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      Mark Swanson was a repulsive worm of the lowest form.  Angeline Hemming felt it in her gut.  It was one of those instinctive things that grabs hold and festers down deep, eating away at your insides, bringing the sour bile up into your throat and keeping you awake at night.  Unfortunately, looking at the bastard, there wasn’t much about him that screamed ‘pedophile’ or ‘criminal’ but, wasn’t that true of the sickest fuckers in history? Jeffrey Dahmer, Denis Rader, Ted Bundy; they all looked like they wouldn’t hurt a fly, and this bastard was no different.  He was maybe a tad smarmy, but nothing more.

      Her job as a criminal profiler had thrown Dr. Angeline Hemming in the paths of more than her share of shady characters, but Mark Swanson made her skin crawl.  After interviewing his stepdaughter and hearing the girl’s terrifying stories of how she’d been repeatedly assaulted and raped for the past 3 years—nothing, not even inconclusive tests—were going to convince Angel he wasn’t guilty as hell.  Too bad the test results would be the only thing she could base her opinion on.  Creepers like Swanson had a way of slithering out of the grasp of justice and nothing infuriated her more.  Freaking deviant!

      Angel shivered as she entered the Home Depot store near Lincoln Park.  Despite the warm Spring weather, her thoughts left her shaking and she wasn’t sure if it was out of anger or fear.  Her head never shut off and it was driving her crazy and giving her a headache.  It was Sunday, and the afternoon stretched in front of her and she needed something to take her mind off of her troubled thoughts for a few hours.  It seemed as good a time as any to redecorate the spare bedroom of her apartment, or at least begin making preparations.  Her best friend, Becca, and her baby daughter, Jillian, stayed over quite often and Angel thought she might brighten the room up by painting and ordering new curtains and bedding.  Maybe she’d even use some of that chalkboard paint.  Jillian would certainly love that.  With a sigh, she realized Becca might protest Angel teaching the little girl how to draw on the walls, but she looked forward to picking out the colors, at least.

      The new project might be a nice way to spend the evening, and it would give her plenty of time to revisit the plaguing case she was working on.  Her life was full, but sometimes the loneliness got the better of her, and she thought maybe she should get a pet.  She wasn’t lonely in the true sense of the word; she was too busy for that, but it might be nice to have something to take care of and to love.

      She chose a soft teal and a cool cream, planning on painting two of the walls teal and the others plus the ceiling the contrasting cream.  The en suite bathroom would be mostly cream with brown and teal accents in the accessories and towels.  After deciding to purchase Jillian an easel instead of opting for the on-wall chalkboard, she took her choices to the counter.  The man mixing her paint gave her a thorough once over.  He was tall and skinny with thinning greyish hair and a thick iron-colored mustache that grew grotesquely over the top of his upper lip.  Ugh!  Angel’s stomach turned.  Dirty old man, she thought in disgust.

      Admittedly, her job made her jaded.  More and more; she concluded men were just a necessary appliance, that to her chagrin, she needed every once in a while.  It had been three years since she’d been in a relationship that went beyond sex.  Not since Kyle, the last man she’d had any sort or real feelings for turned into a major disappointment.  Now she was colder, harder and if she was honest, it was much easier and certainly less hurtful to keep her guard up.  It kept her in control of her life and emotions.  Men were messy, self-obsessed creatures, most of them needing mommies to tell them what to do, and Angel found that trait annoyingly unattractive.  Whoever said women were fucked up and ruled by their emotions never considered it was better than being led around by a swollen appendage.  It seemed, at least to Angel, that when their dicks inflated, men’s brains lost all conscious thought.  Most turned into rutting dogs, their minds flopping around like a proverbial fish out of water, completely helpless to the outcome of their actions.

      She huffed loudly enough for the woman a few feet further down the aisle to glance in her direction and Angel flushed.  To her, it their excuses were ridiculous, as if they were five and didn’t have any self-control.  Even Kyle.  How depressing it became when someone you thought was so strong, took the lamest, most cliché way out.  Angel had no time for that bullshit, anymore.

      She paced back and forth in front of the counter, and the man looked over his shoulder more than once, finally blatant about his staring.

      He disconnected the cans one by one from the paint-mixer and handed them to her, and, as he did so, his fingers brushed against hers.

      “Have a nice day,” he murmured, still holding on to the last can of paint.  He leered down, obviously straining to get a look down her blouse, his eyes roaming over the soft swells beneath the purple cotton and to the creamy skin and sumptuous curves showing where the top three buttons were left undone.

      Angel paused and threw him a scathing look, her eyebrow shooting up.  She cleared her throat to get his eyes to snap up to her face.  “If you’re done pissing yourself —can I please have my paint?”

      Instantly, his face infused red, and he hastily handed it over, clearly embarrassed at being caught looking.  “Ugh, yes, ma’am,” he stammered.  “Sorry.’

      Angel put the paint in her cart and turned away without speaking, as the clerk turned and darted from behind the counter and down the aisle.  She wasn’t even dressed up.  She had on a casual five-dollar top from Wet Seal, old cut-off Levi’s and two-dollar flip-flops.  Her face was devoid of makeup save for moisturizer and light eyeliner, and her hair was tied up in a messy bun.  She stopped to look through the brushes and rollers, wondering what all she’d need for her little fix-it project.

      “What else does she want to do?”

      Angel glanced up at the sound of the deep male voice coming from a couple aisles over.

      “She wants the sunroom painted and to re-do part of the patio around the pool.  The concrete is cracking.  She wants one of those stone things.”  Another man’s voice answered.  It had the same deepness, but sounded older and very dignified.

      “Not that I mind helping, Dad.  But just hire someone to do it.”

      Three men turned the corner, all of them tall, close to the same height, two with dark, almost black hair, and the third salted with grey.  Angel’s hand reached out to choose a paint roller and a few brushes, adding them to her cart before she moved around the other side of the waist-high shelving.

      “It wouldn’t hurt you to help your mother, Cole,” the older voice said.

      Angel sensed movement across from her and found herself staring into a pair of beautiful, deep green eyes, and the most stunning face she’d ever seen on a man.  Strong features, beautiful; but still very masculine.  The dark, almost black hair that fell thickly over his forehead and brushed the collar of his light teal T-shirt, made his eyes even more vibrant and striking.

      Her mouth fell open slightly as her breath left in a rush.  His skin had a golden hue despite the season, as if he’d recently spent some time on a tropical island.  He was tall, and she was sans heels so he towered over her.  His broad shoulders, muscled chest, and sinewy arms said he worked out a lot.  He was cut, but not so huge that Becca would classify him as a meathead.  His clothes were casual, but expensive, though she barely registered what he had on, mesmerized, as she was, by his oozing sex appeal.

      Somehow when these eyes landed on her, her reaction was completely opposite of the store clerk’s appraisal.  Her body quickened, and she had no desire to stop him from admiring her. In fact, she felt worked up with just this very brief glance.  She blinked and licked her lips, her mind searching for something to say but came up with nothing.  The surreal moment consuming her senses, and he shook herself mentally.  She didn’t swoon over men; she kept herself under carefully guarded control, and she wasn’t about to start now.  The man lifted something above the partition full of paint accessories that separated them.  Automatically, her hand reached out to take it from him and she pulled her gaze away to see it was a canvas drop cloth.  She’d need one of those, her mind acknowledged.  He’d obviously taken stock of the contents of her cart.

      Mutely, she took it from him and her fingers brushed ever so slightly against his.  Electricity skittered through her entire body, and her eyes bolted back up to his.

      “Thank you,” she murmured softly.

      He gave a nod, two seconds before the older man, who Angel assumed was his father, glanced over his shoulder toward him.  “What do you think about this color, son?”

      His mouth lifted in a slight smile like he wanted to say something, but he didn’t.

      Angel’s lips curved in answer as heat infused her cheeks.  What the fuck is wrong with me? she wondered.  Yes, he was gorgeous, but it wasn’t just his looks that drew her in like a helpless moth.  It was the intelligent amusement behind those amazing eyes that rendered her speechless.

      “Son?” his father called again at the same time as the ringing of a phone pierced the air.  His hand reached into the pocket of his khaki shorts and pulled one out, glancing briefly at the screen.  The smile faded from his face.

      Angel put the drop cloth in her cart, before turning it away slightly, unsure if she should wait or go.  She felt ridiculous.  Obviously, he wasn’t going to say anything, and now he had a phone call.  She couldn’t hang out in the paint department staring at him without feeling and looking like an idiot, so she started to push her cart away.  She could feel his gaze follow her and heard his dad call him again, more forcefully.

      She swallowed and wandered slowly up to the check out, hoping that if she lingered long enough, she might see him again, and he might take the chance to talk to her.  However, her logical mind argued that if they were buying paint, that moron would have to mix it and it, would take more time than she needed to pay and load her items into her car.  She sighed heavily as she drove out of the parking lot.

      Saddened that, for the first time in a long time, a man held her genuine interest and he hadn’t said a goddamned word.  She didn’t want to believe he was just another schmuck and hoped it was only his father’s interruption that prevented him from speaking.  Yes, she was strong, and she believed women should be self-sufficient and not rely on men, but she still wanted the man to be the man when it came to sex, initiating a conversation or making plans for the dates.  When she was sincerely interested, at lest.  And something deep inside her didn’t want to believe the handsome stranger was any less than perfect.
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      Alex ran a hand through his hair in exasperation as the beautiful girl wheeled her cart away.  Fuck! His mind screamed.

      Reluctantly, he walked over to his father and brother, glancing over his shoulder as she disappeared down another aisle wishing he could follow.  He’d wanted to talk to her so goddamned bad, but he had two problems: his voice was destroyed from yelling at the Blackhawks game with Cole the night before, and he knew he’d come across with a creepy rasp that would be off-putting, and of course, Whitney.  Inwardly, he cringed.  Her phone call in the middle of his stare-fest with the gorgeous brunette brought him back to reality.  Goddamn it to hell!  Whitney was his girlfriend of sorts, but it didn’t stop his dick from getting hard when presented with someone as beautiful as the girl that just left him.  For Christ’s sake! He was gawking after her, looking like a jerk in the middle of the paint aisle.

      His father held out some paint samples for him to inspect.  He didn’t give a shit about the difference between Almond White and Creamy Vanilla; he doubted his mother would even be able to tell the difference.  He didn’t get why his dad didn’t just hire a designer and be done with it.  Instead he had to drag him and Cole out on a Sunday afternoon.

      He sighed.  “Dad, I don’t care,” he rasped out in a whisper.  “They’re both white.  What does it matter?”   Alex knew this little home improvement project was his father and mother’s attempt to get his brother to spend more time with the family.  Cole was the family’s black sheep, lacking responsibility and direction. He’d rather sleep all day than be productive and frankly,  Alex was sick of being party to their attempts to make him change.  Their father refused to cut him loose despite Alex’s urging.  His little sister, Allison, was the princess and Alex was left with the majority of the responsibility.

      He glanced around again, hoping he’d catch a glimpse of the woman’s purple shirt between the aisles.  His heart stopped when he’d seen her; she was extremely pretty, despite her simple dress and lack of make-up.  He felt inexplicably drawn to her and couldn’t resist walking closer, leaving his dad and Cole behind him to select the swatches.  His heart sped up, and naturally, his dick woke up in instant arousal.  She was perfect.  Her breasts round and full, her hips gently swelling and her long, shapely legs, bare.  There was a softness about the stranger that Alex found extremely appealing, like he could sink into her and they would melt together, yet there was a tiger behind her expression.  Alex found the combination intriguing and unpretentious, which made Whitney seem fake in comparison.”

      With Whitney, it’d become like fucking a Barbie doll; hard and grasping.  He found himself wondering how this beauty in Home Depot’s skin would feel under his touch, how she would smell up close, and if her lips were as luscious as they looked.  Maybe his intense interest in this random meeting signaled it was time to cut Whitney loose, but he liked the convenience of their arrangement.

      Alex had a moments pause at how callous that sounded, even in his own mind, but their relationship was not about feelings and never had been.  But the sex accomplished what he needed, and she provided arm candy when he had an event to attend.  He was always so hellish busy, that romantic complications were not something he needed to take on.

      His father and brother’s chatter with the clerk faded into the background as he considered trying to find her and strike up a conversation, maybe get her number.  His hand swiped over the dark stubble on his jaw.  As much as he wanted to, it wouldn’t be right to do so while he was still technically committed.  It wouldn’t be fair to Whitney, another woman, or frankly, to himself.  That wasn’t the type of man he wanted to be and he had little time for those who were.  He may not be in love with Whitney… maybe he didn’t even believe in love, but he’d be damned if he’d break his word or be a cad.
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      Dr. Angeline Hemming pushed the headphones off of her head in agitation and threw them down with a clang.  The damn things itched, they were heavy and terribly awkward.  She felt like they were three sizes too big.

      "Ugh," she groaned.  She'd been doing the weekly radio show for six weeks already and sometimes questioned her decision.  This wasn't her.  She was a clinical psychologist, for God's sake.  She spent her days getting paid $450 per hour to help people deal with real life problems, not make spectacles of themselves in a public forum.

      She'd worked her ass off to get where she was, literally and figuratively.  Growing up poor, she had few prospects and opportunities like Northwestern University didn't just happen for girls from Joplin, Missouri.  Her father, Joseph, was the janitor at the high school and Angel's mother had run off when she was a baby, leaving a broken man without the skills needed to handle an infant.  Angeline had her share of bumps since then, but with a lot of smarts and guts, she’d managed to make something of herself.  Now, she was in a position to take care of her father financially and to use her education to help people.  Really help people.  This radio gig… this was fluff, but it served a purpose, and it helped take her mind off of the more dangerous characters she dealt with on a regular basis.

      "Angel, what's the problem?" her producer, Darian Keith, asked.  He was clearly impatient with her as she ran her hand through her long dark hair, scratching her scalp in reaction to the headphones.  Darian was a great guy and professional, as far as she knew about him, which wasn’t much.  A slender African American, he was dressed in jeans and a light blue T-shirt under his dark blue blazer.  He had an easygoing demeanor that Angel instantly liked.

      She smirked at his mocking tone, as she pushed the necessary buttons on the computer to play the commercials and cue up the next song.  The phone lines in front of her began blinking red.

      "It's just... Well, so many of these callers are so freaking naïve!  Most of them are women, which I know is to be expected, but it burns my ass how they let men treat them the way they do! Gah!"  She reached for a big sports bottle full of ice water that she kept on the desk at all times and took a long drink.

      Darian chuckled softly, causing Angel to shoot him a caustic look. 

      "What?" she asked impatiently.

      "As we promote it more, men will call, and you'll have perspective from both sides.   Guys struggle with relationships, too."

      Angel rolled her eyes.  "I know, Darian. I do have a doctorate in clinical psychology.  I get that men and women are equally screwed up; don't worry." 

      She was a slight young woman with delicate facial features, luminous skin, and thick, flowing chestnut locks that had a soft auburn sheen to them in certain light.  She looked too young to be a high-powered force in Chicago’s child abuse network, yet her evaluations of suspects and victims could make or break a court case.  Angel was proud of her work and had been somewhat hesitant when Darian proposed she host a late night radio show about relationships on his soft- rock formatted station.  At first she’d scoffed, tapping her expensive high-heeled Prada's on the gleaming cherry wood floor and crossing her arms over her navy blue Givenchy suit, openly mocking the opportunity. 

      Darian smiled at the memory.  It had taken some convincing, but eventually she’d given in, thinking it would be fun and much more lighthearted than her nine-to-five gig.  Mostly, it was his promise to donate airtime to domestic and child abuse public service announcements that clinched her decision.  It was a damn good thing she’d agreed to the trade.  The station would go broke paying up, despite the advertising revenues increasing during her time slot, 10 PM to two AM every Friday night.

      "Lighten up, Angel.  This is all in good fun and to improve ratings."  He smirked.

      Christina Michaels, the rookie production intern, knocked on the window, and Angel glanced her way.  She was blonde and spunky, a tomboy of sorts with short hair and a turned-up nose.  Holding up two fingers, she indicated that they would go back on air in a couple of minutes.  "Line three, Angel."

      As Angel grabbed the offending headset and mashed them down over her ears, Darian admired the way her firm breasts pressed against the front of her white T-shirt as her arms lifted.  She looked a million miles away from the polished, aloof woman he’d met five months earlier in her office downtown.  He mentally shook himself.  She was damn sexy.  So confident and self-assured, yet her curves were soft and womanly. 

      Darian was slightly chagrined because Angel seemed untouchable and too good to be true.  It didn't matter anyway; he was her boss, and there was no way he could date her, even if she allowed it.  He consoled himself by considering that looking at her alone made missing his normal Friday boy’s night out worth it.  After she and Chris got the hang of what he expected, he'd be able to skip being in the studio if he wanted.  Somehow his buddies weren't as appealing as they once were.  He sighed in regret.

      He adjusted his own headphones.  "Okay, counting down: five, four..."  He held up his hands and used his fingers to communicate the rest.  Three, two, one, he signaled for her to begin.

      "Hello, it's 12:35 AM and this is Angel After Dark, taking your calls for advice and dedications, here with Christina Michaels, screening your calls and our producer, Darian Keith." Angel's sultry voice purred into the microphone as she pushed one lit-up button on the phone in front of her.  "Hello, you're on the air.  Do you have a question?  Or, maybe a confession?"

      Darian's ears perked up, and he began to write furiously on the legal pad next to him.  Jesus, she was hot.

      "Hello, is this Dr. Hemming?" a woman’s timid voice asked on the other end of the phone.  "Am I on the air?"

      "Yes.  This is Angeline.  What can I help you with tonight?"  Dr. Hemming seemed so formal for this type of venue and somehow, being called Angeline or Angel made it more acceptable that she was using her education in a less professional way.  She inwardly cringed at the thought.

      The voice on the other end of the phone cracked as she sobbed softly into the phone.  "My boyfriend... I just found out—he's married!"

       Oh, hell! Angel thought and pointed to the headset, mouthing the word ‘See?’ to the man sitting opposite her.  Darian smiled and plopped back in his chair with a sardonic look on his face as he carefully watched Angel's facial expressions change from disgust to calm acquiescence.

      "What is your name, honey?" Angel's voice took on the reserved, placating tone she used on the air.

       "Celeste.  What should I do?"

      She sounded very young.  Angel was only 28, but hell, this girl sounded like she was barely out of high school.  Angel’s heart ached for the young woman's plight, wondering how any woman would ever get involved with a man who wasn't available. 

      Oh, that's right.  Men lie. 

      Her professional alter ego mentally bitch slapped her to reinforce she wasn't supposed to stereotype.  This wasn't about her own experiences with men, it was about this poor girl on the phone.  She swallowed before continuing.

      "That's a very pretty name.  I'm very sorry you’re going through that.  I could ask you a lot of background about the situation, but it won't change the fact that he's married.  He had no business messing with you under these circumstances.  It wasn't fair to you or his wife."

      "But... but, he said he loves me... I didn't mean..." she cried—  "I didn't know!"

      "Celeste, I know this isn't what you want to hear, but this is a self-destructive position you’re in.  People say things in the heat of passion to get things they want, but deep down they may not mean them." Angel winced as the sobbing on the phone increased but she pressed on. "How did you find out?"

      "His wife called me.  She found my number in his cell phone.  I thought it was him when I answered, and it was horrible."  Angel sat back in her chair and sighed heavily.  She wanted to rant at the girl for being so fucking stupid.  "She called me a whore.  But he said he was going to leave her."

      "When did he tell you that?"

      "Last month." 

      Angel's eyebrows raised in an expression of incredulity.  Then she shook her head in disbelief.  Oh, for Christ's sake, she thought.

      "And you're still seeing him?"  When met with silence, Angel pressed on.  "Celeste, I'm here to help you.  So, I want you to see that he is making a choice, just like you are.  You have a choice here, too."

      "Ye—yes," the caller stammered.

      "He's still with his wife, isn't he?" It was more of a statement, which was confirmed when Celeste didn't answer.  "Please stop listening to his words, and start looking at his actions.  He's got it made.  She's not leaving, you're not leaving, so what’s his motivation to change and give either of you what you need?"  Angel tried to keep her voice even, but an angry flush was coming up under the skin of her face and neck.  "It's both of the women in this situation that are being hurt.  You have to step back and look at this objectively.  How does he make you feel?  And I don't mean during sex or when he's trying to convince you that you're the love of his life.  I mean when you're sitting in the dark alone, and he's gone home to his wife."

      "Horrible.  Lonely.  I’m heartbroken.  It hurts."  The girl snuffled.

      "I know it hurts, and you deserve so much more.  You deserve to be the only one, to be cherished and loved.  Not used when it's convenient."

      "You're right," Celeste admitted reluctantly. 

      "Good.  So what are you going to do?"

      After a pause, the woman answered.  "End it."

      "Good girl.  You're doing this for yourself, Celeste.  He'll probably beg and plead, that's how men like him manipulate women.  But stay strong, and don’t give in to his bullshit.  Go find someone who deserves you.  Okay, honey?"

      "Okay.  Thank you, Dr. Hemming," she sniffed.

      "You're welcome.  Call me in a few weeks to let me know how you're doing.  Be strong, Celeste."

