear.

Why had she waited so long to leave that piece of shit that had been my cousin?

Dee and I didn’t care about Eric, but we should’ve stayed in contact with Angela, I thought with genuine remorse. She was family.

What had my sister once mentioned about Angela’s parents? That she only had her mother. No siblings, if I remembered correctly. She’d been alone. Eric had been a gambler, a drunkard, a party animal and God knew what else. Angela’s marriage had to have been a living hell.

As if she could sense the direction of my thoughts, she opened her eyes.

“You okay?”

“Eric and I divorced,” she whispered. Her voice was so soft that I wasn’t sure if I’d heard her right. “The court signed the decree on the day of his death. It doesn’t say the time, though. I don’t even know if I’m a divorcée or a widow.”

Without thinking, I moved closer to her and took her injured hand in mine. It was small, soft and warm. “Why didn’t you tell me? Does Dee know?”

She shook her head. “No. I got the papers this morning.”

I gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Nobody expected Eric to die, Angela, but he did, and now it’s over.”

She nodded, head down, eyes on her good hand absentmindedly smoothing nonexistent creases in the blanket that covered her lap. Then she looked at me. “He wasn’t a good man, but above all, he was unhappy. I hope that his soul will find peace. But right now, I don’t feel much. I’m numb. I only wish I’d never met him. Or that I could erase the last few years from my memory, as if they never happened.”

Her words, spoken in a low, resigned tone, pushed all my male instincts into overdrive. I pulled her against my chest, wishing only to make her feel safe, to ease her pain. I buried my face into the golden silk of her hair and inhaled her scent: young, sweet and pure. 

“You’re a very beautiful, very desirable woman, Angela,” I whispered into her hair. “And young. You’ll find your happiness. Any guy would be lucky to have you.”

Indeed. Who wouldn’t be? I thought with a funny little feeling in my chest. Why didn’t I like the notion of some guy making Angela happy? What was wrong with me? I’d been alone for very long time, true, uncertain what kind of future was waiting for me, but still.

Still.

This was Angela. The wife of my cousin. 

No. Not his wife. His widow. Or his ex-wife.

God, have mercy.

“I guess so,” she murmured into my shirt, and I had to think for a moment what she was referring to.

Ah. A man who would... “I’m sure it’ll happen. Eventually. Give yourself time, no need to rush.”

She lifted her head, no doubt confused by my idiotic statement. “I beg your pardon?”

Her breath was warm and sweet, and the pressure of her breasts against me was wonderful.

And then it happened again. With a thrill mixed with guilt, I felt another powerful jolt of pleasure shooting through my body, hardening my cock.

A fine, barely detectable tremor ran through her. The muscles of her shoulders stiffened under my fingers. Had she noticed my arousal? I released her, retreating to my end of the sofa.

“I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m sorry, Angela,” I said, placing my elbows on my knees, thus obscuring my erection from her sight. 

She blushed like a raspberry. A smile, shy and sensual at once, flashed across her face. “You didn’t. And don’t be sorry.” She removed the blanket covering her legs and stood up. “It’s almost midnight. I think I should go now. Do you mind calling me a cab?”  

I watched her bending forward, looking for her shoes. Finding one. Putting it on.

Finding the other one. Wiggling her toes, flexing her ankle, as if reluctant to push her feet in. They were dark-grey pumps, the inexpensive, department-store kind. And somehow, each shoe looked different. The one Angela held in her hand was plain, unattractive; the other one elegant and sexy, miraculously transformed by her small narrow foot in a sheer black stocking. 

If I ask her before she puts on the other shoe, she’ll say yes. 

Connecting the sudden, deep desire with some insignificant condition was silly, I knew, yet I held my breath nonetheless.

“Why don’t you stay here?” I said before she reached to put on her other shoe.

Angela stopped in mid-motion. 

Bad, bad idea, the rational part of my mind said. Angela was young. She was hurt. I was divorced, my wounds were still bleeding.

Yet, for a reason I wasn’t able to explain, nor wanted to, I couldn’t let my Cinderella with one shoe leave.

It had something to do with the tightening in my balls, even though I knew I would never take advantage of Angela’s loneliness to ease my own.

But even more, it had something to do with what was happening in the area around my heart, sweet and alluring. And just right.

Hell.

Her bottomless blue eyes darkened, a flicker of something in them that looked an awful lot like longing, and she didn’t say anything.

“I thought maybe you wouldn’t want to be alone tonight,” I said. When she still didn’t say anything, I added lightly, “You’re my first official visitor. I didn’t even know how solitary it was here before you came.”

“Maybe you should adopt a cat,” she said, a tiny smile in her eyes.

She’d refuse, I thought, feeling almost relieved. And, at the same time, so disappointed that it hurt.

––––––––
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ANGELA

––––––––
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“I COULD STAY, I GUESS,” I said, and nodded for good measure before I changed my mind.

I put down the shoe I held in my hand and took off the one already on my foot with a silent sigh of relief. They were new and cheap, and they pinched my toes and rubbed my heels. 

Not likely that I’d be able to sleep tonight, no matter where I stayed. But at least here, in this splendid yet unfamiliar space, I could leave my problems behind, if only for a short while.

Nick made me feel safe and protected, even though I had no right to feel that way. It looked like he and Hannah had hit a rough patch, but he was still her husband. And I had been a widow—sort of—for less than three days.

Nick bent to pick up my shoes. “Come, then. Let me show you the room.” He took my hand and towed me toward the curved staircase.

Upstairs, he opened one of the doors and stood aside to let me in.

Once again, the sight made me catch my breath.

The guest bedroom was illuminated by the dim, soft light of a single floor lamp. Like on the main level, one wall was made of glass. Behind it, the ink-blue night sky provided an almost otherworldly background. The room was of moderate size, simple and comfortable. It had a double bed with a nightstand on the side. Beside the glass wall stood a coffee table and a beige armchair. The parquet floor was warm under my feet. 

“This is beautiful,” I said, looking around. “Your apartment is the swankiest place I’ve ever stepped into.”

“What is beautiful,” Nick said with a chuckle, “is your genuine delight. I haven’t seen that in a while.”

It wasn’t difficult to impress a girl who’d grown up on the wrong side of the tracks with a penthouse that could be featured in Architectural Digest, I thought, but didn’t say anything. It would sound as pathetic as it was.

––––––––
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THE BED WAS UNMADE, covered with a quilt in yellow, purple and green. “It’s never been used,” Nick said, motioning toward it. “As I said, I don’t entertain visitors.”

He opened the built-in closet and pulled out a pillow and the bedding set. I watched him prepare the bed for me, his movements swift and sure. 

“When is Hannah coming back?” I asked.

At first I thought he hadn’t heard me. He was buttoning the pillowcase, his back turned to me.

“Hannah and I have divorced, too,” he said in a flat voice, and placed the pillow on the headboard.

It should’ve surprised me, but it didn’t. This apartment, her long stay in Canada, Deanna’s reluctance to talk about her sister in-law. “When?”

“Four months ago.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I truly was.

“So am I.”

“What happened?”

He shrugged and didn’t answer. Instead, he pointed to the door at the back. “The bathroom’s there. I’ll bring you something to sleep in,” he said, and strode out.

I walked to the glass wall and peered outside at the glimmering city, pondering Nick and Hannah’s divorce. They seemed like a perfect couple: smart, successful and happy. Last time I’d seen them together, everything looked normal. How sad to see all that love gone.

Did true love still exist?

But then, no one knew what went on behind closed doors. Very few people knew about my own nightmare marriage.

Nick returned, an unopened toothbrush and one of his T-shirts in his hand. “Are you going to be able to manage with that arm? Do you need help?”

I reached for the shirt, wondering if I’d indeed be able to take off my dress on my own. The row of tiny silver buttons ran from my neck to the small of my back. Not a very practical fashion detail for someone with a broken arm, but it was the only black dress I owned. Haya had helped me put it on that morning.

“If you could just open the first few buttons.” With my good hand I lifted my hair, bound by a black velvet ribbon, and, bending my head, turned around.

Nick’s hesitant fingers picked at the first button, brushing against my skin. My stomach fluttered with something sweet and almost forgotten. Nick’s hands stilled.

“You okay?”

I felt the tickle of his breath against my neck and nodded, swallowing hard.

He returned to his task, his fingers trembling; the miniature buttons kept slipping from them.

“They’re not easy to open,” I said quietly. “The eyelets are too tight.”

“Nothing’s wrong with the buttons,” Nick said, his voice soft and husky.