      Angel took a deep breath.  The anger on her face was clear in the tight line of her mouth and the furrow between her neatly waxed brows. She shook her head, and Darian wondered if she was going to say something derogatory about that last caller's guy.  He waved his hands and shook his head.  One thing he'd learned in the short time he'd known Angeline Hemming: she took no prisoners and spoke her mind without thinking about it first.

      No, Angel.  Don't cuss out the bastard, his mind raced.  Not on live air.

      "Well, this is Dr. Angeline Hemming," Angel said as she took the next call, "What is your confession?"

      Darian breathed a sigh of relief.

      "I confess that I'm sick to death of my boyfriend's arrogant, offhanded manner and the way he treats me!"

      "What's your name?"

      "Whitney," the woman spat as if she hated her own name.

      "Well, Whitney, you sound pretty sure of yourself, so I bet you already know the answer that you're seeking," she laughed into the microphone.  "It's refreshing, actually," Angel said dryly, the corners of her mouth turning up in amusement.

      "He’s turned into such a bastard!  He totally takes me for granted.  I mean, I give him everything, and he doesn't even know I exist!  He works all the time, and we never go anywhere that isn't a company obligation or charity thing.  He spends most of his free time with his damn friends, and when we do have sex, he leaves right after."

      Ugh.  I know the type, she thought and leaned her chin into her hand, elbow resting on the desk.  The index finger on her other hand absentmindedly drew patterns across the smooth surface.  "Do you live with him?"

      "No.  He, uh, well, I have my own place.  Lately, I feel like we hardly see each other and when we do, it's because I've asked to see him.  And, then he turns it around on me… saying I nag him."

      "Um, yes, I can see why you'd be upset.  So... I don’t get it.  What's in it for you?" she asked flatly.  Darian threaded his hands together behind his head as his face twisted in a weird way.  Angel shot him a questioning look.  He shook his head and pointed toward the phone.

      "Exactly.  He's out with his rat pack tonight, and I'm stuck in my apartment.  He'll probably come back and expect me to service him."

      Angel sat up in her chair.  "Oh, boy's night out? Well, I think that's good for men on occasion—male bonding and all—but not if he disrespects you in the process.  Except, why are you stuck?  Why aren't you out yourself?  Let him know that you're not sitting around waiting.  You should show him you have your own life."

      Whitney sighed heavily and her voice was flat.  "He wouldn't care."

      "Whitney, I don't understand.  You seem to be a very smart woman.  You clearly see the problem; so why aren't you doing something about it?  Why would you want to be with a man who doesn't care about you?  Take back your power."

      "Are you kidding?  He’s got the power in everything!  It's just that... well, he's everything I want in a man!" the woman whined.

      "That's not what it sounds like to me.  You have to figure out what you need and what you're willing to accept. What's his first name?" She liked to have names to put with personas in her calls.  It somehow made it more real, more personal.

      "Alexander." The answer was detached, and Angel wondered if the man was the only one to blame.

      Darian ran a hand over his mouth.  "Fuck!" he said under his breath and sat up straighter.

      "Well, have you told Alexander how you feel?  What you need?  I think as women, we tend to want men to anticipate our every need, but that's not always realistic.  Sometimes they need to be told.  They don't process things in the same way we do.  You can't expect to get what you want if you don't ask for it."

      "Ugh, that's so unromantic!  I want him to know what I need and provide it for me.  I want him to want to provide it."

      "Whitney, you need to talk to him, but don't sound whiney or needy when you do it.  Tell him what you need and then go from there."

      "He's been so withdrawn from me.  I hardly know him anymore," she said miserably. "He makes me feel... invisible.  But I can't seem to leave him."

      "What do you like about him?"

      "He's gorgeous, successful, and wealthy.  He's an executive of a huge company, and he takes care of me.  He’s the type of guy I need to be with."

       Angel's brow dropped and her eyes narrowed in understanding.  This woman wasn’t all she pretended to be.

      "Whitney, forgive me, but is this about love or status?" There was silence on the other end of the line, so Angel continued after a few seconds.  "What would make you feel visible?"  Angel asked while secretly cringing, waiting for the unwanted answer she knew was to follow.

      "It is about love!" she retorted sharply, a little too sharply for someone supposedly heartbroken.  Angel's eyebrows shot up in doubt, and Darian sat as still as a statue.  "He just needs to pay attention to me, take me out, and come over more."

      "Well, then try to work it out.  Ask him what he needs from you as well.  Chances are he's not getting all he needs either.  Men stay with women who make them feel good about themselves."

      "He's not leaving... he's just distant."

      Darian was cranking his right hand in a circle, motioning for Angel to wrap it up before another commercial break.

      "I have to go to commercial, Whitney, but if he's checked out of the relationship, maybe he has a reason.  If you think he's insensitive or disinterested after you discuss this with him, then maybe you should consider your options.  If you love each other, he'll want to talk to you and work it out, but you have to tell him the truth.  Good luck."  She ended the call.  "I'll be right back with more calls and dedications."

      As the commercials played, Darian sat in silence. 

      "What were those faces about?" Angel asked.

      "Mmmm—I think I know her.  And if that's who I think it is, she's not telling the whole story."  His expression filled with disgust.

      Angel smiled at him.  "There usually are two sides to everything but I'm at a disadvantage here.  I only get to hear one."

      "In this case, that is too true.  She's dating my best friend.  He will be so pissed when he finds out she's calling and talking about him on air.  I hope that not many people put two and two together, because he’s not exactly low key in this town.  All she wants is the status, the material shit he represents, and his dick."

      "Nice!  Why does it always come down to someone's dick, huh?" she laughed.  "Is she telling any part of the truth?  Be honest."

      He bristled.  "Well, Alex doesn't get involved like that.  He's very focused on his work, and he's successful because of it."

      "Sounds like every woman's dream guy.  Truly," she scoffed. "So she was telling the truth."

      Darian rose in defense of the faceless Alex. "It works for him.  He's very clear going in that it's not going to be a love affair, and if the woman enters into it thinking that she can change him, that's not his fault."

      Angel stopped and shot him a warning look, her dark brown eyes flashing sharply.

      "You didn't just say that did you, Darian?" She shook her head and huffed.  "That's so typical!  Nice attempt at justifying using someone.  What do you and Mr. Perfect think happens to a woman who is with a man for any length of time, hmmm?  I’ll tell you.  She either falls in love or walks away.  Clearly, your friend knows how this shit works; hence his carefully laid out escape clause.  I mean, if he's as brilliant as both you and this Whitney woman would have me believe, he knows full well what he’s doing and what will happen eventually," Angel retorted with a sly smile.

      Darian thought Angel was too damn smart for her own good, and pair that with her sexy little bod and business suit—watch out.  She was like napalm.

      "No.  Whitney isn't in love.  She's a greedy bitch, and I think Alex may pick them based on that particular feature, because he has the means to fulfill that need.  His relationships are all about convenience.  They're consenting adults that both get something they need from the other."

      "Keep telling yourself that, Hans Christian Andersen.  Maybe if you repeat it enough your little fairy tale will become reality.  In anything beyond a fling, someone falls in love, and if the other doesn't feel the same way or acknowledge it, there’s a big pain-fest.  It’s not some cataclysmic secret of the universe.  It’s a big, ‘duh.’  Your friend wants someone who needs him financially, because it gives him all of the control."

      Darian really couldn’t argue her point, and he didn’t want to.  Alex did like to keep control.  Of everything.  "What about you? Do you have a man? You're a beautiful woman, Angel."

      "You’re kidding, right?  The guy would have to be wow.”

      Darian huffed, put off at the thought that this woman he’d placed on a pedestal, would be lowered to a level the likes of the nefarious and money-grubbing Whitney.

      Angel’s eyebrow shot up at the expression on his face, and she put a hand up.

      “Hold up.  Not necessarily in looks, but certainly in character.  I’m not saying I’m against having a relationship, but after listening to all of this crap?  Ugh.  I know what I want and what I will accept.  My boundaries are firmly established and I have no problem walking if my needs aren’t met.  I certainly wouldn't be so insecure to put up with this type of one-sided bullshit."

      "What about sex?" His dark gaze settled on her face, and his eyes narrowed.  She knew that look.  She'd seen it many times before.  It was the predator, sizing up its prey, trying to figure out if the kill was worth the chase.

       "I'm not sure this is an appropriate convo to be having with my producer, but since this show is what it is, I'll answer.  Sex is sex," she shrugged. "I'm not a prude.  Physical release is part of being healthy on many levels.  Men aren't the only ones that can leave emotion at the door for some good old fashioned bump and grind."  She bit her lower lip, trying to hide a smile at the shocked look on his face. "When I need it, I have... options."

      Darian opened then shut his mouth again.

      Good.  Serves you right, asshat, she thought.  "Not all women can handle that.  Some can.  Generally speaking, it's like I said, short-term is okay with no strings attached, but that's it."

      "What an intriguing image, Angel.  Thank you," Darian answered cautiously.

      "Well, don't get too excited, boss.  You'll be disappointed."

      Darian doubted that he would be.  In fact, if he wasn't careful, his imagination was going to give him a very tangible problem, so he decided it was time to change the subject.

      "I got the promo images back.  They look hot.  The phones will be ringing off the hook next week."

      "I have to get back to work, you know?  My boss will have my ass if I screw this up."

      He was pulling out his cell phone and leaving the sound booth.  "You do that.  Do you have it from here?  I'd like to go meet my boys."

      "Another boy’s night aficionado?" Darian nodded.  "It's sort of late, but go ahead." Angel waved him out and glanced at the clock.  Only five minutes to go.

      “It's Friday night in Chicago, Angel.  The clubs are open until four in the morning.  You really should get out more," Darian said as the door closed behind him.

      "I'd like to dedicate Between the Lines by Sara Bareilles to Celeste and all of you who have realized that the truth has been staring you straight in the face but you didn't want to see it.  We all have done it at one time or another, but we need to learn from our experiences." Angel drew in a deep breath and cued up the song. "It's important to take care of yourself, because ultimately, it comes down to you.  Thank you for all your calls and dedications.  This is Angel After Dark on KKIS 105.4 FM.  I'll see you next week.  Peace and love."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Alexander Avery was leaning up against the mahogany bar of one of the most popular clubs on Rush Street.  His brother, Cole was hitting on some trashy looking babe at the end of the bar, and Alex was bored with the whole scene.  The scotch burned in his throat as he casually looked around.  The interested glances of the many women there did not escape his attention, but left him unmoved.  He ran his hand over the soft layer of scruff on his jaw and sighed. 

      Maybe I'm getting old, he thought, but Jesus Christ!  I'm only thirty-two.  There was a time when he would have jumped on that shit.  Now, while it flattered him, it offered limited stimulation.  He had yet to find a woman who moved him as much mentally as she did physically, which could be the huge source of his apathy, he admitted.

      Maybe it was Whitney's incessant whining that made his dick go limp, or maybe it was his mother's demands that it was time he settled down.  Between the two of them, he thought his fucking head would explode.  Alex glanced in Cole's direction again and rolled his eyes at his brother’s expression.  Cole raised his head from the woman he was talking to and nodded as if to say ‘oh yeah, I'm gonna hit this’. 

      As for Alex, he wasn't into one-night stands.  Not anymore.  He hadn't been that careless since college, preferring to have monogamous relationships but yet, unemotional.  It was a tricky situation and a fine line to walk, but he was a man, and he needed sex.  He just preferred it without all the emotional bullshit that came with it, and he made that clear to every woman he got involved with.  The problem was; they always seemed to have a hidden agenda, no matter what they agreed to up front.  Whitney had turned from being a confident, aggressive sexual partner into a whining, mewling mess he could barely tolerate.  That situation had to end, but he wasn't looking forward to the actual confrontation.

      As if on cue, his phone vibrated in his pocket, and pulling it out, he saw that it was a text from her.

      
        
        "Where are you?  Come over.  I miss seeing you."

      

      

      He was still looking at the screen when Darian finally arrived.  They met in graduate school, both pursuing MBAs and had been friends ever since.  Alex’s degree was in economics and finance and Darian’s in marketing and communications.  Alex's family owned a conglomerate of businesses, and he was CFO of the parent company.   He'd come back to Chicago after a short stint in New York City at a huge investment firm, and he'd been very smart about investing at Avery Enterprises as a result of his experience.  The company had new resources and was able to acquire several smaller companies under his watch.  Some observers might call it luck, but his father and the board of directors knew it was shrewd business dealings and rock solid negotiation skills combined with know-how to turn failing business’ around.

      "It's about damn time, man.  Where have you been?" Alex growled as he shoved his phone back in his pocket without answering Whitney’s text.

      Darian leaned in casually and ordered a beer from the bartender.  "If you'd listen to your friends, Alex, you'd know that I have that new radio show at the station."

      Alex vaguely remembered Darian mentioning a hot psychologist that he was trying to land for that gig several weeks back, but had lost track of when it was supposed to happen or even it if materialized. 

      At the time, Alex had been skeptical and teased him.  "How can a psychologist be hot?  Probably wears Mary Janes and bifocals and can freeze ice in her vagina," he’d mocked.

       "Dude.  She is. Trust me," Darian had retorted with a laugh, but the subject had been dropped.

      "Oh, sure.  How is that going?"

      "It’s doing well.  The promotion is starting Monday, and I expect the phones to ring off the wall.  Dudes will be clamoring to talk to her when they see what she looks like, but she is one tough cookie.  She’ll make hamburger out of them.  I’m expecting to laugh my ass off."  Darian smiled as he took a long pull on his longneck beer.

      "Hmmph," Alex scoffed, unimpressed.  "Whatever."

      Darian just stared and shook his head at his friend’s disbelief. 

      "What's your problem?" Alex asked at Darian’s expression.  He ran a hand through his thick shock of hair and took a swallow from his glass.

      "You mean… what's your problem, don't you?" Darian scowled.

      "Listen, if you have something to say, I wish you'd just say it.  I've had a rough week, and I'm wound too tight to have you dancing around something you clearly want to say."

      "Ah.  Things not so good with Whitney?"  Darian’s eyebrows shot up in mock inquisition.

      His relationships weren’t something Alex discussed in great detail.   His friends knew he saw women as a convenient way to sate sexual urges and fulfill business obligations, but he never talked about them much.  Darian was aware that Alex had yet to meet a woman that he actually wanted to spend time with outside of the bedroom.  It was cool, though, his friend took full responsibility and was honest about his intentions. 

      Alex was so focused on growing the family business he didn't have time for romantic distractions.  Even if he would have had the inclination to seek it out, he didn’t, not because he was a cold bastard, but it was just a choice that worked.

      "Why do you say that?" Alex asked with sincere interest, pulling out a stool and finally sitting down.  Where is he going with this?

      "You'd better get prepared for a shit storm, man.  That's all I'm saying.”  Alex glanced at his friend and his eyes widened, but only very slightly.  “Whitney called in to the show tonight."

      An angry flush rose up underneath Alex’s skin at the implication of Darian’s comment.  His expression hardened and the muscle in his jaw started to twitch.  Part of the bargain was that he'd provide Whitney with an apartment and bank account, and she'd keep her mouth shut about the true nature of their relationship and not try to turn it into more than it was. 

      "She did what?”  His tone was quiet, but edged in steel.

      They were both seated at the bar, facing in, and Darian glanced at his friend’s tense expression in the mirror.  Alex set his glass down hard enough to have the liquid swishing over the rim, which prompted Darian to answer.

      "She called the show." Darian shrugged, trying to hide a smile but glanced at his friend from the corner of his eye.  He never liked that fake bitch, and the sooner Alex walked, the happier he’d be.

      It was clear that the news made Alex angry, but he was good at keeping his cool; years of practice being detached and indifferent helped him regain his composure quickly.  He ran a hand over the lower half of his face.  "Really?  What did she say?"

      "That you make her feel invisible."  Darian set his beer on the bar and shifted in his seat.  The bartender approached both men to see if they needed another round, but he held his hand up and shook his head, quickly letting the man know that this was not a good time.  The savvy bartender took the hint and turned away in a hurry, silently nodding in understanding.

      Alex felt a slight twinge of regret.  He cared about Whitney, as much as he'd ever cared about a woman, and he didn't want to hurt her.  Maybe he did make her feel invisible, but then, she made him feel like a bank account.  "Well, that's about right." Alex said quietly and shrugged.  "I'm getting ready to end it anyway.  I'm just not interested.  It isn't working anymore.  She's always on my ass for more time, more money, more… shit."

      "More sex?" Darian asked in wonder.   "I agree, you could do better on many levels, but in that one aspect, you're such a poor bastard.  I feel so sorry for you, Alex."

      "I said more shit, dickhead.  But, I suppose she'd want more sex if I were so inclined." He shrugged nonchalantly.   "I don't find her exciting anymore.  I'm not sure I ever did, but lately, she gives me a fucking headache."  Darian chuckled.  "I’m aware she wants more, but she knew what to expect from the first time I took her to bed."  Alex knew that sexually she was satisfied.  He could make her moan like a bitch in heat, but even in their most intimate moments, it was nothing more than screwing and he knew it.  “On the other hand, she cares more about herself than she does me.”

      "I thought that was what you wanted—no feelings."

      "It was.  It is.  But not when the desire is gone.  And she pretty much douses that whenever she opens her damn mouth.  So, what did your doctor tell her?"

      "Basically, she told her to dump your sorry ass."

      The bartender came over again, and this time, Darian ordered another round as his friend sat on the bar stool in contemplative silence, his eyes hardening.  "So I guess we'll see if she takes Angel's advice." He dipped his head to hide the smirk that was spreading across his face.

      Angel. 

      Alex felt a jolt at the sound of the name, and he turned it over in his head a few times, trying to get a picture of her to form in his mind.  He wondered if everything Darian said about her was true.  Alex pictured a stodgy, passionless shrew that got off by analyzing other people's lives due to lack of one of her own.  But the name... maybe there was something to Darian's description of her.  Suddenly, he was intrigued and the hair on the back of his neck prickled. 

      Who the fuck does she think she was to tell my mistress to end things without knowing both sides of the story?  And why the hell do I care anyway? he asked himself.  He wanted out so however that happened, didn’t matter.

      "I wonder if she would’ve told Whitney the same thing if she'd known my side of the situation."

      Darian watched as Alex got lost in his thoughts and spoke as if he were talking to himself.

      "Yes, I told her. But only after Angel ended the call, of course.  I couldn’t say anything while she had Whitney on the phone."

      Alex sat back in his chair and turned sharply toward Darian.  "What? You didn't use my name did you?  I don't need my personal bullshit under public scrutiny, Darian."

      "Relax, Alex.   I’m not stupid.  Whitney used your first name, and I didn't mention your surname or Avery Enterprises.  I told Angel that you're a very focused individual and you were upfront when you got into one of your arrangements."

      “Arrangements?  She probably thinks I’m a dick.”

      “Yeah, so?” Darian’s tone was sardonic and he smirked. “Aren’t they?  Arrangements?”

      Alex couldn’t argue, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t chagrined, but he was amused by the direction of their conversation and, against his better judgment, intrigued by the faceless Angel.   "And? What was her opinion?"  

      Darian’s lips lifted slightly; amused that his friend seemed so interested in something he professed not to give a shit about.

      "She doesn't believe that you don't know that you're hurting these women.  I think her exact words were: ‘your friend clearly knows how this shit works, hence his carefully laid out escape clause,’" Darian mocked with a quirk of his lips.

      Alex leaned his elbows on the bar as a slow, devious grin spread across his face.  "It's too bad she's probably stiff, closeted, and frigid as hell.  I think my dick just got hard." He looked down at his glass and chuckled out loud.

      Darian burst out laughing.  He knew that intelligence was what Alex needed in a woman.  Maybe he'd open up his heart and mind to more than just a sexual relationship if he could find someone to stimulate him above the belt.  If there was anything that turned Alex on, it was a challenge.

      "You don't even know what she looks like.  God help you, then, because, you'll be in a world of hurt. And, her wit is sharp as hell."

      “Whatever,” Alex dismissed, but his phone intruded into his musings again.  He pulled it out of his pocket and flipped it open.

      
        
        Alex, get your ass over here now, or it's OVER!

      

      

      "Ugh, fuck.  D, I have to go.  And, Cole is in danger of getting his cock cut off by that banshee.  Can you make sure to get him home?  They're doing some serious damage to each other down there." Alex nodded his head in Cole's direction and shook it in disapproval.  "The family doesn't need any bad publicity because he can't control his cock.  I love my brother, but he doesn't always think with his head."

      "Oh?  The text must have been from your lady," Darian speculated and took another long pull on his beer.  Alex outwardly cringed at the words ‘his lady', not really sure how to classify her anymore, but surely the screaming shrew she'd become certainly didn't fit that profile.

      "Apparently, she isn't taking your girl's advice.  I'm being summoned or it's over," Alex said with blasé sarcasm.  He was not looking forward to that conversation.  With a roll of his eyes, he slammed the rest of his drink and walked over to Cole, putting a hand on his shoulder.  "Cole, I gotta bounce.  See you on Sunday."

      "Dude!  Don't go, Alex.  Things are just starting to happen.  This is Ruby," Cole said happily, his speech slurred by the amount of alcohol he’d consumed in the past two hours.  Alex's eyes drifted over the redhead that was draped around his brother’s neck and took note how her blue eyes looked him up and down.  He felt disgusted as he acknowledged the woman.  She was elegantly dressed with bright red polish on her long fingernails, but Alex felt bile rise in his throat.   She might look expensive, but Alex knew trash when he saw it.  Her blatant appraisal of his dark good looks made it clear that she’d move on to a better offer without thinking twice.

      "Nice to meet you.  Goodnight, Cole."

       It's bitches like that who make me avoid relationships like the plague.  Just like Whitney.  If Alex were honest with himself, he had to admit it.  So fake, so grasping and calculating, Alex thought as he turned and walked out.   It was obvious that Ruby wasn't interested in Cole.  He was just her next victim, and she would have dropped him like a hot potato if I'd snapped my fingers. 

      "It's no fucking wonder I'm the way I am," he muttered under his breath as he walked the four blocks to the garage where his car was parked.  “No fucking wonder.”
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      As he drove the few miles to Whitney's apartment, Alex tried to dig up some feeling for the woman he'd been sleeping with for the past year and a half.  Sure, she was beautiful, but she was shallow.  She was more interested in shopping than what was going on in the world, and she bored the shit out of him.  He sighed heavily for letting her physical attributes sway him in the first place.  He’d desired her and so he took her.  It was easy, like everything else in his life.  Sure, he worked his ass off, but making money out of nothing was what he loved best, and he was good at it.  That was easy for him, too.

      After leaving his Audi with the valet, he swiped the key card in the security door, and the doorman greeted him.

      "Good evening, Mr. Avery."

      "Good evening, George.  How have you been?"

      "Good, sir.  It's been a while.  Nice to see you."

      Alex nodded.  Yes, it had been a while.  At least a month since he'd been there.  "You, too."

      He straightened his suit jacket and pulled on the cuffs of both of his sleeves as he watched the lights in the elevator climb to the eleventh floor of the upscale apartment building.

      He'd met Whitney through his sister two years ago, and after several phone calls and a couple of obvious occasions where she'd dropped by his office, he'd finally asked her out to dinner.  Alex shook his head, remembering.   He should have his head examined for being so easily called into play.  She had a great body and the sex had been good, but they had nothing of real substance to talk about.  Whitney worked at an art gallery downtown and was constantly trying to get Alex to purchase some god-awful piece from whoever her newest client was.  One of the closets in his spare bedroom was shoved full of the damn things.  

      Alex ran a hand over the back of his neck as he approached the door and sighed heavily.  For what he hoped would be the last time, he took out his key and put it in the lock.  As he pushed the large oak door open, he heard music coming from the bedroom.  A lone light in the hall cast an eerie glow into the living and dining rooms.  The apartment was small but very expensive, and he’d shelled out loads of money on the furnishings that Whitney wanted.  Alex glanced around and quickly moved across the room to the bar, taking off his black Armani suit jacket, and loosening his green silk tie as he went.

      He pulled out a glass and added ice and two fingers of scotch before he heard Whitney behind him.

      "Well, well... to what do I owe this honor?" she asked snidely.

      Alex's mouth tightened.  He had no time or inclination to play games.  "You asked me to show up. I’m here." He glanced over his shoulder before he slammed his drink and picked up the scotch bottle to refill it.  "Or was that message meant for someone else?" He laughed coldly.  "The closing led me to believe it was for me, and if you’re expecting me to play nice, your greeting was sorely lacking."  Alex was numb.  Not uncomfortable, not nervous, not… moved.  He just didn’t give a fuck.

      He tensed when she came up behind him and started to slide her hands around his waist.  Considering her pissy demeanor, this wasn't what he was expecting, but her nearness did nothing for him as she molded herself against his back.

      "What is it you wanted?"  His voice was flat as he twisted out of her hold and moved to a chair in front of the big glass window in the living room.  The lights of downtown Chicago flickered as he sank down into its softness.  Alex’s mind raced with what to do about an almost unbearable situation.  He itched to get the fuck out of there and never deal with this shit again.  Or, it could be just like the hundred other nights he'd spent in this apartment.  A few drinks, they'd fuck, and then... nothing.  He'd get up and leave and that would be the end of it… but tonight, he wanted it to be the end.  For good.

      She followed him and knelt down behind the chair.

      "Whitney.  Answer the goddamned question.  What—do—you—want?" 

      She reached around and ran a hand down his chest, turning her head and pulling his earlobe into her mouth and raking it with her teeth, trying to get a reaction out of him.  If he closed his eyes, he could let it happen, but did he really want to?   He pulled away just enough for her mouth to leave his skin.

      "So, you want to fuck?" Alex asked bluntly over his shoulder.  His tone was sour and it sounded harsh, even to his own ears.  He felt dead inside, indifferent.  He could take it or leave it. 

      She froze.  "No.  I want you to give a shit about me.  I want you to stop fucking around with your friends," she said harshly.

      "We've been over this countless times.  The conversation is getting old." He lifted her hand off of his body and flung it aside, and she gasped in response.

      Her voice turned sickeningly sweet as she changed her tack, and her hands returned to his chest again.  "Alex, I want you to make love to me..." she purred, as she started to pull his tie completely undone and open a couple of the buttons on his white shirt.  His hand came up to cover hers and stop her movement.  He stood up, effectively breaking the contact and took a few steps toward the window, away from her.

      "When have we ever made love?  We fuck," he dismissed.

      She gasped, a shocked expression flashing across her face. "Do you have to be such a bastard?" she rasped out loudly.   "You think because you're rich and good-looking, you can treat me like trash?  You're such a prick!"

      He turned and looked at her for the first time.  She was dressed in some outrageously expensive lingerie with ridiculous feather trim on the robe that hung open to reveal only lace panties and a matching bra underneath.  His eyes traveled down her body indifferently, and he took another sip from his glass.  Her body was beautiful—there was no denying that—with voluptuous curves in all the right places.  Except for those silicone tits that she'd insisted on getting last year.  They'd cost him thousands and he couldn't care less.  Alex watched her with his eyes, but his fingers and lips wanted soft, warm, and real.  Not hard, plastic, and fake.  Maybe he was getting old, like his mother had warned him about.  He shook off the thought as quickly as it came.  He needed to get this shit out of the way.

      "How am I a bastard?” he asked flatly, waving his hand casually around at the elegantly furnished apartment.  “You have everything you need.  I told you in the beginning that this was a physical relationship for me.  That’s what fits into my lifestyle.  You agreed.   I never lied to you about my intentions, and nothing has changed.  I still don't want more than that.  But lately, even sex… It's like fucking a Barbie doll.  If I wanted a blow-up doll, I'm sure they're a hell of a lot less expensive than what you managed to suck out of me every month."  He was cold; he knew it and he didn’t care.

      Her blue eyes hardened, and she scowled at him.   "It's the least you can do, you lousy bastard."  Her voice finally broke on the words, and Alex felt a twinge of regret despite himself.  "After all this time, don't you care for me at all?"

      "Not in the way you want.  I don't want anything to happen to you.  I want you to be safe and happy, but I'm certainly not in love with you, Whitney.  I'm not sure I'm even capable of those types of feelings.  I won’t apologize for being the way I told you I’d be."

      She huffed, and her eyes welled with angry tears at the cold tone in his voice.  "I don't believe you, Alex.  You show up here maybe once or twice a month for sex and that's it?" 

      "No, that's not it.  We do things.  I take you places and on trips... it's known in my circle that you and I are together.  I don't treat you like a whore.  What the fuck do you want from me?" Alex said shortly.  He felt suffocated, caustic... like a caged animal that wanted freedom.

      "More," Whitney said, simply.

      Alex sighed.  There just wasn’t more.

      "I'm very busy running the company, and I don't want or need romantic bullshit!" Alex's voice took on a harsher tone.  "Shit, half of the time I'm not even in town, for Christ's sake!  I'm not going to argue about this, and I don’t feel the need to repeat myself.  This is how it is!  Take it or leave it." 

      Fuck!  Did I just give her a choice?  He wanted to kick his own ass.

      She put her hand over her mouth and turned away.  "Is there something that you need from me, that I don't give you, Alex?" Her voice was smarmy and evil sounding.  "Don't I make you cum hard enough?  Isn't my pussy tight enough or my tits big enough?"

      He sucked in a deep breath.  There were many things he could add, but he wasn't going to add insult to injury.  "Shut the hell up!  You sound like trash when you talk that way!  It isn't that complicated!  It just doesn't feel right anymore!  For either of us.  Just see it for what it is."

      “What is it?”

      “What. It.  Is.  Nothing more, nothing less,” Alex said shortly.  His tone was dull, devoid of absolutely all emotion.

      She pursed her lips and looked at the floor, nodding her head slightly.  "I guess I'll leave it then.  I want to get married and have kids.  I wanted that with you."  She let out a shaky breath.  "I know.  Who would have thought it?  Me.  Wanting to be a mother?"

      Alex moved across the room and set his glass down on the end table so he could pull her lightly into his arms, and she laid her head down on his shoulder and cried softly.  Children weren’t something he considered, but he did know that if he ever did, it wouldn’t be with this woman.

      "Alex, I love you."

      Instantly he stiffened, her words reminding him that she was not what he wanted, and he couldn’t give her what she needed.

      "Stop.  I know you think saying that will change my mind, but it won't.  It has the opposite result."  All these months of her demanding money and incessantly hissing in his ear had left him with no emotions for her.  It showed in how he spoke to her, his cold demeanor, and his stiffness as he pushed her gently away.  "I'm sorry, but this is over.  You can stay in the apartment.  I'll keep paying for it until you tell me you're settled or... whatever."

      He pulled her arms from around him and left her standing in the middle of the room.  She followed after him, wrapping her hands around his body and pulling his unresponsive form as close to her as she possibly could.  "Don't go. Make love to me, just once.  Just one more time.  Then you can leave—" she begged, desperation hanging heavily on her words, “—if you still want to.”

      Alex inwardly cringed.  As virile as he was, as much as he loved sex, the thought of it with Whitney in this circumstance left him cold.  He stilled and pulled her arms from around his body once again.  "I'm not trying to hurt you, Whitney.  But I'm just... not into this anymore.  I’m sorry if that sounds harsh, but I don't want to drag this shit out.  Just let it go."

      Her face became hard and filled with anger.  "So this is it?  Just like that?"

      "Hardly just like that.  Be honest.  It hasn't been exciting for months.  We want different things out of relationships, and you're materialism has killed the desire for me."  He turned and picked up his tie and jacket as he made his way toward the door.  "Call Mrs. Dane if you need anything and she'll make sure you are taken care of."  Alex wanted nothing more than to be done with her but felt a certain responsibility.  His personal assistant could take care of any loose ends.  That was her job and she was excellent at it.

      "You dick!  I hate you!"  She picked up the glass he had left on the table and flung it at him.  "I hate you!  Do you hear me?  You’re a fucking bastard, Alex!" she screamed after him, but he kept walking as if she hadn't uttered a word.

      “So you’ve said.”  He always hated this part of it, but it was inevitable.  Every woman he'd ever dated had ended up wanting more, and the more they wanted, the more he pulled away.   He didn’t just get bored and lose interest, he felt suffocated.

      The door shut quietly behind him.  His usual pattern was repeating itself yet again. 

      No emotion, no anxiety, no remorse—just relief.
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      Alex pinched the bridge of his nose.  His head ached, and he was exhausted from the week.  Avery Enterprises had been losing money on one of its hotels in Munich, and his father sent him to audit the books when a couple million dollars went missing.  This wasn't a big concern in the big scheme of the business as a whole, but it was the principle of the thing.  Even a company the size of this one couldn't afford to have employees who were skimming off the top. 

      Several food and liquor expenditures from the restaurant couldn't be substantiated with the appropriate receipts, and Alex was able to find the discrepancy easily.  Both the CFO and the head chef of the property had been fired as a result.  It was the chef that was padding his pockets, but if the CFO had been doing his job, it wouldn't have been Alex who found the error from half a world away during a semi-annual audit.  He wasn't even angry when shit like this happened anymore, but he was fucking sick of all he traveling. 

      The first class cabin was dark as the Boeing 737 taxied onto the tarmac toward the terminal at O'Hare International, which sometimes felt like it literally took hours.  So many planes waiting to take off on the numerous runways made Alex impatient.  He leaned back in his seat and checked his watch for what seemed like the hundredth time; 9:45 PM on Friday night.  Cole and Darian had both called asking him to meet them at a local club.  He pulled his tie off and shoved it in the front pocket of his laptop case, before running a hand through his hair.  Between the two of them, and Whitney's unending attempts to get him to call her back, it left 20 unheard messages on his cell phone. All since he'd taken off from his connection in London.

      He sighed heavily.  Really, all he wanted was a drink, a hot shower, and his bed.  The question was should he go to his apartment downtown or his estate?  Either one was about the same distance from the airport, but at least he'd be able to hang with his Golden Retriever at the house.

      His phone rang again, and he reached for it from the front pocket of his dress pants, glancing at the faceplate as he did so. 

      "Yeah?  Miss me bad, huh, D?"

      "Save it, asshole.  Where are you?"

      The plane was just pulling up to the terminal, and the jet walk was moving into place.  "Just got in.  I'm gonna have serious jet lag, man.  I'm out for tonight."

      "Okay.  I probably should go to the station anyway, unless you need a ride?"

      "No.  I'm having a car pick me up." Alex stood up and pulled his laptop case from under the seat with one hand and slung it over his shoulder.  "I'm good."

      "Maybe we can get together to play racquetball or something next week?"

       "Sure, sounds like a plan."  Alex made his way to the front of the jet, and the flight attendant gave him a warm smile, her eyes roaming over him in slow appreciation.  His lips twitched slightly in amusement, but he kept walking through the jetway and  into the terminal with casual purpose.

      "I sent you something, Alex.  Are you going to the apartment tonight?"

      "I was considering going to the house.  Max will be missing me, and my housekeeper has earned some time off after this week.  Why?"

      "Uh, well, I sent you one of the promos from the show," Darian said with a chuckle.  "Thought you might like to see how fucked your perception of the lovely doctor really is, but it can wait. Just let me know if you've changed your mind after you see it."

      Alex smiled tiredly.  His curiosity was piqued despite his insistence that he was totally indifferent to Darian's continued baiting about this woman.  It had become something of a game between them, and he chuckled.   "Well, it won't make any difference.  She's probably frigid.  And ,Whitney has been damn relentless this week.  It's enough to make my dick shrivel up in defiance so I'm useless to the opposite sex.  Why are you on my ass about her, anyway?"

      "Because you won't believe how unbelievably hot she is, man.  Despite the fact that the radio show is doing well and it's really helping me professionally, I'm waiting with baited breath until she doesn't work for me anymore.   Then I can make a move on her myself."

      "Mmmm... Well, if I'm to believe what you say, she'll bite your dick off for you."  Alex laughed as his driver pulled up and took his bags from him. "Then where would you be?  You won't be able to show her who's boss."

      Darian burst out laughing on the other end of the phone.  "Well, I'm thinking it just might be worth it, Alex."

      "Whatever.  You know how I feel about that.  I'd never let any woman lead me around by my dick.  Ever. You need a distraction in a bad way."  His phone beeped as another call came through and interrupted.  Fuck, it's her again.  "Hey, man, I have to go.  Whitney's calling again.  I either have to talk to her or get my number changed.  I'll call you in a couple of days and we'll set up the game."

      "I vote for the new number.  Later, Alex."

      Alex slid into the back of the limo and clicked over to the other call.  "Alexander Avery."  The impersonal greeting was deliberate.

      "Hey, baby," she purred on the other end of the phone.

      "Hold on."  He put his hand over the phone so he could speak with his driver. "Martin, to Water Tower, please." 

      He made the decision to spend the night in his downtown apartment, one of the most expensive and prestigious establishments in all of Chicago.  It was right in the middle of the city, and it made getting to the office ten times easier than commuting from Evanston.  However, at the moment, it was the promise of those photos that lured him there.   During the conversation with his best friend, maybe he’d gotten just a tiny bit interested in the intriguing picture that Darian had painted.

       "Okay, Whitney.  What can I do for you?" Alex’s tone was unemotional and businesslike; his mind went blank as the lights of the interstate and other cars reflected off of the darkened windows.

      "Come over.  I'm lonely," she said softly.  He rolled his eyes in disgust.  He wasn't in the mood to repeat this scene.

      "Uh, were you not there last week when we ended it?  That was you, right?" he asked, his voice turned ice cold and dripping sarcasm.

      "Alex..." she began pleadingly, but he cut her off.

      "No.  Whitney, I'm beat, and I'm not interested in a repeat performance."

      She didn't say anything, and he grew uncomfortable with the silence.

      He sighed.  "Look, I thought we decided this was best, didn't we?"  He really didn't mean to be a prick, but he had to be damn careful of what he said because if the door opened even a crack, she'd be through it so fast his head would be spinning.

      More silence followed, except for the sniffling on the other end of the line.  He decided to distract her, even piss her off a little bit, so he could get her off the phone.  He was already thinking about Darian's radio prodigy and used it for fodder.

      "I heard about your call to that radio psychologist last week.  Let me remind you of the delicate nature of my position on this.  It had better not result in nasty rumors being tossed around in tawdry gossip rags.  Keep my name and my company out of it, Whitney, or there’ll be hell to pay.  If you need to see a shrink to feel better, then see one, but don't distribute my private business all over town.  You’d do well to get more respect for yourself as well."

      She audibly gasped on the other end of the line.  "I didn't call," she lied, and Alex was exasperated. 

      "Look, cut the shit.  I know all about it, and I expect you to handle yourself with more decorum."

      "How... how did you find out?" she stammered.

      "It’s irrelevant.” Obviously, she was oblivious that his best friend ran that station.  It only solidified his decision.  “Just don't let it happen again, or I'll yank all the money immediately.  Is that clear?" he said coldly. 

      "You never cease to amaze me how much of a bastard you can be, Alex.  I should have listened to that host when she told me to dump your ass instead of trying to make things better.  I'm such a fool!" She was angry, but her voice held some semblance of pain, too, and he just wanted to be done with her.

      "No, you're not a fool.  But you're trying to salvage something that isn't worth saving, Whitney.  Goodnight."

      So, Angeline Hemming told you to dump my ass, did she?  Alex was tired, and now he was agitated as hell.  Who does this bitch think she is, giving advice on situations she knows nothing about? Not that he was upset that things were over with insidious Whitney, but he'd be damned if he'd be painted as the villain in the whole thing.

      It was after eleven by the time Alex walked into his apartment, and he tossed his suit jacket and laptop on the dark brown leather sectional.  It sat opposite the large windows that composed the North and East walls of the room; one of them was fitted with a sliding glass door that led onto the balcony of his 23rd floor penthouse.  He grabbed the remote and pulled his shirt free of his slacks as he flipped on CNN then walked to his well-stocked bar.  He pulled down a glass from the cabinet and poured some scotch, downed it, and filled it again before he went in search of Darian's little gift.

      He found an envelope on the dining room table labeled KKIS FM 105.4.  The building concierge was instructed to put his mail inside the apartment whenever he was traveling, and the large, white envelope easily stood out from the smaller ones.

      He took it, with his scotch, and wandered back into the living room, sinking down into the luxurious couch cushions.  He took a swallow and then ripped the end of the envelope open; anxious to be able to call Darian and tell him he was full of shit.

      His full lips lifted in a mocking smile as he pulled the photos from the confines of the envelope and he was left looking at a black and white photo of a woman's face, but only the lower half of it, her full lips pursed and her finger vertical against them in a shushing motion.  The long dark hair was draping down on either side of her smooth face fell in full, silken waves, with a perfect nose and high cheekbones accenting the flawlessness of her skin.  The photo was cropped at the top of her cheeks and Alex found himself feeling very cheated that he didn't get to see the rest.  Her skin was flawless and those amazing lips begged to be kissed.  Darian had succeeded.  His interest was piqued and he definitely wanted to know more about this woman.  Air left his lungs in an irritated rush, pissed that he'd fallen for it so easily.  

      The only color on the photo were her lips, the nail polish, and the lettering, Angel After Dark, Fridays ten PM- two AM, KKIS FM 104.5 and the scrawled slogan below it, What's your Midnight Confession?  All in blood red. 

      "Hmphhh."  He expelled his breath and carelessly tossed the photo on the coffee table. Alex frowned, just as upset with himself for being sucked in as he was with his friend for setting him up.

      Screw Darian, he thought.

      This gave barely a glance of what she really looked like, and Alex was still skeptical that it was even her.

      "Pfffttt…" he muttered and then pulled out his phone and quickly banged out a text to his friend, never intending to tell Darian he actually liked the hints of what he saw in the promo piece.

      
        
        D- Was this shit was supposed to get my dick hard?  Seriously?

      

      

      In thirty seconds ,his phone vibrated in his hand as he walked into his bedroom, intent on a hot shower.  He laughed aloud at the message.

      
        
        Those are VERY luscious lips, asswipe. You should see what they're connected to!

      

      

      Alex was still smirking when his thumbs hammered out his response.

      
        
        It's probably not even HER.  If you wanted me to squirm, you should have included a real picture, dickhead.

      

      

      Darian quickly replied.