Without lifting my head, I looked at our faint reflection in the great glass wall.

And met his probing, tender gaze. For the longest moment we stood motionless, just looking at each other.

Without moving his gaze from mine, Nick continued unbuttoning my dress, bringing back a sense of reality with his touch. After a bit of a struggle, the first button gave up, then the second, then the third.

And then I saw him lower his head. His jaw grazed over the nape of my neck, raspy from his day-old stubble. 

The feathery touch of his lips on my skin. The soft whisper of my name.

“Angela.”

I let out a small moan. My hand let go of my hair and dropped to my side. Tilting my head, I leaned it against his shoulder, feeling the solid pressure of his body behind mine, feeling him growing hard.

Somewhere deep, deep inside me a small spark flickered into life, filling the cold void with light and warmth.

Nick’s chest moved beneath my head with the rhythm of my own breathing. I turned and kissed the hollow at the base of his throat, his neck, his jawline, inhaling the scent of his skin, unknown yet strangely intimate. 

I lifted my head. 

He bent his. 

Our lips met in a kiss that tasted of longing, loneliness and need.

“Make love to me, Nick,” I whispered as we broke the kiss.

He took my face between his hands and looked deep into my eyes. “I will, Angel. Oh, I will. But only if you’re sure. You must be sure.”

I ran my finger across his lips. “I am sure.”

Scooping me up as if I were weightless, he carried me into his room. 

––––––––
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IT HAPPENED SLOWLY, with aching tenderness.

Nick put me down on his bed, and gently tugged at the T-shirt I was still clutching in my hands. “You won’t need this right now. Sit on your knees and turn around.”

He settled behind me, working through the buttons, and tracing the progression of his fingers with his lips. One button, one kiss. One button, one kiss...

I heard him take a sharp breath when he reached the middle of my back and discovered the big greenish-yellow bruise.

“It’s from that fall,” I said, stopping his question before he could ask. “It doesn’t hurt much anymore. There’s an ugly one on my left upper arm, too. Don’t be alarmed.”

“It had to be a really bad tumble.”

I knew he hadn’t bought my story; he sensed the truth, and he would demand to hear the details later.

The warm and tender hands continued working on the buttons, careful to avoid any pressure that could hurt my arm. My unsettling thoughts retreated.

When he opened the last one, he kissed my shoulder. “Now let’s take it off,” he said as he pulled the sleeves down over my arms, careful of my injury, and helped me out of the dress. “Let me see you.”

I looked down at my body, uncertain, embarrassed, wishing I could be completely naked rather than wearing my cheap black lingerie. Keeping my eyes down, I removed my stockings with awkward, one-handed movements, and rubbed the angry-red impressions their too-tight silicon bands had left on my skin. 

But I felt his gaze and flushed, instinctively placing one arm across my breasts, the other one over the junction of my thighs, covering my unsexy undergarments.

Nick took my chin between his thumb and forefinger and tipped my head.

“You’re beautiful.”

I was so unaccustomed to compliments that Nick’s admiration made me uncomfortable. No man had ever told me I was beautiful. 

“Thank you,” I said, hiding my confusion behind a smile. 

Nick reached over and pulled on the ends of the velvet ribbon holding my hair. It spilled down my shoulders in soft waves. He picked up a curl and twirled it around his finger. 

“So soft and silky. You have the most gorgeous hair, Angela.”

He let go of my hair and closed his arms around my torso, unclasping my bra. His hand brushed over my breast, making me shudder in delight.

I helped him out of his jeans; he took off my panties. I pulled down his underwear and glanced at the thick, hard column of male flesh that sprang free. Its tip was broad and deep red, and the little slit was already wet.

My hand reached forward to touch him, retreated, advanced again.

“Touch me, Angel.”

I closed my fingers around his erection and moved them up and down its length, feeling the taut, soft skin over the hard core, and the net of blue veins. He closed his eyes and let out a low groan. The muscles of his abdomen strained as he thrust into my fist several times before gently removing my hand. 

“If you continue with this, I won’t last very long,” he said.

He pulled me into his lap and kissed me, his lips first gentle and sweet, then more and more passionate, until we both gasped for air.

––––––––
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NICK

––––––––
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HER HANDS WERE CLUTCHING at my shoulders when I lowered her onto the bed, as though she was afraid of falling.