      
        
         Just turn on the fucking radio, Alex.  Listen and then we'll talk.

      

      

      Alex threw his phone on the bed, wandered into the bathroom, and flipped on the radio built into the marble wall, reluctantly tuning to Darian's station.  This was a very masculine room, just like the rest of his apartment, done in neutrals and darker tones, but warm and comfortable.  The bathroom was as luxurious as the rest of the place with a large, glass-enclosed walk-in shower with nine shower heads, eight of them in the walls and all adjustable, a large sunken whirlpool bathtub, which had never been used, track lighting, and gleaming, deep brown marble everywhere.  The fixtures were a burnished gold rather than silver and the porcelain, a rich cream.

      He shed his clothes and left them where they landed on the floor as he turned on the shower and adjusted the water temperature.  The music from the radio filled the room, and he wondered if he had the right station.  The acoustics in the room were incredible, and sound would fill the space even with the water running.

      Alex didn't recognize the song but soon a couple of commercials played, and he was well into shampooing his hair and letting the hot water take away the strain of the day before the talk show came back on air.

      "This is Dr. Angeline Hemming with you After Dark on KKIS FM 104.5.  How can I help you tonight?"

      Alex paused at the sound of the soft and soothing voice echoing around him.  Definitely sexy and not what he'd allowed himself to expect considering the original image he'd created.  The voice did fit his friend's photo much better than the unresponsive librarian-type he'd conjured in his own mind.  He smiled slightly and turned into the spray to rinse his hair until it was squeaky-clean.  

      She could still be seriously unattractive, even with the smoking hot voice, he reminded himself.  He’d had a friend in college who was a DJ at the college radio station and he’d hung out with him a couple of times.  It’d been his experience that most radio talent were in radio, and not TV, for a reason.  If he were honest, that voice stirred something deep down inside that made him want to hear it again, even if he was still arguing with himself.  "Probably a hag and a nag," he muttered under his breath. 

      He grabbed a towel and stepped out of the shower and started to rub his hair dry.

      "Dr. Hemming?"

      "Yes,  What’s your name?"

      Again, that sultry voice prickled the skin at the back of his neck.  Alex threw the towel aside and ran his hands through his hair, trying to remove the unfamiliar feeling, and deciding that it definitely needed to be cut within the next week.  Mental note: ask Mrs. Dane to make an appointment for the barber to come to the office—soon. 

      "What’s your situation?"

      "I'm Mary.  I've been with the same guy for more than five years, and we still aren't even engaged!"  The other girl had a mousy little voice that Alex strained to hear as he moved around his room pulling on a pair of black silk boxers.  He lay down on his bed and propped himself up on four pillows, resting the cold glass on his hard stomach.  God, he was exhausted, mentally and physically.

      His phone buzzed beside him, and he glanced at it briefly.  Whitney again.  Christ! He put it on silent mode and tossed it on the bed.

      "Hmmm… well, have the two of you actually talked about it?  Did he ever mention marriage, Mary?"  Alex perked up at the response. 

      Bingo.  The guy never fucking said it. 

      Maybe she was going to be logical and realize that women assumed too damn much.  Intriguing.  A logical woman in a sea of emotional goo.  Suddenly, he found himself hoping that was really Angeline Hemming in those photos he'd left in the other room.

      "Well, yes.  I mean we talk about things like what we'll name our kids, so that means…”  Mary's voice dropped off in uncertainty.  "Doesn't it?"

      Dr. Hemming sighed.  "Not exactly.  Mary, that's the problem.  Most men are literal in what they say unless it's in the heat of passion.  If he hasn't proposed, gotten you a ring, or come right out and said he wanted to marry you in a lucid moment, then no, I wouldn't assume anything."  She sighed in exasperation.  "However, it irritates me that he would discuss children.  That's ignorant.  He had to know how you'd interpret that."

      "But—" the caller began and she was cut short.

      "There really are no buts, Mary. Have you asked him?"

      "Are you suggesting I give him an ultimatum?"

      Alex swallowed the last of the scotch and set the glass aside as he listened.  His lips thinned to a firm line and his eyes narrowed.  Here we go, he thought.  Here is the meat of it.  She'll probably tell this woman to corner the poor bastard.

      "No, Mary.  That would never work long-term.  He might marry you because he wouldn't want to lose you, but later, if there were problems, he might blame you and accuse you of forcing the issue. He'll say he felt trapped. That is not in your best interest, is it?"

      There was silence from the caller so Angel continued.  Angel.  Alex ran the word over in his mind again as he realized she was turning into a real person; an elusive woman with full lips, high cheekbones, and the sexiest damn voice he'd ever heard.  So oozing, it was like honey covering him in a warm, molten layer.  If she was intelligent, savvy, and beautiful, it was definitely a lethal combination and not a one that came together readily.

      "Mary, are you still with me?"

      "Yes, Dr. Hemming. It's just not what I was hoping you would say."

      "I'm afraid that's the downside of this gig.  I don't get to say what you want to hear.  I tell you the hard truth."

      "So, what should I do?"

      "You need to figure out how to take care of yourself first.  Your boyfriend does have choices, but only those you give him."  Alex sat up abruptly and pulled his knees up to rest his elbows on both knees.  Holy shit!

      "What do you mean?" the girl asked hesitantly.

      "You can choose to let him continue along this path of least resistance, or you can alter the course, Mary.  Tell him that it's clear that the two of you want different things, and that you're going to go out and get what you want.  He'll ask you what that is if he hasn't before, giving you the opportunity to tell him.   Not because you're nagging, but because he asked.  He will have the ball in his court.  He gives you what you need, or he risks losing you.  Then, even though it boils down to basically the same thing as an ultimatum, you'll be relating to him in ways he'll respect and understand.  The thing is, Mary, he'll think that it's his choice, so he'll own the decision.  Do you understand what I’m telling you?" Her voice was so assured, and she was completely right.  Completely right. 

      Alex was stunned.  "Fucking hell," he said softly into the dark.

      Mary chuckled softly over the radio.  "I think so. That's amazing. You're amazing."

      Alex's phone buzzed on the bed next to him, but this time it was a text from Darian, and Alex smirked as he read it.  

      
        
        Is your dick hard NOW?

      

      

      "Hmmph!"   That smug asshole.  Alex chuckled.

      "Thank you.  I hope this helped.  Just stay calm when you talk to him.  And, be prepared to follow through.  If he won't commit, walk."  Angel's voice was sure and steady, but still velvety smooth.  Alex ran a hand quickly through his damp hair.   “If you don’t, he’ll never step up.”

      "Thank you, Dr. Hemming.  I will.  I feel so much stronger after talking with you!  I guess men can be like children.  You have to stick to your guns or they never learn, right?" She giggled.

      Dr. Hemming responded with a low chuckle that shot right through Alex's body and into his cock.   What was it about that voice?

      "Mmmm.  You said it, I didn't.  We have to take a short break, and then I'll take another call.  Stay with us.  This is Angel After Dark on KKIS FM."  Alex could hear the smile behind her words ,and he pictured those red lips on the poster in the other room.  He texted a response to his friend.

      
        
        Like steel. You are such a motherfucker!

      

        

      
        Don't want to say I told you so... but... I told you so.

      

        

      
        Yeah, yeah.  Give it a rest or I'll come over there and beat your sorry ass. LOL!

      

      

      While the commercials played, Alex went into the other room, refilled his drink, and paused to look out at the city lights before walking over and picking up the picture.  He fought with himself for a minute or two until he went back to the bedroom and grabbed his phone.  Probably not the smartest decision he'd ever made, but he wanted to speak to this woman, now silently hoping that incredible voice was truly spilling out of that gorgeous mouth on the poster.  His fingers lightly outlined the image.  Would she be as responsive as she looked?  As delicious as she sounded?  His cock hardened at the thought, and he tugged at the front of his boxer briefs in protest, unbelieving that he’d be so affected without so much as a glance at her.

      Someone called in with some sappy dedication, and while the song played, Alex wrote down the number that Angel had announced before the music began.  He was nervous for some inexplicable reason that he couldn't put his finger on, and it pissed him off, but not enough to change his mind.  He never got nervous.  Especially when it came to women, and never due to one that he hadn't even laid eyes on.  At this point, he didn't know what he was doing or what he was trying to accomplish, he only knew that he wanted to learn more. 

      Darian is clearly into her, so it makes no sense that he’s taunting me like this.  He though as he dialed the number.  One thing Alex was sure of, if he was interested after speaking to her, he wouldn't be letting Darian's sensibilities interfere with getting what he wanted, friend or not.  He should have kept his damned mouth shut.

      "KKIS, you're calling Angel After Dark.  What is your comment?"  A younger, less sultry voice asked the question and Alex hesitated. 

      "Are you Dr. Hemming?" he asked.

      "No, sir. I’m Chris, her assistant.  I screen the calls and decide which ones to put through to Angel.  Will you tell me what you're calling about, please?"

      Angel.  There was that name again.  He wondered what her voice would sound like saying his own.

      "Sure. I want to give her some perspective on a caller from last week.  I'm the other half of the situation, and I wondered if her response would be different if she had both sides of the story.  She told my girlfriend to dump me."

      "Really?  Yes, I’m sure she'll want this call.  You'll need to turn down your radio or the feedback will hurt everyone's ears.  Please hold." 

       "Line 2, Angel." Christina's voice flowed through the intercom on the other side of the glass and Angel glanced at her.  She was fanning her face with her hand in mock drama.  "This guy sounds hot."

      Angel huffed, thinking about the half a dozen DJs at this station who had amazing voices along with pot guts and thinning hair.  At least it was a man.  This will be a nice change of pace. 

      "He said he was the other half of a call you had last week.  Should be interesting."

      "What's his name?" 

      "He wouldn't say.  He said his name wasn't important."

      The commercial break ended and she leaned forward to click the appropriate icons needed on her computer screen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Alex quickly did as the young woman asked, and turned down the volume, just as the line was picked up.

      "Hello, this is Angeline.  Do you have a confession?"

      "You could say that..."

      Angel's back stiffened at the sound of the caller's voice.  Something in the silky tone told her to be on guard, and her eyes shot to the other side of the desk where Darian was seated.  Something flashed across his face that she couldn't read, and he tossed the cell phone he'd been using to text down on top of the desk.  Angel bristled in her seat and picked up a pen, nervously tapping it on the legal pad in front of her.

      "Yes, and what is your name?"

      "Names don’t matter.  I liked your response to the last caller.  It was... unexpected."

      "Yes, well, I'm glad you were entertained.  Christina tells me that you are party to a previous call?"

      "Mmmm, yes," he said smoothly, but not exactly giving anything away.  Jesus, his voice was amazing and Christina was all grins on the other side of the glass, mouthing I told you so and wagging her eyebrows up and down for emphasis.

      Angel's own eyebrows shot up at the other girl, and a small smile graced her bowed mouth.  Darian was frozen in place, one arm crossed over his chest supporting the other, which left that hand to support his jaw.  He was all dressed up, and Angel was surprised he was even at the station this late.  She knew what she was doing and didn't need him to babysit during the show anymore.

      "Well?  Are you going to tell me?"   Her tone held the slightest bit of annoyance, and the man on the other end laughed softly.  He was enjoying making her work for it.

      "She called and told you that I was, let me see... selfish and made her feel, I think the word was, invisible."

      Angel sat back in her chair and adjusted the microphone attached to her headset.  No wonder Darian was acting like a scorpion crawled up his ass.

      "Ah, yes.  Whitney, right?"

      "Good memory."

      "And I take it that you don't agree with her assumption, right, Alex?"

      There was silence for three seconds, and Angel smiled in satisfaction, realizing it meant he caught that she knew the name he didn’t want to share.  Darian was watching intently and he shook his head slightly, but Angel wasn't sure why and she wasn't in a position to ask him.

      "Good memory, but no.  Our relationship wasn't like that.  Not even from the start.  She mislead you, I'm afraid, Miss Hemming, so your advice to dump my ass was hardly warranted," he said calmly.  A little too calmly.  Apparently, Whitney told the truth when she said he didn’t care about her.

      "Mmmm, it's Doctor Hemming, but you can call me Angel.  I don't remember telling her to dump your ah... you, at all.  I told her to talk to you."

      "Whatever you said, the effect was the same.  It hardly matters since it was already over as far as I was concerned.  In effect, you did me a favor.  She's still calling me, begging, by the way."

       Angel rolled her eyes in disdain at the caller’s smugness and Darian's face split into a brilliant smile, his white teeth flashing brightly in the dark room.  A likely story.   "So, if it wasn't like that, then what was it like?  From your perspective, I mean?"

      "Mutual convenience, nothing more," he answered shortly. "I'm a very busy man, and I don't have time for romance.  She wanted someone to pay the bills, and I wanted safe sex on a regular basis, so it worked well for all concerned."

       "It sounds very cold and business-like, Alex.  Whitney didn't share that opinion, as you know.  Do you see how she may have felt like a kept woman?"

      He laughed out loud.  "That was what she wanted, to be kept!  I never treated her like a whore, and I didn't screw around.  We were a couple, but we both went into it with clear expectations.  It was simple."

      "Clearly, things changed over time, though.  From what she said, she wanted more."

      "Except, I never offered more, and if she implied otherwise, she was lying.  She was trying to change the rules, and I didn't want them changed.  End of story."

      Angel contemplated for a couple of seconds before she continued.  This was a man who always wanted to be in control. "How long was the, um... affair?"

      "About a year and a half.  So what?  Are you going to tell me that everything has to be hearts and roses?  That no woman can have sex, for sex alone?  If so, it's a great disservice that you're doing to your own sex.  Or, is that just how you are?" he challenged and his voice dropped two decibels. "Do you get all moist and gooey, Angel?"

      She sat back in her chair, starting to get pissed off.  Who in the hell does this asshole think he is?

      "This isn't about me, Alex.  It's about you, so, my gooey-ness, or lack thereof, is not up for discussion," she retorted shortly and then took a deep breath to calm herself.  She needed to remember that she was the one in control of this call, not the arrogant prick on the other end of the phone.  "I'm just telling you that for most women, sex is physiological.  It's a bond; a chemical reaction, if you will.  Yes, it can happen just for the sake of physical release, but I feel if the affair continues for any length of time, some form of emotional feelings will develop.  Sex, especially good sex, is a connection, and intimacy on that level has consequences.  I'm not saying you've been dishonest, Alex, but, even if Whitney had a clear picture of your expectations in the beginning, she came to care about you, which changed her expectations."  Dickhead, she added mentally.

      "And I'm telling you, it wasn't like that.” His voice was cool and unemotional, which grated on Angel’s nerves.  “Whitney isn’t the type to care about anything other than shopping and material things.  She cared more about who made her drapes than she did about me.  Trust me.  We fulfilled needs for the other and nothing more.  Good sex isn’t a fluttery heartbeat.  It’s coming hard—and often.” The amusement in his voice was palpable.  He was baiting her and it was working.

      "How utterly irresistible," she shot back sarcastically.  "Did you leave some money on the nightstand when you blew through the bedroom?"

      "No, but she had everything she needed.  I was the one left wanting.  All she did was nag and complain.  Talk about dousing a fire.  She made the reason I was with her at all vanish."

      "You gave her money but no love. You clearly have a deep-seated phobia of intimacy."

      "That’s a load of crap!"  Alex paused to gather his thoughts and then continued. "Love is overrated, it’s a pipe-dream pumped into little girls minds by Disney movies and fairy tales, at best. You just don't get it.  Let me tell you, lady, intimacy has never been my problem."

      Angel smiled, glad she was finally able to ruffle his feathers.  Whatever, dude.  "There are many levels of intimacy, and clearly, you are clueless."

      "Clearly, you are closeted," he huffed in disgust.

      The skin on Angel's face began to flush with heat as her anger grew, and her hand clenched around the pen she was holding. She cleared her throat and continued as if Alex hadn't commented.

      "Hardly.  Men have to have sex to become emotional and get their protective vibe on. Women, and I'm not saying all the time, but in general, have to feel emotionally connected to really enjoy sex.  It's an ageless conundrum.  Blame evolution, if you will.  Men want to bang their chests and, in effect, impregnate as many women as possible to make sure that the species survives, while women are the nurturers.  Their emotions run amok, kicking in, so that the family and the children flourish."

      Her caller burst out laughing at her analogy.  Darian was doing a good job of keeping it in, but his shoulders were shaking violently and his hand was covering his mouth.

      Angel couldn't help but join in, laughing softly.  "Before the phone lines go wild, I feel I should add a disclaimer here that points out that in no way am I saying that men do not nurture their children.  I'm just talking about base physiological differences between men and women as way of an explanation here."

      Alex grunted.  "Nice generalization, even if you do frame it as physiological.  After that last call, I actually believed you understood men better than most women do.  Should I generalize that all women are grasping, money-hungry, bimbos who can't have orgasms without batteries?  I mean, if I follow your line of thinking."

      He shut up and waited for her to answer, but it was obvious he was angry.

      "If a woman can’t orgasm with you, it's because she was not properly motivated to do so!"

      Darian's eyebrows shot up in shocked surprise at her response while Alex burst out laughing.

      "What about you, Angeline?  Answer my question.  I dare you."  His voice was teasing, sexy, and totally sucking her in.  She never could resist a challenge, and she could tell this man was a panty dropping, sexual predator that could leave a trail of panting women behind him.  If she was honest, her body was reacting to his words and his voice alone. 

      "Can you have sex for the pure animal release of it?  Just for the pleasure of it?   Lots and lots of pleasure, Angeline.”  His voice purred through her headset and a thin veil of perspiration broke out on the surface of her skin in response.  She was becoming sexually aroused at his taunting, and it unsettled her.  "Have you ever been attracted purely on a physical level?"

      She felt her skin prickle at his words, and she wanted desperately to yank the damn headphones off and run her hand through her long hair. How in the hell did he just take control of the conversation and turn it back on her?  He was so fucking full of himself!

      "Alex," she said his name softly and with purpose.  "If you want me to answer, you'll have to answer me first.  So, how badly do you, um... want me to answer?"

      "Go on with your question."   He wanted her answer enough to answer first. 

      She smiled slyly, satisfaction overtaking her expression.  "Do you go through life without any real connections?  Other than your bank account and your professional life, do you have anything real?  Has anyone ever touched you on a deeper level?  Motivated you to really want?  Want so much with your heart and body that it left you literally aching if you couldn't be with her?" she oozed slowly, her voice throbbing on purpose. 

      Fucking men! she thought.  Especially one that was so full of sexuality and a very pompous point of view.  Use that to get your dick hard, you bastard!

      Darian and Christina both watched her in absolute silence until, finally, Darian loosened his tie and tugged at the collar of his shirt, releasing two of the buttons and running a hand over the back of his neck.

      Alex cleared his throat. 

      That's right, baby, come to Mama.  The corners of Angel's full lips lifted in amusement at his hesitation.  Sucker!

       "No.  That kind of feeling doesn't exist for me, and I wouldn't want that kind of emotional slavery even if it did.  I like my life the way it is." His voice was melting around her and she smiled.  "Your turn to answer my question, Angel." 

      Clearing her voice of all the sexual teasing she'd just used, she didn't hesitate.  "Yes.  Of course I can," she said flippantly.  "I'm a grown woman.  I take full responsibility for my life both in and out of the bedroom, but I have rules just like you do."

      "Mmmm, it appears we're on the same page," he said softly.  The suggestion in his voice was clear, and Christina's mouth fell open as she listened intently.

      Angel laughed softly, the sound smooth and warm.  "Not exactly.  You deny deeper feelings exist, and I acknowledge the possibility of them but know my boundaries in situations like you describe.  I don't think it's healthy to stay in a purely sexual relationship for any length of time.  Someone eventually gets hurt.  So while you live in denial of real love, I just... control my outcomes."

      "As do I.  I set my boundaries well in advance and communicate them clearly.  Are you inferring it's better to screw a bunch of different people than to be monogamous?  I find that hard to believe."

      She huffed in agitation.  "Don’t put words in my mouth!  All I am saying is that being monogamous is dangerous if you want to remain detached.  Personally, I don't think that's even possible. I hope that someday you meet someone who changes your perspective." And knocks you on your arrogant ass. 

      "My pers—"

      She interrupted, disconnecting the call to make a point.  She smiled to herself, knowing that being cut off would infuriate this man.  It unsettled her that she found herself wondering about him more than a little, and she actually wanted to know what he’d say.  He seemed dangerous; very, very sexy, and truthfully, that was the most fun she'd had on a call since she started this damn gig.  She glanced at the clock, knowing she had to get on to the next set of spots, but hoped he was still listening. 

      "Thank you for your call, Alex. Someday you'll meet a woman who controls her own orgasms.  Not all of us are at the mercy of men, you know.  Have fun... banging your chest or whatever it is you... bang." 

      A bright smile split across her beautiful face, leaving Darian breathless and stunned.  Thankfully, Christina was out of the studio because she was laughing so hard the tears were rolling down her face.

      "This is Angel After Dark on Kiss FM, and I'll be right back." Angel pushed her headphones off, looking pointedly at Darian.  "Did you put him up to that? That was your friend, wasn't it?"

      He quickly shook his head.  "Nope.  I didn't do anything.  Don't look at me!" 

      Angel's eyebrows shot up.  Yeah, right, she thought.  "Why don't I believe you?"

      "What did you think of him, Angel?  Uh, I mean, of his situation?"

      "I'm trying not to," she said wryly and shook her head, getting up to stretch.  "He's so full of his own sexual power.  I mean... Shit!  He's obviously been a bad, bad boy and needs a serious lesson." 

      Darian's eyebrows shot up in surprise, but he didn't say anything, just let out a low whistle.  Angel smirked but ignored it.  "Aren't you supposed to be out of here?  Really, you don't have to come in here every week."  Darian's eyes followed her movements and flashed over her stomach and the small strip of skin that was peeking out between her jeans and her T-shirt as she moved.

      "I know.  I just want to make sure you have it down before I leave you to your own devices."

      "My own devices?  I've been left to my own damn devices practically my entire life.  You don't need to worry about me.  I can handle things."

      Darian's phone rang, and reluctantly, he picked it up from the table.

      "Yes? Uh, yeah.  No.  No!"  His eyes roamed over Angel, who was standing there with her right hand on her hip, looking at him pointedly.  "Um, Angel, he's pissed that you cut him off and wants to finish the conversation."

      "It is finished," she scoffed with a short laugh.  Poor baby, not used to someone else controlling anything.  Hilarious.

      "He asked if he can call you," Darian said hesitantly, already knowing the answer, and her eyes widened.

      "Not interested," Angel said carelessly and picked up a stack of promos from the desk to glance through them.  "Not at all."   But, she was interested, and she found herself hoping his face and body would live up to that sexy voice.  Men like him were dangerous to women like her to had a strong need to be in control.   She was smart about steering clear of anything that would make her lose even one shred of her carefully constructed world.

      Darian's mouth fell open in astonishment.  "Uh, Alex, she's not here right now.  She went to the bathroom.  Okay, sure.  Completely, Alex.  Later."  He closed his phone without saying another word to the beautiful woman sitting in front of him.

      Angel looked up and wrinkled her nose at her boss.  "Chicken-shit," she admonished with a grin.

      "Angel, he, uh," he began.

      "Yeah.  I know." She shrugged slightly.  "I'm sure his hard-on is all about the challenge he's feeling right now.  He wanted the last word.  He's used to getting what he wants, but now there’s something he can't have, and he’s left holding his dick in his hand.  Naturally, he’s uncomfortable.”

      “There’s a better chance he’s pissed.”

      “So?  Maybe you should introduce the word ‘unattainable’ to your boy's vocab, yeah?"  She sat back down and adjusted the damn headphones.  She still had half an hour to go.  "Now, get the hell out of here!  You're bothering me."
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      Alex was left sitting on the edge of his bed looking at his now silent phone, stunned that she'd cut him off.  He had to admit that he was more than a little aroused by her words and her sassy wit.  Damn, he wanted to know what she looked like!  As if on cue, his phone vibrated with a message from Darian.  It was a photo message, and Alex held his breath as he opened it, somehow sure he was about to get knocked on his reluctant ass. 

      His thumb ran over the screen as the photo loaded, and his breath caught in his throat.  It was a picture of a woman with long dark hair, flowing in thick waves nearly to her waist.  She was wearing ratty jeans, the kind that cost hundreds of dollars because the holes were in all the right places, and a small white T-shirt that clung enticingly to her body.  She was stretching, her arms extended over her head, and her hands laced together.  He couldn't see her features, only the side curve of her face and chin.  She was angled away from Darian's camera, but the photo was sufficient to give Alex a glimpse of the line of her body, the soft curve of her hip, the narrowness of her waist, laid bare as her shirt lifted with her movement, and the full side curve of one breast.  "Shit, what about her face?"

      He wanted to plunge his fingers into the holes in those jeans, to feel the warmth of her skin that was teasing him under that shirt, and to kiss that smartass mouth.  Alex's mouth went dry as blood engorged his body to the point of pain, and he licked his lips.  He wanted her, and he made up his mind that he would have her.

      Alex's breathing quickened as he contemplated this mysterious woman with her biting intellect that was in such contrast to her soft appearance.  He dialed Darian's number impatiently.  "Uh, yeah?" his friend answered.

      "Put that sexy little shit on the phone, Darian."

      "No."

      "No one cuts me off, D.  Put her on the damn phone!  I want to speak to her.  Either that or give me her number.  I'll call her myself."

      "No! Uh, Alex, she's not here right now.  She went to the bathroom."

      "Stop fucking around, D!  I know she's right there.”  Alex waited, but Darian didn’t respond.  “Call me when you leave."

      "Okay, sure."

      "And Darian, from what I see, I concede, she’s gorgeous," he said softly as he ran his hand through his mop of hair.  "Fucking beautiful."

      "Completely, Alex."

       "Look, I know you can't talk, but this is not over."

      "Later." 

      Alex flopped down on the bed and let his arms fall to the side as he waited for Darian to call him back.  Angeline Hemming, you certainly are intriguing.

      A few minutes passed before his phone rang, and he answered it quickly, not moving from his position on the bed.

      "What’d I tell you?  She’s amazing, right?” Darian said smugly. 

      "What was your goal here, Darian?  You’re obviously a walking boner for this woman yourself, but now... Well, let's just say, I'm not sure you're a good enough friend for me to back down."

      "Yes, I do think she's hotter than hell, but unfortunately, I can't date her.  It blows, but I can't, at least for now," Darian groaned.

      "I'm not sure what you were toying with, but I'm worked up now, and want to know more.  I want to see her face.  I want... hell, I just want.  I've never been so aroused by a conversation in my entire life.  Thanks for that."

      "Hey, I didn't make you pick up that goddamned phone.   That was all you, so don't blame me, brother!  Mark my words, Alex.  You’re in for a big surprise when it comes to Angel.  She won't be like the women you're used to.  She's beautiful, smart, and tough as nails."

      "What's her number, Darian?"

      "Sorry, man.  No can do.  She'd cut my balls off."

      "Stop being such a pussy. You're her boss, for Christ's sake!"

      "Not really.  She's doing this for her own reasons.  She could walk tomorrow and not blink twice but I need her for the ratings.  She's only doing this for the public service announcements she's weaseled out of me."

      "If you won't tell me, fine.  It isn't like I don't have the resources to find out anything I want to know, which will be much more than her phone number.”

      "Dude, don't get your hopes up.  She's untouchable, even for the great Alex Avery.  I have faith that she'll kick your ass from one end of Chicago to the other, which is why I’ve baited you this way.  I’d love to see you work for it, just once."

      Alex snorted as his mouth lifted in a smirk.  As if that was possible. He was more than ready to take on the challenge that Angel Hemming presented.  He was more excited by the prospect, and by this woman, than he'd been since he couldn't remember when.  Maybe even, ever.   "Well, you started this shit.  If you want her, you'll have to beat me to it, and I won't play fair.  I don't give a shit if you are my best friend."

      "I wouldn't expect you to, Alex.  You wouldn't be you if you did, but like I said, Angel is untouchable.  She’s different than most women."

      Alex laughed, not doubting his ability to win her over and get his way.  "Mark my words, D."  He was up to any challenge, especially one with rewards as delectable as this.  "I'm telling you now that I will touch her.  In all sorts of places.  And if anyone is gonna be in control of her orgasms, it will be me.  Me."
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      Angel rolled over at the sound of Christina Aguilera’s song, Dirty, coming from her phone on the nightstand for the third time.  Her best friend, Becca James, was no doubt calling to remind her of their gym appointment.  It was a standing thing every Saturday, but ever since Angel began at KKIS, it was harder and harder for her to drag herself out of bed.

      “For God’s sake!” she mumbled as she finally peeled away the pillow she was holding over her eyes, flung it brutally toward the foot of the bed, and glanced at the clock.

      Reluctantly, she leaned over and grabbed the phone just as the ringing stopped.  “Oops.  Too bad, Becs.”

      Angel flopped back onto her plush pillows and dropped the phone on the bed, closing her eyes in hope of a couple more hours of sleep.  Her hope was short-lived when the phone immediately started playing the song again. Angel picked it up and answered with unveiled irritation. “What!”

      “Are you still in bed?  You have twenty minutes to get to the gym or your ass is mine,” Becca answered shortly.

      Angel and Becca both had studied social science and liberal arts at Northwestern, which quickly led to becoming fast friends.  A study in contrasts; they complimented each other well.  Angel was subdued and focused, while Becca was outgoing, wild, and easily distracted.  They balanced each other over the years; each adopting some of the other’s traits.

      Angel continued for two more degrees while Becca had taken her physical education and nutritional science bachelor’s and become a personal trainer.  And boy did she train!  There were times Angel wished Becca had done anything else, but that. She was merciless in the gym and literally worked Angel’s ass off.   She rolled over and scratched her flat stomach beneath the lime green cotton of her pajama top.

      “Becca, I’m so tired.  How about we just meet for brunch?”  Angel sat up and ran a hand through her hair, squinting in protest at the bright sunlight streaming in around her tightly drawn blinds.

      “Uh… no! Get. Your. Ass. Here. Now!” Becca punctuated her words with a giggle.  “Angel, you owe that tight little bod to me, so suck it up.  Don’t punish me because you’ve suddenly taken to giving advice to the lovelorn until all hours of the night.”

      “It’s not just the lovelorn, you Nazi trainer bitch!” Angel groaned.  “It’s also the codependent, dysfunctional, and mentally unbalanced.  Why can’t I just run five miles on the treadmill here?”

      The apartment that she lived in was first-class with a well equipped-gym where residents had twenty-four hour access; so, it was more for friendship than for necessity that made Angel trek to the Bally where Becca worked.  Angel overpaid her outrageously for their sessions since it was the only way that Becca’s pride would allow Angel to help her financially.

      “Because, I said so.  Get moving.”

      “You have no idea how long these nights are,” Angel lamented while she hugged one of the huge white pillows to her, wishing again that she could just sleep. “I hate you.”

      “I know you love me,” Becca teased.  “You can whine to me at the gym.  I need to hear all about that guy you talked to last night.  Holy hell, that was hot.”

      “Seriously?  You heard the same thing that I did, so what else can I tell you? He’s an arrogant prick who thinks he can get his dick wet whenever and with whomever he wants.  I wanted to reach through the phone and strangle him on the spot.  He was so friggin’ infuriating.”

      She flushed at the memory, the heat infusing beneath her pale skin in a hot rush.  In truth, his confident arrogance turned her on in a big way, and she bristled at the thought of his sultry voice and the way he’d made her feel.  He pushed every one of her invisible buttons. She’d actually been aroused.

      “Whatever.  Just get here.  Jillian wants to see you, and I have to pick her up by ten-thirty.”

      Angel smiled as she thought of the beautiful little girl with golden blonde curls and sparkling blue eyes, whose chubby little cheeks got even chubbier when she giggled.  Her heart swelled with love.  Becca had the misfortune of getting pregnant, and her loser boyfriend left her to deal with the hardships of single parenthood.  Now, Jillian’s father saw her only on rare occasions.  It was harder on the poor thing than it was worth, and the little girl suffered terribly from separation anxiety from her mother.  Angel had stuck by Becca’s side, been her birth coach, and was now Jillian’s godmother.  The two shared a very special bond and simply adored each other.

      Angel got up out of the bed and went to her dresser to select her clothes.  She pulled her gym bag down from her closet shelf and packed the street clothes she would need after her workout.

      “Okay.  I won’t shower since you’re gonna make me sweat my butt off anyway.  See you in twenty.”

      “Angel… 20 extra squats for every single minute you’re late.”

      “You whore,” Angel said, but she was laughing out loud as she padded back into the bedroom.   Becca joined in, her high-pitched laughter tinkling over the phone.  “I have to go now or my slave driver best friend will kill me.”

      “The clock starts now.”

      “Guh!” Angel giggled and shut the phone off, carelessly tossing it on the bed.  She hurriedly dressed in black yoga pants and a lavender top, grabbed some socks and her New Balance trainers.  She rushed to pull her long, thick hair up into a messy knot on the top her head before grabbing the bag and darting down to the parking garage in the basement of her building.

      She glanced at her watch and tossed her gym bag in the passenger seat of her Lexus HS hybrid before sliding in behind the wheel.  The car was luxurious without going overboard.  Angel’s conscience wouldn’t allow her to spend unnecessary money when she didn’t have to. She’d rather send it to her dad or give it to one of her causes than waste it on things she didn’t need to be happy.  Her three bedroom apartment was her one splurge.  It was more than she needed, but it had extra room for Becca and Jill in case they needed to stay with her, and it offered convenient access to her office and the courthouse.  In Angel’s hectic world, time was much more valuable than money.

      She still had 14 minutes to reach her destination; as she merged onto the 290, her phone rang in her purse.  The ringtone this time was her father’s and she happily picked it up.

      “Hey, Daddy!”

      “How’s my baby?”  His deep voice was gruff and scratchy from years of smoking.  Each time Angel thought of it, her heart fell a little.   He hadn’t had an easy life, but he somehow managed to be so happy all the time.  She often wondered how he did it after her mother split.  Angel had tried numerous times to get him to pack up and move to Chicago to be closer to her, but he liked his friends and his life in Joplin.  The lack of bustle was what Joe enjoyed, but Angel had felt claustrophobic in the little town, and she was never really accepted at high school.  Kids were mean due to her position as ‘the janitor’s daughter’.  “I’m good.  Becca has me on the way to work out.  What are you up to?”

      “I’m headed to pick up William and Benjamin.  We’re going to the Ozarks for the weekend.  The weather’s nice and the fish should be biting.”

      Inwardly, Angel groaned at the memory of how lame she’d found those trips.  Joe dragged her along more times than she could count, and sitting in a boat, waiting for the fish to bite, was boring as hell.  William’s son, Ben, was the only real friend she had in high school, but even he went over to the dark side when it came to fishing.

      “Dad!  Do something fun!  Go to Branson, at least! See some shows.” Branson was a bustling tourist trap with lots of musical shows, amusement parks, restaurants and golf courses.  She’d abhorred the golfing, but the rest was something Angel had enjoyed the two times they went there together.

      “Fishing is fun!  Besides, Will’s been a little under the weather, and this is what he wants to do.”

      “Oh?  Is he okay?” Angel was concerned.  “Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”

      “Sure, Angel.  He’s not one to talk about his troubles. He had some stomach problems, that’s all.”

      “Okay.  I hate to run, Dad, but I’m at the gym, and Becca threatened me with extra squats if I’m late.  Tell the guys hello for me.”

      “Love you, hon.  It wouldn’t kill you to come see your poor old dad sometime, ya know?”

      “Yes, I know.  I will soon.  Love you, too.  Bye.”

      Angel took her bag and rushed through the doors of the club, stopping briefly to swipe her membership card at the desk before rushing to the locker room to stash her things.  Becca was waiting for her on the bench in front of their lockers and glanced in exaggeration at her watch. Angel pursed her lips and rolled her eyes in response. Becca was pretty, with shoulder-length blonde hair, a very muscular build, a pert nose and bright green eyes.  Physically, she was sturdier than Angel’s waif-like frame, but emotionally, much weaker.

      “Stop with the watch watching.  I’m here, aren’t I?”  Angel scoffed, closing the locker and quickly pushing the padlock in place.  “Lead on.”

      “Barely.”  It didn’t take Becca long to begin drilling Angel about her late night caller once she had her on the elliptical to warm up.  “Angel, ten minutes at 3.5.”  She leaned on the frame of the machine as she looked expectantly into Angel’s face, who tried not to make eye contact but bit her lip to keep her smile at bay as she started the machine.

      As she worked out, Angel kept her mouth shut and waited for Becca to crack, wondering just how long it would be until she couldn’t stand it anymore.  It didn’t take long.

      “Well?” Becca said with her hands outstretched in front of her, palms up, and Angel burst out laughing.  So predictable.

      “Well, what?” Angel teased.

      “Stop fucking around and spill!”

      “Bec, you heard it!  What are you expecting me to say?”

      Becca was exasperated.  “Shit, Angel.  Am I the only one with a vagina?  I almost came at the sound of his voice.  Alex, right?”  She raised her eyebrows suggestively as she repeated his name, and Angel smiled despite her attempts to keep a straight face.  Becca had a wonderful sense of humor and wicked wit that often left her laughing so hard she cried.  Angel wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t want to admit that she was definitely aware of her vagina last night, simply from speaking with the faceless caller.  She felt ridiculously out of control, and it was disconcerting, to say the least.

      Her warm up completed, Angel reached out and pointed at the timer on the machine.  Becca nodded and increased the speed and the resistance. Angel ignored her but her mind raced, wondering if his face and body matched that silken voice.

      Fuck, yes, Alex!  She felt a flush spread beneath the skin of her neck and face, thankful for the workout so Becca wouldn’t notice how this guy affected her. “Was that his name?”

      “Angel,” Becca admonished.  “If you don’t think he was hot, I might as well call the morgue to come and collect your corpse.”

      “Stop being so over-dramatic.” Angel wrinkled her nose at her friend.  “Yes, he sounded hot, but he could be a slug, for all I know.  It’s like that joke Kyle used to make about those phone sex girls on the late night commercials.  Remember?”

      Kyle was Angel’s boyfriend while they were attending Northwestern; a music major and   a bad boy, complete with tattoos, a rock band, and a vintage Les Paul electric guitar that was his pride and joy.  He was smoking hot, but even he hadn’t shaken her like this.

      “Sorry, no.”

      “He used to say that they were probably overweight trolls in hot pink, velour track suits, shoving bonbons into their mouths and reading Tolstoy while they pseudo-moaned with over-exaggerated pants into the phone.”

      They both chuckled.  “Angel, if you’re trying to convince me that this Alex is anything but breathtaking, I won’t believe you.”

      “You always were the more delusional of the two of us.  I keep my head on straight; less disappointment that way.”

      “Please don’t confuse delusion with optimism! What’s his story?”

      Angel could see that Becca’s curiosity would not be denied, and she sighed in defeat as she climbed off of the elliptical and used the towel hanging around her neck to wipe the perspiration off her brow.

      Out of habit, they walked into the room that housed the free weights next; usually they were the only women in there and surrounded by several men pumping iron.  Angel found it funny how the men always stared at themselves in the mirror while they worked out.  She didn’t particularly like all of the ogling they did either, but Becca insisted that if you got the form right, free weights worked the muscles harder in a shorter amount of reps. Angel was all for expediting.

      Becca nudged her shoulder when Angel didn’t answer right away. “Hello?”

      Angel shrugged.  “I don’t know that much.  His girlfriend called in complaining that he was gone all the time and she wanted more.  I told her to toughen up and get it or get out.  He called in a week later to tell me his side of the story.”  Angel shrugged as she picked up a seven pound dumbbell in each hand.

      “Okay, 3 sets of 20 reps each arm, rest fifteen seconds in between.”

      “Jesus, Becca.  I got it.  I know the drill.  You only need to be here to irritate me, not tell me the basics, all right?”  Angel tried to transition the conversation away from Alex.  Alex, whatever-his-name is, she mused.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” Becca asked and picked up a barbell to start lifting beside Angel.

      Angel shrugged.  “I really don’t know much about him, other than he’s rich, and he wants his relationships all business.”

      “Mmmm, well if he fucks as good as he sounds, I’d want to get down to business and fast.”

      “Becca!  You’ve got a one-track mind.” Angel smirked in helpless response to the humor.  “He was a caller.  Nothing more.”  She hesitated, wondering if it was wise to say the next words.  “Even if I was curious about him, he’s my boss’ best friend.”

      Becca was steadily pumping iron, her toned arms taking the weight easily.  She stopped as her eyes widened.  “Darian knows him?”

      Turning, Angel walked back to the weight rack and replaced the dumbbell where she’d found them, took a deep breath, and answered.  “Yes.  But that’s all I know.”

      “And you have no intention of finding out about this man?  Are you dead?”  Angel rolled her eyes while Becca helped place a barbell across her shoulders for the legwork.

      “He sounds sexy, sure.  So what?  It means nothing.  If he’s attractive, no doubt he’s a heartbreaker. Those types of men are a dime a dozen.  I don’t need to turn into one of the desperate women who call the show.  I’m not going down that road.”

      Angel dropped down into a squat as Becca started counting them off with a frown settling on her face.

      “Maybe it’s a trip you should take, Angel.  At least, check out the travel brochure.  What could it hurt?  Your wheels have to be getting a little rusty, girlfriend.”

      “Ugh!  I told Darian last night that I wasn’t interested, so it’s really a moot point, Becca.  Can we move on?  I want to get this shit knocked out and go get my Jillybean.”

      Becca’s features softened at the mention of her daughter’s name, but she wasn’t distracted from the subject at hand.  “Is Darian trying to set you up?”

      “Not exactly.”  She grunted as she began another set of squats, the sweat starting to bead on her forehead and seep through her top on her back and under her breasts.

      “Oh, for God’s sake!  Will you just come out with it?”

      “He called Darian’s phone and asked to speak with me after I cut him off.  I said I wasn’t interested loud enough for him to hear me.”  Angel rolled her eyes and kept up the squats without breaking her rhythm.

      “He called.  He fucking called.”  It was more of a statement than a question.  “You didn’t even talk to him?  He’s obviously interested.  Aren’t you even the slightest bit curious?  If his dick is anything like his voice… I mean, shit!”