I braced myself on my arms, enjoying the sight of Angela’s body beneath mine, delicate and lush at the same time.

“You’re sexy as hell, do you know that?”

Her face flushed; her eyes widened and her eyebrows rose. I couldn’t help but smile at her expression, although her disbelief wasn’t funny at all. She hadn’t heard that often.

I felt a strange little twitch in my chest. Damn. I’d do anything to make her believe it.

“You have the thickest eyelashes I’ve ever seen,” I said, planting small kisses in the corners of her eyes.

“I have an extra row of eyelashes, that’s why,” she said. “It’s a rare genetic mutation, I was told.”

“It’s a genetic improvement, if you ask me,” I said, lowering my head to lick her nipple, delicate and pinkish, like a tiny rosebud. It hardened under my tongue. I sucked it with great tenderness, fondling her other breast with my hand. I smiled to myself. My hand was full. Angela’s breasts were not only delightful, but also larger than I’d anticipated.

She sighed, her body relaxing into my touch.

Her breathing grew heavier as I bit gently and blew air on the wetness of her nipple, and she arched her back toward me. I kissed the red, moist tip and turned my attention to her other breast.

I fought the urge to open her legs and sink inside her. My balls felt like they’d become the size of oranges, painful and tight, and my cock twitched, desperate for release. It’d been too long since I’d held a woman in my arms.

Instead, I started kissing my way down toward her stomach, and lower, aiming for that mesmerizing, honey-gold triangle of curls that attracted me like a magnet.

The foreplay wasn’t going to be long. I slid my hand between her legs, brushing my middle finger along the seam of her quim. I pushed my finger inside her. It slid in with no effort; she was ready for me. I withdrew and returned with two fingers.

Angela let out a small whimper and moved her hips to the rhythm of my thrusts. 

I wanted to taste her. I wanted to make her come on my tongue, but when I tried to remove my fingers to replace them with my mouth, she cried a breathy, “No!” and clasped her hand over mine to keep it in place.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I whispered into her hair, pulling her closer.

I felt her inner muscles tightening around my fingers, and held her tight as her climax crashed over her.

By the speed and intensity of her release, I would say that I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t had sex in a long time.

She’d left Eric a while ago, but she hadn’t taken a lover, I thought, giddy with the realization. 

––––––––
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ANGELA
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NICK LAY ON HIS SIDE, head braced on his arm, his fingers making lazy circles around my stomach. I could feel his erection pressing at my thigh. Keeping my eyes half-closed, I reached for the edge of the duvet hanging over the bed, and tugged it up to cover my breasts. 

His free hand came up and removed the duvet. “Unless you’re cold, don’t cover yourself. I want to look at you.”

My face reddened—my fair skin blushed with great vigor—making me even more uncomfortable. That I was shy didn’t help, either. I pressed my legs together and lifted my injured arm to place it over my breast. Nick caught it in mid-air, brought my hand to his lips and kissed the tips of my fingers.

“Don’t hide from me.”

“I like your bedroom,” I said to divert his attention away from my nakedness. After all, the room was lavish: a big bed, carefully chosen furniture and accessories, the same spectacular view through the glass wall.

But he couldn’t be easily distracted. “Let me see your beauty, Angel.”

“Do you really think I’m beautiful?”

His fingers caressed my cheek. “Look at me, Angela.”

I turned my head and found his eyes. 

“You are,” he said dipping his head until our lips touched. “I want you to feel like that.”

“Thank you.”

He smiled. “Any time.”

I lifted my good hand and traced the chiseled lines of his face. The arch of his dark eyebrows. The temples. The cheekbones... The jaw. The long nose with a tiny bump on the bridge. The chin... I breathed in his masculine musk mixed with the scent of soap and traces of sweat. It aroused me, and made me feel protected.

Nick kissed my palm. “Shall I go out to buy condoms? There’s a convenience store around the corner.”

Oh. Oh. I hadn’t even thought about that. “You don’t have one somewhere in a drawer by any chance, do you?” I asked.

He shook his head. “The last time I needed them was before I got married. I haven’t slept with anyone since Hannah.” 

I’d never had unprotected sex. I couldn’t take contraceptive pills due to some rare allergy to them, so condoms were always my choice of protection. “I’m healthy, and I’m about to have my period,” I said as my face flushed. “It’s as regular as clockwork. Do you think we’re safe enough?”
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