      Angel burst out laughing.  “Becca, take this, please.  You’re incorrigible!”

      “And you’re insane!”  Becca removed the bar from Angel’s shoulders and set it along the mirrored wall.  As usual, there were a number of the men eyeing the two beautiful girls, one of them even moved closer, clearly interested in Angel.  His eyes roamed over her small, well-toned frame in appreciation.  Becca glanced his way and caught what he was about to do and waved a finger at him.  He was tall, blonde, and muscular, but too meaty for Angel’s taste.   “Oh, no, honey, this girl is a vegetarian.  You’re wasting your time.”

      The man got a perplexed look on his face.  “What? Are you two dykes or what?”

      Angel bit her lip, trying to keep the hysterical laughter at bay while Becca huffed in response, looking over the man in disgust, taking in the thickness of his legs, body, and especially the neck. Dude, we don’t like men whose neck circumference exceeds that of their skull, she thought and wished she could say it aloud.

      “Uh… no!” Becca’s blue eyes flashed to Angel and then back again.  “Apparently, she has a new aversion to meat.  If she’s not up for filet mignon, she’s not interested in ground round.”

      By now, Angel was shoving Becca back toward the cardio room again, both of them laughing uncontrollably.

      “Shut up, Becca!  Oh, my God!”

      The man stood entranced, watching them move away from him. “Huh?”

      Another fit of laugher shook Angel’s shoulders, and she wiped at the tears leaking from her eyes.

      “Exactly!” Becca quipped to him over her shoulder as they disappeared through the locker room doors.  “I know steroids shrink their balls, but I guess the brain goes, too.”

      “Stop, Becca.  My sides hurt!” Angel threw out, and it was Becca’s turn to laugh.  “Is it just their balls?”

      “No… you know teeny peens never were my fave!  I mean, seriously, all that muscle except where it counts.  Dumb asses.”

      “How much, um, research have you done on the subject?”

      “Enough!  And Angel, you need to research that sexy voice.”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay.  Running or stair-stepper today?”

      “Running.  Three miles at intervals. Start with a jog.”

      Angel pushed the start button on the machine and began a slow jog while Becca joined her on the treadmill next to hers.  “You could use a good bone.  Maybe Mr. Velvet Voice can throw you one.  Just sayin’, Angel.”

      Angel smiled again.  “You’re the one who won’t let go of the bone.  You’re like a rabid dog.  Why don’t you concentrate on getting yourself a good man, and let me worry about me? Let’s run.  Maybe if you’re out of breath, you can get off my ass about this guy.  Do you want to meet him?  I’ll ask Darian to set you up.”

      “He called you.  You can’t tell me that doesn’t make your panties at least a little bit damp.  What are you afraid of?”

      “I’m not afraid, but I’m not an idiot.  Men like him are dangerous to women in general.  I’m not looking for a relationship, but if I were, he’d be the last type of man I’d want.  He’s too detached.  You heard him.  He needed sex and having a monogamous relationship was a convenient way to get it.  Call me crazy, but if you’re only fucking for a fling, okay.  But I already have someone for that.  I don’t need to complicate my life with someone like him.”

      “Oh, yes.  How is Kenny?”  Becca crinkled her nose in distaste, took a big swig from her water bottle, and then wiped the moisture from her mouth with the back of her hand.  “He’s just so… bleh.”

      Angel shook her head.  “He’s a nice guy.”

      Kenneth Gant was a lawyer that Angel met when she first starting working as guardian ad litem for the Cook County District Court.  He’d taken a strong interest in her from the first time they’d met.  Angel dated him for a while, but now it was mainly a sexual relationship once or twice a month.  Even that was getting too much.  Her rule of sex with no strings for short-term only was sorely stretched on this one.  Funny though, he was the one with feelings, not her.

      Angel sighed. When she thought about it, it was about scratching an occasional itch.  Maybe it wasn’t so different from Alex’s situation, except he treated the girl like they were in a relationship, so the boundaries got blurred.  With Ken, she was honest and told him, in no uncertain terms, that they had no future together.  Kyle had hurt her badly when he cheated on her with one of the band’s groupies, and she wasn’t about to open her heart like that again.  No man was going to control her, or her life, or her emotions ever again.  It wasn’t worth it to her.

      “Nice is girl code for bleh,” Becca pointed out with a cringe, and Angel shrugged.

      “He’s been good to me.  I’m not seeing him that much anymore, anyway.  I felt like I was leading him on.  I know he wants more and I don’t.”

      “No shit?  Probably the bleh factor kicking in,” Becca deadpanned. “He’s not bad looking, but his personality—not so much.”

      “He’s not that bad.  He’s sweet.” Angel shook her head and chuckled.

      “Yeah?  There you go with more code-speak again.  Translation? Boring. You need to get out more, Angel.” Becca shook her head knowingly.  She was well aware that Angel was not into this lawyer at all.  “When you start using adjectives like amazing, fuckhawt or magic peen, then I’ll know your vag is at attention.”

      “Magic peen is an adjective and a noun,” Angel pointed out with a smirk.

      “Yeah, well, I think you get my point.”
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      Alex paced back and forth in front of his desk, impatient for Cole to call him back.  It was Saturday and the office was empty, most of the lights were off, and it was eerily silent.  Avery Enterprises had three entire floors of the Hancock Building, and Alex’s office was on the Southeast corner of the top floor.  Of course, it was the best view of the city and the waterfront, and it was more like a small apartment, with luxurious furniture and a full private bathroom, sitting room, and closet.  The sofa was oversized and Alex had found himself asleep on it many times while working late on an acquisition deal or schematics for a new hotel.

      Ever since that damn phone call last night, his thoughts were consumed with the incomplete glimpses he’d seen of the mysterious woman named Angel Hemming.  He didn’t have her face, but he had her words.  Just that sultry voice intrigued him more than he was willing to admit, and he was compelled to know more about her.  Words were the only thing between them, yet he’d been more aroused than if she’d grabbed his cock and begged him to fuck her.

      He huffed in disbelief at his own weakness as his mind darted to the picture Darian had sent via and the mystery surrounding the woman attached to it.  She was intelligent and seemed to understand how a man’s mind worked.  Which, in and of itself, was a huge turn-on and something he hadn’t come across before.  Topped off by that damn snarky, teasing banter,  and he was captivated.  Alex wanted to know more.  Much more.

      He hadn’t slept much and dawn was breaking over the horizon, shining into his penthouse.  As coffee brewed in the kitchen, Alex was already in his personal gym. He spent an hour rowing and running until he’d exhausted himself; the sweat casting a thin sheen on the skin of his muscular chest and arms and running lightly down his face.   His original plan had been to drive out to his house and pick up his dog, Max, before going to his parents’ acreage on the north side of the city.  Instead, he found himself in front of his computer Googling Angeline Hemming.

      He shook his head in utter astonishment.  Alex fucking Avery Googling a woman?  Pathetic.  The worst part was, he found almost nothing.  A nod to her chairing some women’s empowerment organization, and small mentions about her in articles surrounding a couple of the highest profile abuse cases that Chicago had seen in the two years since she’d gotten her PhD.  The nature of her work kept the details quiet as most of the case files were sealed, but it was apparent that she was well respected and sought after.  Alex was impressed.  She was professional and she had ethics.  The only other thing he found was a press release issued about the new radio show being a platform for her charity work.  Nothing personal.  Not one damn thing.  And what burned Alex’s ass more than anything was that there wasn’t a single picture to ease his burning curiosity.

      He moved across the room, raking both hands through his thick hair, and stopped in front of the windows.  It was a clear day and the water of Lake Michigan sparkled in the sunlight, contrasting its dark hues against the light blue, spring sky.

      “Fucking hell,” Alex muttered to himself.  He felt irritated that his thoughts were consumed by a woman he’d never met, and he was angry at Darian for taunting him. He shook his head in disgust. He hadn’t even seen her face.  Stupidly, I fell for the goddamned bait!

      It had only been minutes, yet seemed like hours when his brother finally called back.

      “Cole, what the hell took you so long?” Alex admonished sharply. He was younger than Cole by two years, but of the three Avery children, Alex was, by far, the most responsible.   Cole worked because his father and brother forced the issue, but if he had his preference, he’d be laying on a beach in the Bahamas or Bali instead.

      “I’m not home.  Otherwise engaged, dude.”

      Alex grimaced at the slang term.  Ugh.

      “Uh, can’t say I give a shit what your state of engagement is, Cole.  What’s the name of that investigator?  The one that Dad has on retainer?”

      “Whoa.  The CFO doesn’t remember the name of the investigator?” Cole teased lightheartedly.  While Alex was serious and focused, Cole could make any situation into a joke.  “I mean, if I was in charge of all the money, I sure as shit would know who the head of security was.”

      Alex sighed and ran his hand impatiently through his hair again, his fingers stopping to yank on the strands. “Cole, if you want to be in charge of the cash, I suggest you take it up with Dad.  For now, can you help me out?”  His voice was flat and resigned, like a parent dealing with a disobedient child.

      They shared brotherly love, but there was a decided competition between the two.  Cole held a degree of resentment toward Alex because he was technically his boss.  Their parents, especially their father, Charles, didn’t trust Cole’s slacker nature.  It was always Alex who stepped in to clean up the mess, and it didn’t go unnoticed.  He was the model child; always excelling, always doing what was expected and more.

      “Bro, forget work.  Let’s go to the Cubs game this afternoon.  Get Darian and Dad, and I’ll call Josh, too,” Cole rattled on.  His complete lack of focus made Alex’s mouth tighten in annoyance.

      Joshua Franklin was their sister Allison’s husband.  Ally met Josh on a spring break trip to Cabo San Lucas six years earlier.  His family was from a small town in Oklahoma, and though he wasn’t wealthy, Allison loved his gentle charm and easygoing nature.  Charles hadn’t accepted him easily; at first thinking no one was good enough for his youngest child and only daughter.  But with fortitude and grace, Josh eventually won him over.  Josh refused to take a job within the company, preferring to be self-sufficient and started a small insurance agency.  Alex ensured Josh’s success by running all of the corporation’s insurance policies through the Franklin agency.  The Avery account and the connections with the family soon had his agency well networked and extremely lucrative.

      “Can you please just give me the. God. Damn. Name?” Alex enunciated every word.

      “What’s got your shorts in a wad up your ass?  Jesus, Alex, you need to lighten up.  Have some fun for Christ’s sake.”

      “Someone’s got to earn the money, and between the two of us, we know who jacks off.  If you want me to go to the game and front the beer, stop pissing with me and tell me what I want to know.  I can get my business done while you call the rest of your little playmates.”

      Cole laughed softly in response.   “Fuck you.”

      “Maybe later, dickhead.  The name?” Alex wasn’t laughing, but he was grinning from ear to ear, and the amusement in his voice told Cole he was joking around.

      Alex heard some rustling on the other end of the phone.  “Fine. I have to look in my contacts.  Hold on.”

      Alex went to his mahogany desk and sat down in the large leather chair, waiting.  He put his phone on speaker and set it on the desk.

      “Uh, Bancroft.  Jason Bancroft.”

      “Yeah, that’s right.  Okay, get tickets and text me with the game time.  I’m taking Max to the folks, so I’ll grab Dad and meet you there.”  Alex was already looking up the phone number for the Bancroft agency online.

      “Sure.  Alex, what’s this about?”

      “Probably nothing.  I’m curious about something, and I can’t find much on the net. I’ll tell you about it later but not in front of Dad.”

      “You can get anything online, but it takes time. You need to get some patience.”

      “I’d rather just have it done. Besides, I don’t have time to fuck around on the internet.”

      “If you’re keeping it from Dad, it isn’t about the company.  And the plot thickens.”

      Alex laughed without answering.  “Don’t drown in the quagmire.  It’s not worth it.  See you later.”

      “Yeah, later.”

      Alex ended the call and immediately dialed Bancroft’s number, groaning when he got the answering service.

      “I need to speak to Bancroft immediately.  This is Alexander Avery.”

      “Mr. Bancroft is out of the office.  Would you like to leave a message?”  The bland female voice on the other end of the phone inquired.

      “Just tell him to call me please. It’s very important.”  Alex grimaced; angry he felt such impatience over something that, two days ago, was insignificant.  It isn’t an emergency, no one was dying nor millions of dollars extorted, but yet he felt anxious, clammy, and his heart rate elevated.  Get a grip, Avery.  What the fuck is your problem?

      “I understand, sir.”

      “I’m not sure you do.  He’s on retainer for my company, and I need a call back in the next ten minutes.”

      “I’ll try, sir.  I’ll page him.  Can I please have your number?”

      Alex complied quickly as he left the office and headed toward his late-model, black Audi convertible.  He was soon on his way out of the city, traveling north toward his estate with Aerosmith playing loudly in Dolby Surround Sound.  The epitome of a rich, young executive, Alex had all the toys that one would expect in his position but gave little thought to it.  He could drive a Lamborghini or live in a mansion with a full staff, but considered both obnoxious and unnecessary, though he liked luxury.  He was confident and even arrogant on occasion, but it was a fine line measured a certain degree of class. Yes, he’d grown up in a family with money, but Charles made him work for every damn thing he had and he was expected to excel.  It became second nature to own responsibility for everything and everyone, and he never failed.  He’d worked hard, and didn’t waste his time or energy feeling guilty.  When he wanted something, he made it happen.

      Would Angel Hemming be different?  So far, she wasn’t like anyone he’d ever met and he was acting out of sorts.  Alex was stimulated beyond belief, vowing that after they met, if he wanted her, he’d have her.  She fascinated him in many ways.  She was beautiful from what he’d seen, but it was her intellect and sense of humor that drove his desire.  He wanted to know if she was as sexy as she sounded; if the incredible confidence she exuded would carry over into the bedroom.  His dick twitched at the thought.

      He smiled to himself.  She certainly seemed luscious in every sense of the word.  The brief twinge of guilt at the prompt end of his last relationship was quickly forgotten as the phone rang and he grabbed it from the passenger seat.

      “Hello?”

      “Mr. Avery, it’s Jason Bancroft.  How can I help you?”

      “I need information about someone.”

      “Yes, sir.  Is this a security matter for the company?”

      “No.  The reason isn’t relevant to the investigation.  Find out everything you can about Dr. Angeline Hemming.  She’s a psychotherapist or something, works with high profile abuse cases, and has a radio gig on Friday nights.”

      “Do you want the basic rundown? Background check, credit, criminal record?”

      Alex laughed.  Even he realized how absurd that sounded.  “No.  I mean, sure, but I want the real guts.  Where she grew up, family background, education, resume, connections, places she goes, names of her friends.  I want to know her routine and if she’s seeing anyone.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If she is, find out about him as well,” he said with a wicked grin.  Knowing a competitor’s weakness always made them a vulnerable target.

      Mr. Bancroft chuckled.   “How detailed should I get?”

      “Everything.  Down to the name of her fucking dentist.”

      Jason Bancroft laughed out loud, understanding Alex’s real motivation.  “Ah.  But, what if she doesn’t have teeth?  Have you considered that?” he joked.

      Alex flashed a big smile in response as he changed lanes and floored it.  “Oh, she does and they’re sharp as hell.  I’ve already been bitten.”
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      Throp!

      The manila envelope landed on the mahogany desk with a loud thud.  Alex threw his assistant, Mrs. Dane, a dirty look at the abrupt gesture.  She’d been his right hand since he’d taken the helm alongside his father and had earned a certain measure of Alex’s respect.   It entitled her to get away with things that someone else might not and cemented their professional relationship with a good measure of friendship.  She smirked at him and patted the back of her tightly coiffed chignon with her right hand as she turned to leave the room.  She was a robust woman with graying dark hair, perfectly groomed, and steadfast.  Sturdy was the word Charles used to describe her.

      “Wait, Mrs. Dane.  What’s in this package?”  Alex ran a hand down his navy blue and red silk tie and raised his eyebrow at her.

      Mrs. Dane was older than Alex by probably thirty years, and she was impeccable in everything she did.  He’d never asked her age because his mother told him it was impolite to inquire that of women.  Especially one that was older than you.  She stopped and turned toward him, brushing an imaginary fleck of lint off of her purple brocade suit.  “I have no idea.”

      He smiled.  “Well, where did it come from?”  He picked it up and looked at the logo on the envelope.  Bancroft Investigations.  “Never mind, Mrs. Dane.   Thank you.”  He looked up at her from his seated position behind his desk.  “Did Dad say what this urgent meeting is about?”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Avery.  He only said that you were to meet him in his office at 4:30 today.  Have you signed the checks I left for you?  If so, I can get them in the mail before I leave.”  Most of the checks from Avery Enterprises were signed with an electronic version of his signature, but when they were over half a million dollars, Alex deigned to sign them personally.

      “They’re done.” He reached in his drawer and handed them to her.  It was Friday afternoon and Alex balked at a meeting this late in the day, even if it was with his father.  “You’re free to leave after you get these in the mail, Mrs. Dane.  Have a great weekend.”

      “Thank you, sir.”  A genuine smile spread across her gentle face as she walked toward his office door.  “You as well.”

      “I will.  Thank you.”  Alex opened his top drawer and used his letter opener to slit the top of the envelope then pulled out a thick folder.  Angeline Hemming was printed on the front, and it was held closed with rubber bands in both directions.  There was a note clipped to the front.

      Dear Mr. Avery,

      Dr. Hemming has a flawless record, near-perfect credit, and impeccable credentials.  Nothing stood out as a red flag, but I did include everything for your review.  Small town girl from a poor family who excelled academically, she put herself through school with scholarships and a variety of jobs, none of them questionable.  She is well respected professionally for her work in domestic abuse cases and active in some of the local charities that are relevant.  She owns a condo less than two miles from your apartment downtown.

      Alex’s eyes widened.  That close?  Maybe I’ve seen her somewhere.

      The only photos that I was able to find were her high school yearbook.  I’ve included the scans inside, but they’re kind of grainy.  She’s been seeing a lawyer by the name of Kenneth Gant, but not much evidence of the relationship other than a couple of fundraisers they’ve attended together.  He’s clean as a whistle, too, so I hope that is what you were looking for.

      Her father still works as a janitor in Joplin, Missouri.  I found her mother, as well, but there is nothing to substantiate that she is part of Dr. Hemming’s life at the present.  She resides in Houston, Texas and has since remarried.

      Regards,

      J. Bancroft

      Alex had just removed the letter and the rubber bands when the phone on his desk began to ring.

      “Alex Avery,” he answered, and then flipped through some of the documents as his father’s voice came through the phone.

      “Alex, you’re late.  Can you come up now?” Charles Avery asked.

      “Yeah, Dad.  On my way.  Unless we can put this off?” Alex asked hopefully.

      His father laughed.  “It won’t take long.”

      “Dad, listen, I was going to meet Darian for a few drinks.  I promised him I’d play racquetball this week and had to blow him off because of the Toronto trip.”

      “You can’t give your old dad five minutes?”

      “All right.”  Alex wasn’t due to meet his friend for almost two hours but was exasperated that he had to delay looking in the folder in front of him. He sighed, closed it, and put it in his right hand desk drawer, then carefully locked his desk.  “I’ll be up shortly.”

      On the walk to the elevators, he searched his mind for what his father might want to discuss.  The Wellington takeover was going well, he’d taken care of the situation in Toronto, and an offer of employment had been made for the replacement of the incompetent CFO in Munich.  Not bad for a week’s work, so what in the hell could it be?

      Charles’s office was two floors below, and Judy, his young assistant, smiled at Alex as he walked out of the elevator.  She flushed and straightened her hair. Alex smiled at the obvious nerves he created in the girl.  She was pretty, but a little shy.  Light brown hair and slim figure.  Not beautiful.  Not memorable, but competent.  He lifted his hand and pointed toward the door.  Judy nodded and Alex walked into his father’s office, closing the door behind him.

      Charles was on the phone, presumably with Alex’s mother, if the content of the conversation was anything to go by.   Alex settled himself in one of the leather wingback chairs in front of his father’s huge antique desk and waited for the call to end.  This office was a great deal more old-fashioned than his.  The furniture was collectors’ items, and the walls were well-lined with Charles’s classic book collection.  Alex’s own taste was more modern, more open, and a good deal less cluttered.

      “Okay, darling.  I’ll be home in an hour.”    His father was dressed similarly to himself: expensive designer suit, custom-made Egyptian cotton shirt and silk tie, Italian leather shoes.  They both looked like they stepped out of a GQ magazine and right into the corporate world.  Alex released the button of his suit jacket as he waited.  “Alex just came in.  Yes, I’ll tell him.” Charles smiled and then replaced the phone into its cradle.

      “Your mother said she expects you for dinner on Sunday.  Cora loves Max, but she wants to see you, too.”

      Alex rolled his eyes in mock aggravation and then joined his father’s laughter.  “She sees me all the time.  I suppose I can manage dinner, providing she doesn’t invite one of those simpering women from the country club.”

      Charles’s eyebrows shot up and his face sobered.  “Your mother just wants to see you happy, Alex.  She thinks you need someone to take care of you, and you know how much she dislikes Whitney.”

      Alex sighed.  “Well, Whitney’s history, so that’s no longer a concern.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.  We broke up a couple of weeks ago… old news.  Why isn’t Mom on Cole’s ass?  He’s so busy screwing around his dick is about to fall off, so why am I the focus every one of her matchmaking attempts?”

      His father sighed and nodded in understanding.  “Amazing you should bring up Cole, Alex.  He’s what I wanted to talk to you about.  He needs guidance.  He seems a little out of control lately.”

      Here we go again! Alex thought and ran an impatient hand through his full head of hair. “Not just lately.  Why now?  And, why am I always assigned with babysitting duty?  “Out of control” is Cole’s middle name, Dad.”  Alex’s impatience with his older brother was clear and Charles’ brows dropped in a frown as he contemplated his next words carefully.

      “You don’t give him enough responsibility.”

      “That’s because I’m in charge of the bottom line.  I don’t enjoy flushing millions down the toilet because you want to give Cole some leash, and I’m the one in the hot seat with the board of directors.  He isn’t focused and you know it.”

      Charles shook his head.  “I know in the past it’s been a problem.”

      “No shit, it’s been a problem,” Alex interrupted his father shortly.  “I love Cole, but all he wants to do is show off and fuck around.  You asked me to take responsibility and I have, so will you just let me do my job?”

      “Alex.  Please, just listen.  I’m very proud of you.  For both stepping up to take the helm and the incredible growth you’ve attained for the company.”  Charles got up and went to the sideboard, pressed on the top, and the cabinet opened to reveal a complete wet bar.  He pulled down a glass and filled it with two fingers of Chivas.  He turned toward his son and offered it to him before pouring one for himself.  “It’s much more than I or the board ever expected.  You’ve done exceedingly well and so quickly.”

      Alex accepted the glass and pulled at the knot of his tie, loosening it, and then reaching in and unbuttoning the top button of his shirt.  “Thank you.”

      “All I’m asking is that you help Cole.  I want to put him in charge of something, even if it’s small.  He feels useless.”

      “Maybe because he is useless.  He’s the epitome of lazy.  Has he expressed interest in being productive or is this just another attempt to get him to get his head out of his ass?”

      Charles eyed his youngest son as he considered his words carefully.  “I think if we can figure out what motivates him, we’ll have better luck.”

      “Ugh,” Alex groaned.  “How the hell am I supposed to do that when he doesn’t even know?  It’s just easier to run the company and give him money to screw off.  Believe me; it will be more cost-effective in the long run.  I’ll just put him on the payroll and have accounting direct deposit into his account.”

      “Alex,” Charles said sternly, “he’s your brother, and you will help get him involved.”

      “You can’t force Cole to get involved, even if I do agree… and being involved isn’t the same thing as being productive.  Hell, who gives a shit about productive?   I’ll settle for not destructive.”

      “Like I said, find something he has an interest in.”

      Alex’s eyes narrowed, and he ran a hand across the dark five o’clock shadow on his strong jaw.

      “Okay, I’ll try to find a project that he can’t fuck up.  A merger or something where we can’t help but make a shitload of money, but you realize that if I do that, it’s still me.  He won’t learn a goddamn thing.  Cole has no ambition to invest the time it takes to find deals like that or figure out which businesses are worth more in pieces, which to acquire, and which to leave on the table.  It isn’t something someone learns overnight or without sincere interest!”

      “Alex!”  Charles retorted sharply.  His son’s blatant honesty was one of his more prominent traits, and sometimes he would benefit from a little more tact in his delivery.

      “What?  You know I’m right, Dad.  This business… it’s a gut feeling and research and seeing the big picture.  It’s finesse.  Cole lives in the moment.  I can show him the processes and where to look, but he has to want to learn, and he has to be hungry.  You may have to face it; he might not have what it takes.  Why don’t you just put him in charge of procurement or something, for Christ’s sake?  Let him order the fucking paper clips.” His full lips lifted in the start of a wry grin.

      Charles put a hand on his youngest son’s shoulder and squeezed.  He knew the expression on Alex’s face was teasing.   “Thank you, Alex.”

      “Can you promise me something, though?”

      Charles nodded slightly.   He knew his son and the way his mind worked—the two of them were so much alike.  Alex always got the job done, could always be counted on, even if it meant putting his own life and needs on hold.  “Sure, son.”

      “If he doesn’t take it seriously this time, if he blows a bunch of money or worse, makes Avery a laughing stock, this will absolutely be the last time you will ask this of me.  I’m done after this.”

      Charles shook his head sadly.  “That’s a reasonable request.”

      Alex stood up and re-buttoned his jacket before striding over to the bar, rinsing out his glass, and setting it on the marble countertop.  He sighed heavily and then moved toward the office door.

      “Okay, and can you please speak with Cole first?  Let him know this is it and that he will follow my instructions exactly.  I will drop him on his ass before I’ll run around after him and clean up another one of his messes.”

      “Alex, before you go, how are you doing after the split from Whitney?”

      “Seriously?  I’m golden.”  He smiled, thinking of the new challenge sitting in his desk drawer.  “Right as rain.”

      “I’d like to see you settle down, son.  Let some nice woman really know you.  You deserve the kind of relationship that I share with your mother.  There really is nothing to compare to being in the arms of the woman you love.”

      “Sure, Dad.  I’ll keep that in mind,” Alex scoffed, throwing the words over his shoulder as he left the room.  “Have a good night.  I’ll see you Sunday.”

      Judy looked up from her desk and cast an admiring glance over Alex as he passed.

      “Goodnight, Mr. Avery.”

      “Goodnight, Judy.  Enjoy your weekend.”

      Fucking hell, Alex thought to himself as he walked quickly back to his office to pick up the file from his desk.  He glanced at his watch and started to make his way out of the building, racking his brain for something he could give Cole to do that wouldn’t cause too many issues if he failed.  Alex dug for his car keys and made his way toward the elevator.  It opened to find Darian walking out and catching him off guard.

      “What are you doing here, man?  I thought we were meeting at Murphy’s at 6:30?”

      “It’s damn nice to see you too, Alex!  Change of plans.”  Darian’s dark eyes glanced over the thick red folder in Alex’s hands.  “Taking work home?  You dedicated motherfucker.”  He shook his head as he backed up into the elevator again and waited for Alex to join him.

      Alex chuckled.  “Hardly.  But I’ll let you believe that.”

      Yeah, whatever, Darian thought.   Alex was the most workaholic son-of-a-bitch he knew, but it had paid off in spades.  His focus had made a lot of people a lot of money, and Darian was one of them.  He took stock tips from his friend and also purchased stock in Avery whenever Alex had a particularly profitable deal in the works.  Alex never gave him the details because that would be considered insider trading, but Darian paid attention to what was going on at his best friend’s company.  He kept track of Avery Enterprises in the trade magazines and watched how the stock was trending. When Alex bought stocks for his personal portfolio, he would let Darian know and he would follow his lead.

      “Seriously, what’s in the folder?”

      Alex frowned, not sure he wanted to tell Darian that he was investigating the lovely Dr. Hemming.  He was itching to read every last report, but he’d have to wait a few hours until Darian got rid of whatever wild hair was currently up his ass.

      “My father’s on my case to keep Cole busy, and I’m trying to come up with something that won’t cost us out the ass.”  The tone of his voice was amused, but Darian was well aware of how serious the situation could become.

      “Yeah.  I know how pissed you were last time when he let that merger with Sullivan fall through. Why don’t you put whatever that is in your car and I’ll drive?”

      Alex was perplexed.  This was unexpected.  “You didn’t turn gay on me, did you?  Because I’m not really dressed for a date, and I don’t want you to be my bitch.”

      “Shut up, dickhead.  You’ll be kissing my ass in about 40 minutes.  I’m about to give you a gift.”  Laughing, Darian shook his head, silently admonishing himself for what he was about to do.  Alex closed his passenger door and used his remote to relock it.

      Alex slid into the passenger side of Darian’s Cadillac Escalade and stopped to watch the other man’s expression as he buckled in.

      “Really.  Where are we going?”

      “To a karaoke bar in Schaumburg.”

      Alex sat further back in his chair and burst out laughing.  “Yeah, right.  Sure we are.”

      “No, we are, Alex.”

      “Is this payback for my blowing off the racquetball?  I’ll give you a thousand dollars if I don’t have to watch you sing karaoke.  And, in the suburbs?  Are you fucking kidding me with that shit?”  He was still chuckling as he leaned an elbow on the door and brought his right hand up to his mouth. “You know I don’t drink in the suburbs.”

      “You’re a snob, Alex.”

      Alex considered this for a moment, the amusement clearly written all over his face.  “I can live with that.”  He paused for a few seconds then continued, “This isn’t the type of joint with jizz all over the walls, the waitresses have 5 inch fake nails, and you get STDs just from sitting on the bar stools, is it?” Alex was smirking as he said the words, and then his straight, white teeth flashed in a huge smile as he took his sunglasses out of his inside breast pocket and slid them over his vibrant green eyes.  “Because my mommy warned me about places like that,” he mocked dryly, tongue-in-cheek.

      A deep laugh burst from Darian’s chest.  He couldn’t wait to see the look on his friend’s face when he saw her.  Fucking priceless.  “This is a very special establishment, Alex.  You’re going to really love it, even if it is lacking the tasty accouterments you just described.”
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      The man at the end of the bar nodded in Angel’s direction.  He was attractive in a slick, snarky sort of way, wearing an expensive suit and linen shirt that he left open at the neck.  Angel inwardly cringed at the mass of dark hair on his chest that looked grotesque against the fake tan and glitter of gold around his throat.  She had a feeling that if she went over and squeezed him, oil would literally ooze out onto the hardwood floor.  There were several other men eyeing her as she stood at the bar in her stylish designer suit and Jimmy Choo’s.

      She hated coming into places like this alone.  Becca’s parents lived in Schaumburg, so the girls would sometimes go out near their home so they could watch Jillian.  It was Becca’s twenty-eighth birthday, and Angel had agreed to meet her at one of her favorite hangouts.

      She turned back to her drink, trying desperately to keep her nose from wrinkling in disgust and silently praying that the man wouldn’t make a move.  It had been a rough day, and this place, with its fast-talking men who thought they were God’s gift to women, wasn’t anything she really felt like dealing with.

      Wine glass in hand, she looked around, taking in the details of her surroundings.  It was dark; an array of black marble and mahogany hardwood floors, deep red upholstered furniture, and low lights.  There were speakers along both sides of the room and opposite the entrance, a stage with a small dance floor directly in front of it.  The music was loud and the talent was, well… marginal, at best.  Angel didn’t understand it, but Becca loved this place, and it was her birthday after all.  It’d been a while since she’d stretched her vocal cords, and she highly doubted that she’d imbibe as Becca would desire her to do today.

      The shark at the end of the bar raised his chin in a nod at the same time as he lifted his glass.  Ugh.  Angel tried her best not to visibly grimace and simply let her lips smile slightly before she turned around in her chair, only to be faced with an array of the same from different sources.  Some of them were attractive, she had to be honest, but it took a lot for her to look twice at a man these days.  They were more work than they were worth.  Her mind darted to the day in the paint store with longing.  That would have been a man worth meeting.

      Angel was aware that she was attractive, but she worked at it and didn’t take it for granted.  She had been plain growing up, mostly because she had no mother to show her how to do make-up or take her shopping.  Although Joe tried, what did he know about guiding his young daughter on her journey into womanhood?

      She’d since made up for it in spades.  Her skin was flawless, her nails perfectly manicured, wardrobe impeccably tasteful, yet, hinting at sexy, and hair and make-up meticulous in every detail.  When she was working, it mattered, but when she was alone or at home, she didn’t think twice about her appearance.

      Angel thumbed through the karaoke menu as she waited; opening to the page and artist where she knew Becca would gravitate.  Her phone rang and she retrieved it from her purse, glancing at the faceplate as she did so.  Darian.

      “Hey, Darian.”

      “Hi.  I’d like to meet you for a drink tonight before the show.  Can you do that?  I have some ideas for promotion and wanted to talk to you about it.”

      “Can’t we do that at the studio later?  It’s my best friend’s birthday, and I’m meeting her tonight.”

      “I see.  Well, can I just meet you there?  I won’t intrude long.”

      “Umm…”  Angel glanced around, not sure if Becca would be pissed at her boss crashing their girl’s night out or if the establishment was particularly the place for a business meeting.  “It’s a karaoke bar out west, so I don’t think it would be a good place to talk.  It will get loud in here soon.”

      Darian laughed.  “Karaoke!  I didn’t take you for a singer, Angel.”

      “Ha, ha.” She rolled her eyes at the jab. “I told you. It was Becca’s choice, not mine.”

      “Look, I’ve had a hell of a day and wanted to unwind a little.  I thought we’d kill two birds with one stone, and maybe I’ll even let you fly solo tonight.”

      “Well, when you put it that way.”  Angel smiled as Becca finally walked in the door, and she waved her over. “Okay.  We’re at Red.  It’s out by Woodfield Mall. Do you know where it is?”

      “Sure do.  Can I come now?”

      “Okay.  I only have a couple hours until I have to get home and change before the show, so the sooner the better.”

      “I have to make one stop first and then I’ll be right out.  You know rush-hour traffic though; it might take me a good hour.”

      “No problem.  See ya in a few.”  Angel hung up the phone and hugged a smiling Becca in greeting.  “Happy Birthday, you gorgeous bitch.”

      The two women laughed together as Becca stole Angel’s drink from her hand and took a sip. “Looks like a tasty crowd tonight.”  Becca turned toward the bartender.  “Steve, can you send over a couple of Cosmopolitans and keep them coming?”  She grabbed the music binder from the top of the bar and lead Angel toward a table near the front.  Many of the tables were already filled with various men and women, some of whom Angel recognized from other times that they’d been there.

      “No one hit on me while I was waiting, so maybe it’s better than average.”

      “Hmmm,” Becca said as she pulled out a chair and sat down, watching Angel as she did.  “Jesus, girl, you always make me look like such a slog.  You had to wear Chanel?” Her eyes skirted over Angel’s fitted black suit and lime green blouse.  The skirt was a few inches above the knee, the jacket angled in and ended just below the black leather belt that cinched in her waist below the flowing silk of the blouse.

      “I came straight from work, and I had court today.  I mean, look at this spinster hairdo!”

      Becca was in jeans and a cute top, her long blonde hair tossed as she huffed at her friend.  “Right, Angel.  Is that why that sleaze at the bar is looking at you like he could eat you?”

      Angel’s hair was in a loose knot at the top of her head, soft tendrils flowing around her face, a rosy blush rushing over her cheeks.  “He’s harmless.”

      “Agreed.  Creepy fucker, though.  But look, there’s your boyfriend,” Becca giggled, nodding in the direction of another table behind Angel.  “He’s practically drooling.”

      Angel smiled, already knowing that when she turned around she’d find someone completely opposite of anything she would normally be attracted to and probably downright offensive.  It was a game they played often.  She glanced over her shoulder, trying to keep a straight face to find a short, rotund man dressed in a business suit openly gaping at the two girls.  His mouth was hanging open, and he was obviously taken with them both.

      Angel bit her lip to keep the laugh from bursting out of her throat but couldn’t help a soft chuckle.  She looked around, locating a tall, gangly man on the other side of the bar.  He was keeping to himself, staring down into this glass, his head covered in a grotesque corkscrew comb over, he looked in his mid-fifties.

      “So what?” She giggled. “He’s yours.”  Angel’s hand was hidden by Becca’s body so she was able to point slightly in the man’s direction before she picked up the drink that the waitress brought over.  Becca giggled and wrote down a song choice on one of the slips supplied in a pile on the table.

      They were both in a fit of controlled laughter when the waitress brought their drinks.  “So, Angel, will you sing for my birthday?”

      Angel wrinkled her nose.  “I haven’t picked up a real mic in over two years.”  Her fingers played with the rim of her glass as she contemplated her past.  It had been a great part of her life, but it was over.  Her eyes lifted and she smiled.  “I’m here to listen to you.”

      “Eh, it’s like riding a bike. Maybe we can do a duet?”  Becca’s eyebrows wagged and a smile split across her pretty face.  “Besides, gotta give our boyfriends a show.  Let ’em  know what they’re really missing.”

      “Mmmm...” Angel shook her head at her friend’s silliness.  “I forgot to tell you, Darian called and needs to talk to me about something for the show.  He said it couldn’t wait,  so he’s stopping in here for a one drink. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Becca’s mouth quirked a little.  “Sure, but he’s coming all the way out here?  Shit, maybe you’re getting fired.”  Angel grinned at her friend’s teasing.  “Is he hot?”

      “Oh, God, Becca.  Just go sing, already!” Angel was exasperated.  As if dealing with this shit for four hours on Friday nights wasn’t bad enough, now she had to deal with Becca’s perpetual state of manhunting.

      “No, really.  Is he?”  The blonde girl persisted, eyeing Angel with a small amount of skepticism.

      “Yes, he’s attractive, and no, we aren’t involved.  If you’re interested, you should go for it.”

      Becca flipped open the binder to the exact section of the song menu that Angel had predicted: Christina Aguilera.  She perused the songs while Angel sipped her drink and tried not to pay attention to the stares they were getting. Even the women were checking them out.  Becca read her mind.  “It’s bad enough when the men hover like vultures.  Is my left tit hanging out or something?”

      Angel burst out laughing.   The woman on the stage was just ending an excruciating version of Katy Perry’s Hot and Cold, and Angel leaned over to see what Becca was writing down.

      “You are serious about teasing these hacks.”

      “Well, go big or go home, right?”  She grinned at her friend and then pushed her chair back to take the request to the DJ.  It was early so there wasn’t a waiting list, and she got right up on stage as the first bars of Candy Man started to play.  Angel laughed and settled in to listen as her friend dove into the song with gusto.

      “Sweet, sugar, Candy Man!” she whispered into the microphone as the big band horns joined through the speakers.  Angel was smiling so hard her face hurt as the music filled the room.

      Angel couldn’t help the small pang drawing her toward the stage.  After all, old habits die hard, and those had been some of the best times of her life.

      Angel sighed as she let the good memories of Kyle and the guys permeate her thoughts.  The band… They started it with a few of their friends the second semester of sophomore year.  Angel minored in classical piano, and Kyle had been a bad boy majoring in music.  They used to jam in the music conservatory on a regular basis.  They were good, and it seemed a natural course to form a real band and try to make some money.  Kyle was incredibly talented, and they dated for a couple of years.  So many of Angel’s happy memories revolved around music, but it all crashed and burned her senior year.

      Angel was roused from her thoughts when something touched the sleeve of her jacket.

      “Are you going to sing for us, beautiful?” He had a low, raspy voice, clearly caused by years of smoking. His cologne was sickening and overpowering in an attempt to hide the reek of still lingering cigarette smoke, but he was dressed well and screamed money.  Angel stiffened; her back straightened in a ridged line.  She recognized him as the dark-haired man with the jungle of chest hair who had leered at her when she’d first come in.  Her eyes fell pointedly at the hand resting on hers in silent demand that it be removed.

      “Um, no.  I don’t think so.”

      “I bet you have a beautiful voice.  You sound like an angel when you speak.”   He pulled out the empty chair on her right and sat down without an invitation.

      “Listen, I’m here to celebrate my friend’s birthday, so if you’ll excuse me,” Angel began as the man made no attempt to hide his glances down the deep V of her blouse.  It was ruffled and elegant, showing just a hint of cleavage.

      “Come on, honey…” he persisted.

      “I said take your hands off me!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The two men just entering the bar drew some obvious attention, both of them tall, and carried themselves with a strong sense of assurance.  The women all stopped and did a double take.  Darian was more aware of the attention than Alex, who had enjoyed it when he was younger, but had long since become immune.  He was well award that he was attractive to the opposite sex and while he’d used it to his advantage on multiple occasions, he didn’t feel the need to preen or prance under their observation.

      This was the first time that either had been to this particular establishment so, no doubt, the regulars were wondering about them.  Both were very striking men, one of them almost embarrassingly so, oozing confidence, power and quiet swagger.  Commanding in his presence, Alex scanned the room.

      “This is nicer than I expected, man.  I didn’t know you were a singer.  If you’re hoping to be discovered, I’ll front the money to produce you.  All you have to do is ask.”

      Darian’s eyes scanned the bar, looking for Angel’s slight form as he responded to Alex.  “Ha, ha, Alex,” he stated dryly.  “You’re fucking hilarious, but that’s not why we’re here.”

      Alex ran a hand through his hair and tried to ignore a chubby redhead to his immediate left, staring at him from her seat.  The tight polyester material of her electric blue top was cut low and showed way too much of her overly ample tits.  She nodded at him and smiled boldly t through brightly stained lips.  Christ.  He smiled politely and then broke eye contact hoping she’d take a hint.  “Then what are we doing here?”

      His friend nodded toward the stage, and Alex’s eyes followed the path he indicated.  A pretty blonde was doing a decent job of singing and was having a very good time doing so.

      “Do you know that woman?” Alex asked.

      “Not that one.  Look there.”  Darian pointed toward a table in front of the stage to where a young woman was being approached by a greasy-looking, older man.  Alex stiffened involuntarily at her obvious discomfort.  The man was a little too flashy to be taken seriously, but he obviously had money.

      The woman’s back was to him, but Alex could tell by the elegant way she held herself—the upswept dark hair above the graceful slope of her neck and high fashion clothing—that she had a great deal of class; very polished and chic. 

      She turned angrily against her agitator, the words rushing from her mouth in protest to the man’s hand on her arm.  Alex caught sight of her profile and a long expanse of leg above a sexy stiletto shoe, and instantly he knew who she was.  She was flawless, and his breath caught in his throat, his memory rushing back to that day six months ago in the Home Depot.  This had to be fate.

      Unthinking, he moved forward, and Darian spoke up to stop him.  “Alex, she won’t want us to intrude.  She can handle herself.”

      Alex paused briefly. “Is that Angel?”  His eyes narrowed at the realization of their real purpose being here.  Darian gave a slight nod, though Alex didn’t really need confirmation.  “I’m not going to stand here and watch that bastard manhandle her,” he said firmly and continued his trek toward the table.

      “Listen, Oscar Meyer, I don’t have a wit of interest here.  I would suggest that you take your hand off of me immediately, or I’ll be forced to waste this perfectly good drink by dumping it all over your sorry ass!”

      Alex smiled because he couldn’t help himself.  That voice.  And even though Angel was pissed and on the defensive, she was incredibly funny.  Her breathtaking features were bored, her voice flat and devoid of emotion.

      “Come on baby…” the man whined, still not willing to give up.  “Just one drink?  What do you have to lose?”

      “My self-respect, and quite possibly, my lunch,” Angel retorted, her anger finally filtering into her tone as she forcibly lifted the man’s hand from where it rested on her sleeve.

      Alex pulled the chair out on her left, and when she glanced up at him, he finally had full view of her face. 

      Jesus fucking Christ, she is beautiful! he thought.

      Porcelain skin, deep red lips, high cheekbones, delicate nose, and those eyes… he could drown in those eyes and be completely happy to do so.  The one time he’d seen her when her warm chocolate eyes left their indelible stamp on him, she wasn’t made-up, but still amazing.  Now…  Holy hell, he could barely breathe.  He’d never been so intensely or immediately affected by a woman in his life.  Based on Darian’s description, he reluctantly acknowledged she’d be stunning and more.  Before he ever laid eyes on her, he’d known that she was going to shake him to his very core, and now to realize she was the one image he’d struggled to forget and who most likely made distancing from Whitney inevitable. 

      Angel’s shocked eyes widened as she looked into his beautiful face and recognition shot through her.  What was he doing here?  His dark green eyes were mesmerizing as they locked with hers; a soft, confident smirk on his masculine mouth; his wild mane of hair was lightly mussed, like someone had run their hands through it a hundred times.  The top buttons on his white shirt were open and there wasn’t a tie, but he was dressed in a navy blue suit.  Armani, if Angel’s trained eye pegged it.  He was tall like she remembered, with broad shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist shown off by the expensively tailored shirt. Based on the home improvement project, his appearance now was certainly a conundrum.  Something inside Angel stirred at his nearness and everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. Her mouth dropped open to speak just as Alex gathered his composure and sat down next to her.

      “Sorry I’m late, honey,” he said smoothly, a small smile gracing his full lips. “Rough day at the office.” 

      “Uh…” Angel just looked at him while his hand settled on the back of her chair.  The other man, clearly taken aback by Alex’s presence, finally let go of her arm. 

      Alex leaned forward, closer to Angel, so he could speak to the man on her opposite side ,and she was assaulted by the clean, male scent of him highlighted by expensive cologne, even as her eyes were still unable to look away from his face.

      “As you can see, the lady is otherwise engaged.  I’m not amused that you’re hitting on my girl.  Touch her again, so help me God, I will pull your balls out through your nostrils.  Understand?”  Alex’s tone was quiet and level, as if he were doing nothing more than ordering breakfast.  He waited as the man’s mouth dropped open to speak, but finally nodding in mute silence. “Good.  Please excuse us.  Immediately.”  His voice oozed over her skin like warm honey, and she felt a sudden familiarity.  That voice.  His tone was biting, but still like silk, and the monkey-man rapidly stood to leave them alone.  Angel smiled and bit her lip, praying that she wouldn’t burst out laughing. 

      “I’m sorry.  She never said she wasn’t available.  You’re a very lucky man.”

      Angel’s heart thumped in her chest as she listened, unable to move a muscle as the scene unfolded before her. It was completely ridiculous.  This dark-haired Adonis was a stranger, simply stepping in to help her with an annoying problem, and nothing more… but there was a part of her that wondered what it would be like to really be his girl.  She’d wondered about those green eyes on multiple occasions, but now to put that voice in this man… could it really be?

      “Too true.  If I were you, I’d learn that when a woman says ‘no’, that’s what she damn well means.” Alex’s eyes hardened and then softened when he looked back into Angel’s eyes as a giggle burst from her chest while the man retreated. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t let that continue.  Are you okay?  Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head, still laughing softly.  “No, I’m fine, thank you.  I was about to throw my drink on him.” 

      “Yes, I heard.  Very amusing.  I almost let you, just so I could watch.” They sat for a few seconds, just looking at each other, neither one able to tear their eyes off of the other. “It would have served the bastard right.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Angel caught a glimpse of Darian just as Becca was coming back to the table after finishing her song, clearly checking out the two men.  “Oh, I have to speak with…”

      Angel stopped and looked from one man to the other, realization of why the voice rang familiar and who the man sitting next to her was, quickly dawning on her.  Her happiness at seeing him again soured as his identity hit her square in the face.  Her brow dropped and her mouth set into a firm line.

      Fucking Darian.  What the hell is he playing at? She was overcome with disappointment and fury.

      “Hey, Angel.” Darian greeted her, but she said nothing for a few seconds, silently seething in her seat.

      “Darian, you asshole!” she said finally.  “And, Alexander, I presume?” she asked astutely.  “Whitney’s Alexander?”  Her mouth compressed further and the perfection of the last minutes evaporated into thin air.

      “Not anymore.” Alex winked.   “How could I resist the opportunity to meet the woman responsible?”

      Angel’s mind cranked around the question… did he realize she was the girl from the paint department that day? If he didn’t, she wouldn’t be the one to point it out.  The situation was already embarrassing enough.

      Becca’s eyebrows shot up and her lips pursed.  “Oh, shit,” she said as she sat down across from Angel.  She searched her best friend’s expression trying to determine if she was going to stand up and walk out.

      “Oh, let’s give credit where credit is due,” Angel scoffed angrily.  “From what I understand, the ruin of the relationship rests solely on your pompous shoulders.  I did nothing more than validate her decision to cut her losses.  It’s obvious you only think of yourself.  I mean, here you are, when I made it clear that I didn’t want to speak with you beyond the call the other night, right?”

      “Angel, it was —” Darian began but Alex held up a hand to silence him, shooting him a look.

      “An error in judgment; nothing more.” Alex smiled slyly, which only infuriated Angel further.  “I thought you deserved another chance.” She sat fuming as he shrugged out of his jacket and hung it over the back of his chair, then unbuttoned his shirt sleeves and began slowly rolling them up, exposing a good portion of his lightly tanned forearms.  Angel could easily see the strength as the material tightened over his muscular frame as me moved, and his authoritative demeanor made her pulse speed up.

      Becca cleared her throat.  “Oh, shit,” she murmured again under her breath, and Darian turned toward her.

      “That’s an understatement.  I’m Darian, by the way.  Angel works with me at Kiss FM.”

      Becca smiled, biting her lip as Alex and Angel continued their volatile banter.  Darian lifted his arm to signal the waitress as a middle-aged man with a large paunch took to the stage and began rendering a painful version of New York, New York.

      “Yes, I know who you are.  I’m Becca James.  It’s very nice to meet you.”

      “I believe it is you, who had the error in judgment, Mr—?” Angel turned decidedly bitchy, her tone harder.  She had certainly regained control.

      “Avery, but please, call me Alex.”

      “Well, Mr. Avery, thank you for your, um… interference a few moments ago but I believe I have some business to discuss with Darian.” Her eyes shot to the other man.  “What the hell were you thinking bringing him here?  Did you really need to talk to me about the show or is this some sick joke?”

      Darian didn’t answer right away because the waitress was at the table, and he was ordering a round of drinks.  When he did, his tone was blasé. 

      “Angel, are you dying?  Is this a catastrophe?  And yes, I do have some things to discuss with you, but we can do that at the station.”

      “It’s Becca’s birthday, and I don’t want to ruin it for her, so I’m not going to bitch slap you right here and now, but believe me, this is not the end of this. I should drop you on your ass with the radio show, you arrogant prick!” Angel’s anger was causing a flush to rise on her cheeks.

      Alex placed his elbows on the table, leaning toward her a little until he could literally feel the heat radiating between them.  He longed to reach for her hand, to brush his fingers along hers, or lean into her just enough so their shoulders would touch, but he didn’t want to ruffle her feathers any further.  He wanted to soothe her, to calm her, and get her to talk to him.  “Are you certain that meeting me is such a bad thing?  Weren’t you even the least bit curious about me?”

      “Pfft.” Angel laughed sharply and lied through her teeth. “Not at all.”

      “Oh, really?  So you always remember the names of your callers?” Her face was flushed, and he could see she was royally pissed. “Look, after our conversation on the phone last week, I was… well, let’s just say intrigued.  Don’t blame Darian.  He’s my best friend, and he knew how much I wanted to meet you, Angeline.” His eyes bore into hers, and the electricity between them was tangible.  The sound of her given name rolled easily off his tongue.  It felt good to say it, and he found himself longing to hear his fall from her lips in the throes of passion.  He’d certainly dreamed about her enough… but then he didn’t know the true seduction that he’d find in her voice.  He’d dreamed about her as two different women and was delighted to find she was one and the same.

      Darian and Becca simply sat there observing the other two who had all but forgotten about their presence. 

      “I wanted to see for myself if the chemistry I felt on the phone was as palpable as it seemed,” Alex continued.  His eyes moved over her face and dropped to her mouth unwillingly.  The last thing he wanted to do was disrespect her, but damn if he could help himself.

      “Mmmm… and what are you finding out?”  Angel leaned into him slightly, her eyes dropping to his mouth and then back up to his eyes seductively.

      His lips quirked, and he wanted to reach out and touch her… to see if her skin was a soft as it looked. “I think it’s definitely worth exploring further,” he said so softly that only Angel could hear him. “And so do you.  But we felt that first time we ran into each other, hmmm?”

      Angel audibly gasped.  He did know they’d met before, however briefly.  Her heart pounded in her chest, the seconds ticked by without a word being said as they stared at each other, neither one wanting to be the first to look away because it would be the same as surrender.  Angel felt an obvious pull from this man, but she wasn’t enjoying it.  It pissed her off that she had been manipulated into the situation, and she wasn’t stupid enough to allow his obvious charm to fuck her up.  He was the type that could leave a woman in a boneless heap, sobbing after him when he was ready to move on.  She had to admit she was still as attracted as she had been the day in the paint aisle.  More, since both fantasy men were combined into one.  Who wouldn’t be, but the warnings in her head were screaming loud and clear.

      Darian finally cleared his throat. “Angel, are you planning on singing?” He broke into their conversation, knowing that if something didn’t give, Angel would probably go ballistic, and it would be he and not Alex who would get the brunt of it.  Really, he couldn’t blame her.  He’d basically ambushed them both and was beginning to wonder if bringing Alex here was such a good idea after all.

      “No,” she answered shortly. “I’m plotting murder right now.”

      Becca coughed and ignored Angel’s comment.  “She did say she might do a duet with me tonight, though.”

      Alex was still leaning on the table.  He reached forward and picked up the scotch that the waitress must have placed in front of him during their exchange, but he was too caught up in the woman next to him to notice.  “Yes, I would enjoy that.  It will give me an excuse to look at you.”

      Goose bumps broke out on her skin despite the close crowd and the heat within the bar.  That damn voice, obviously very practiced in saying things women loved to hear.  He was so sexy he was dangerous, and her worst fears were confirmed.  The body and the face were perfect compliments to it and far better than she could have hoped. 

      “Hmmph,” Angel huffed.  “You don’t seem like the kind of man that needs excuses for anything you do,” she retorted sharply. 

      “See how well you know me already?” he said suggestively, as his white teeth flashed in a perfect smile, and Angel’s heart thrummed inside her chest.  She pushed the hair on her forehead back hoping her hands weren’t shaking so badly that they would give her away.

      She ignored the intimacy in his remark but her insides melted despite her anger at both of the men for manipulating her this way.  “Well, I don’t sing karaoke.”

      “Oh, only in the shower?” He couldn’t help letting himself imagine her delicious body, naked in the shower.  It was fucking impossible to avoid thinking about sex when he looked at her.  Desire surged through him with a force he’d never known.

      “Something like that.”

      “Now that’s a picture…” Alex let his words drop off suggestively.

      “Angel used to si—Ouch!” Becca grunted when Angel kicked her under the table, shooting her a warning look.

      “Surely, for your friend’s birthday?  She seems to want you to.  Come on, I dare you.” Alex played with her, and she couldn’t help but smile.  Becca laughed out loud.

      Of course, he’d have to dare me.  Okay, you fucker.  Just get a hold of yourself, Angel, she told herself sternly.  Stop swooning over this bastard.  And, now!

      “Well, when you put it like that…” she purred sweetly.  Alex got a satisfied look on his face until her tone changed to all business and her arms folded across her chest.  “Are you willing to put your money where your mouth is, Mr. Big Shot?  I’ll do it, but for $5,000 to a charity of my choice.”

      “Angel’s a big philanthropist, Alex,” Darian interjected.

      “So you’ve said,” Alex answered, his eyes still locked on Angel’s face.

      Angel shot Darian a warning look that asked him how much he had shared about her with Alex and then challenged Alex.  “Well?”

      “Done.” Alex didn’t hesitate, his brilliant green eyes never leaving Angel’s.

      Why does he have to be so beautiful? Why did it have to be him? Angel asked herself as her heart plummeted like a boulder in a landslide.  It fucking figures.

      Becca perked up and pushed the song menu in Angel’s direction, her eyes dancing with laughter.  It was still open to the same page.  Angel pulled the book forward, and Alex used looking at it with her as an excuse to lean closer to her once again.  He could feel the sexual tension between them, his body was reacting to her nearness, and there was little he could do to stop it.  It was damned embarrassing, and he shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  She smelled incredible, her perfume wafting around him in a delicious cloud that he’d gladly get lost in forever.  If everyone else in the bar dissipated into thin air, he wouldn’t have noticed.  She made him hungrier than hell, and he felt like a gift from the god’s had just been dropped in his lap.  Only she was snarling instead of purring like he’d prefer.  No matter.  He’d overcome.  He always did.

      Angel glanced at Alex over her shoulder, a question clearly on her face. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Alex looked perplexed, and he shook his head and shrugged slightly, like it should be obvious to her what he was doing.  “Looking at the songs with you, of course.”

      “Oh, no.  If you pick the song, the price goes up.”

      Alex laughed out loud, and, to Angel’s chagrin, she found the sound very pleasant.

      “You drive a hard bargain, but I’m willing to concede if it gets you up on that stage.  Money is no object.  Will double do?”

      “Are you hoping to humiliate me by picking something completely ridiculous?”  She leaned back and opened both hands toward the book, indicating that he should have at it.

      “Not at all.  Consider it nothing more than a birthday gift for the lovely Becca. I’m simply buying.” Alex glanced at Becca and shot her a panty-dropping smile that went all the way up to his eyes.  He was obviously enjoying himself, which pissed Angel off even more.

      “Fine.”

      Angel focused on Becca ,who raised her eyebrows and bit her lip in an attempt to hide a mischievous smile.

      “This one.”  Alex pointed to a song in the middle of the page, not even looking to see what it was.  He couldn’t seem to rip his eyes away from Angel, and he didn’t really care what the song was.  Any would serve his purpose

      “Wow.  Is that your version of the scientific method?”  Angel mocked sarcastically and leaned forward to see which one he selected.  Alex found her response amusing, and his smirk became more pronounced.  Her brown eyes darted between the two men.  “Are you shitting me with this? Do you even know what this fucking song is about?”

      This incredibly intelligent and beautiful woman had such a potty mouth. It was a conundrum, another paradox about this stunning creature, and Alex loved it.  He felt sure that he’d discover more and more that he would enjoy about her as time went on.  He found himself unable to consider that he might not have that option.

      “Look, if you can’t do it, just say so,” he challenged with a lopsided grin, and Angel’s heart bounced around the inside of her chest in response. 

      “Fuck you,” she shot back.

      A laugh burst from his chest, and Angel knew that her quick temper unwittingly set her up for the glib reply.  “Whatever you say.  It would be my pleasure.”

      A laugh burst from Darian’s chest but he quickly tried to stifle it when Angel shot him a dirty look.  She quickly grabbed a song request form and began filling it out with the song Alex had chosen. 

      “Yes, it would be. You have no idea,” she retorted which only made the others laugh even harder.  She smiled because she couldn’t help it, silently admonishing herself and working up a glare for the rest of the tables occupants.  To look at Alex Avery, it was obvious to every woman present that he’d be an incredible lover.  How could he not be?  He was so goddamned confident.  The way he moved spoke volumes.  He was more than comfortable with his body.  He literally oozed sex, for God’s sake!  At least getting up on stage would put some distance between them, which, she inwardly admitted, she needed space to regroup.

      This was like nothing she’d ever felt upon meeting someone for the first time, other than the  first 20 seconds with him when they hadn’t even really met, only shared a smile and light touch.   Oh, Jesus.

      No doubt things would be explosive between them between the sheets.  The pull between them was tangible and she was certain that if the eye contact and body language was anything to go on, Alex felt it every bit as strongly as she did.  If that didn’t give it away, the fact that he was here, in this bar, his sole intention to meet her, was telling.  Her heart raced at the thought.  It would be a dangerous game to get involved with someone like him, and if she believed what he told her on the phone, he didn’t believe in love.  The combination of ruthless sexuality, the incredible face, sense of humor, and smooth demeanor was dangerous to any woman.  Even Angeline Hemming.

      “Oh, I’ve got a pretty good imagination, and it's working fucking overtime right now.  You've just thrown down a challenge that I’m more than willing to accept if you want to play,” he said suggestively.  "But know this, I play to win."

      “Alex,” Darian admonished and shook his head, but Alex wasn’t listening, he was watching Angel intently; waiting for her response, but she didn’t answer.

      “Angel, what song did he pick?” Becca asked, and Angel pushed the slip of paper in her direction so that she could read it.  Becca picked it up and smiled.  “Holy. Shit.”

      “I know, right?”  Angel smiled devilishly at her friend.  The men had no clue what the joke was and looked at each other, perplexed.  “Should Have Know Better. The only one more apropos would have been Stupid Girls by Pink.”

      Darian held out his hand for the slip of paper, and Angel scowled at him as she allowed him to see it.

      “Did you put him up to this?” she wanted to know.

      He shook his head and let out a low whistle.  Being in radio, he was obviously familiar with the lyrics.

      “Well, let’s get this shit over with, shall we?” she said, holding out her small, elegantly manicured hand, until Darian gave it back to her.

      She stood up slowly and, for the first time, Alex was able to get a complete view of her body.  He sucked in his breath, glancing quickly toward Darian who mouthed, I told you. 

      Alex’s eyes couldn’t help but follow her every move.  The lime green blouse accented the black of the suit, and the short pencil skirt showed off long shapely legs while hugging the gentle swell of her hips.  He couldn’t help but stare as she walked up to the stage.  The skirt was short enough to give a hint of her firm thighs, yet long enough to be professional.  Elegant stiletto pumps fit her style perfectly.  The fitted jacked hugged her upper body, emphasizing the enticing swell of her breasts.  Perfect.  Everything about her called to him, and he found himself wanting to peel back those layers of clothes to discover every inch of delicious flesh underneath.  More than that, she was extremely intelligent, and he loved the playful banter that they seemed to fall into so easily. 

      Fucking hell. She was delicious in every sense of the word. Are you fucking kidding me with this woman, D? Alex thought.  To say it aloud would be disrespectful to the other woman at that table, who was, herself, extremely attractive. “So, Miss James, how long have you known Dr. Hemming?” Alex used any opportunity to learn more.

      “We met at Northwestern about six years ago.  She’s a good friend.  My little girl adores her.”

      “You have a child? How old is she?”

      “She just turned two last month.”

      Angel came back to the table and started to remove her jacket, revealing that the blouse underneath was a halter style that left her shoulders and a good portion of her upper back bare. If Alex wanted to look at her, then she’d damn well give him something to see and put him in as much pain as possible. 

      Angel was done fucking around.  Two could play at this game. 

      It was obvious to Angel that he desired her, and damn it all, she couldn’t help herself… he was so unbelievably sexy.  It was insane, but it was exciting and frightening all at the same time, but she wanted him as well.

      Watching his face as she hung the jacket over her chair, Angel noticed how his eyes narrowed in desire when he looked her over. Satisfaction spread through her like liquid gold, heat racing like fire along her skin.  She reached up and pulled out the two pins holding her hair up, allowing it to tumble down her back in all its glory.  Alex’s mouth opened in surprise. Bingo!
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