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    Dedication




    To my wonderful husband


    who always supports my crazy creative pursuits.


  




  

    Preface




    FEW WORDS WERE SPOKEN. Yet I knew. I can’t really explain it…physical attraction is a powerful thing, an all-consuming thing. I didn’t want it, and I certainly wasn’t looking for it, but there it was, nevertheless.




    I should have run in the opposite direction. But I didn’t. No…I yielded to it.




    It’s amazing how life can change so easily—veer off the path. A single moment, a decision you make, however insignificant, can change the course of your destiny.




    For me, it all started with a pink dress.


  




  

    Chapter One




    The pink dress…




    GOODNESS…MY TOES ARE A DISGRACE. I haven’t looked at my feet in a while, and as I stare down at the faded, chipped blue polish on way-too-long toenails, I realize I might be letting myself go.




    I really need a pedicure.




    I can’t remember the last time I gave myself a pedi. Chloe’s toes are perfect little shiny red buds—I just did her nails yesterday.




    When did my daughter’s toenails become more important than mine? Probably about eight years ago or so. I first painted her toenails when she was just a baby—just wanted to see what it would look like.




    I suppose that’s what happens when you become a mom. One day you have a life. You look hot. Other men (men who are not your husband) want to do wicked things to you.




    And then…you’re painting your baby’s tiny toenails.




    I sigh as Chloe wraps one of my colorful scarves around her neck, her dark brown curls caught under the silk. We’re playing dress-up.




    She twirls in front of the wall mirror. “Do I look grown-up, Mommy?” Her gorgeous eyes gaze at me intently. “Well, do I?”




    “Yes, sweetie. You look very sophisticated.” Classier than me, I muse—ghastly toes, shabby sweats, and all. Every time I look at her, I see her father. She looks so much like him—the crazy dark curls, the gorgeous, sleepy, hazel eyes and the slightly off-kilter, devilish smile.




    She’s precious, standing in my over-sized black pumps and red cocktail dress, a hodge-podge of necklaces draped around her neck.




    Her little sister stands on a vanity chair, arms stretched as she reaches for one of my dresses. “How ’bout this one?”




    I give Claire the pick of the crop. I never wear them anymore. And I do have a lot of dresses—when a pretty one catches my eye, impulse overtakes me. I never ask myself, “When am I ever going to wear this?” If I did, I probably wouldn’t have this overstuffed closet.




    I’ve taken over the closet, in fact—Gabe’s clothing is stuffed in an armoire, but I don’t think he minds. He’s a simple guy—he wears mostly jeans, T-shirts, and plaid button shirts. He doesn’t need a closet.




    Well, that’s what I tell myself anyway…




    I study the dress Claire has picked out—it’s one of my favorites, probably the favorite. It’s a fifties-era dress I spent a small fortune on at one of those posh vintage stores—pink chiffon over taffeta, a corset-like bodice with lacy straps, and a flowing skirt that falls just above the knee.




    The pink dress brushes the carpet, hanging off Claire’s tiny six-year-old frame. She looks so sweet in it. I can’t help but stare. I’ve only worn it twice—once at the theater, the other time at a wedding. Gabe’s oldest brother tied the knot on a beautiful July day, which somehow managed to turn into a torrential downpour. We all got drenched. Gabe and I sprinted to our hotel room, undressed in a fury, and made love. Gabe’s wet shirt had been plastered on his body, the tribal tattoo covering half his body peeking through the soaked fabric. It’s one of my favorite (very hot) memories.




    I looked really nice in that dress.




    “You look like a princess,” Chloe tells her little sister. Claire, seemingly pleased with this observation, flashes her adorable toothless smile.




    The dress seems so small. Would I still fit into it? No way. I’m almost thirty-five years old, and I’ve had two kids. But…I just need to know.




    “Claire,” I venture softly. “Can you take the dress off?”




    She shrugs, tiny brows furrowed. “But you said I could wear any of your dresses.” She’s not taking it off. “It’s my favorite,” she says with pursed lips. Even when she’s being difficult, she still manages to be adorable.




    “Well, it’s my favorite too actually.” I stroke the chiffon between my fingers. “But it does look very nice on you.”




    She ponders me for a second, and I can almost see her little mind working. She stares at me with those big brown eyes of hers—she’s so sweet. “Do you want to wear it?” she asks softly.




    “You think I should. You think I could fit into it?”




    “For sure,” she says with conviction. Well…she’s definitely more optimistic than I am because I’m pretty sure I won’t fit into that dress.




    She wiggles out of it, and I quickly get out of my shabby sweats. I’m down to my undies and undo the side zipper.




    “The moment of truth, girls…”




    As I carefully slip the dress over my shoulders, I’m surprised. It falls to my knees and seems to still fit. But whether I can zip it up or not is the question. I make it three-quarters of the way there, and the dress fits more snugly than I remember…but it fits!




    I kneel down as Chloe assists me in zipping it to the top. “It looks really nice on you,” she proclaims as we study my reflection in the mirror.




    It does.




    I’m happy I still fit into my favorite dress. But on the other hand, I’m a little depressed. I’ll probably never get to wear it again. Let’s face it—my life is not exactly full of charity balls and glamorous events. Gabe and I don’t get out much—our idea of a date night is a hearty meal at the local family restaurant and a movie, or perhaps the occasional dinner with friends.




    “Why do you look so sad?” Claire asks, a dash of concern in her sweet voice.




    Because Mommy has no life.




    I smile to reassure her. “I’m not sad, Claire. It’s just…I’m probably never going to wear this dress ever again.”




    She looks at me like I have three heads. “You’re wearing it right now, silly.”




    I laugh at her. She has a way of making me giggle, and right now, my life is wonderfully perfect—I have her and Chloe, and Gabe.




    “You’re right, Claire,” I pipe up. “I am wearing it. We should do something special. We’re all dressed up.”




    “How ’bout a tea party in my room?”




    I smile. “Sounds wonderful.”




    “So tell me, Mirella,” Claire starts. “How have you been?” she asks, her sweet voice laced with pomp and circumstance.




    Her expression makes me laugh. “Why, I am just divine, Claire. Thank you for asking.”




    I sit at the tiny yellow table in my vintage pink chiffon dress, nibbling on animal crackers and drinking iced tea. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to wear the dress somewhere—perhaps Gabe and I could go see a show—it could be a lot of fun. I should talk to him about it.




    And there it is…that “defining moment” wrapped up cleverly into an “ordinary moment.”




    What if we hadn’t been in that closet playing dress-up? What if Claire hadn’t picked out that dress? What if it hadn’t fit? What if…
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    Claire is having quite the battle with her taco. Every time she bites into it, cheese covered ground beef spills onto her plate. At this rate, she’ll never get any of it into her little stomach. The sight makes me laugh.




    Gabe rolls his eyes and grabs her taco. “You’re not holding it right, Claire,” he snaps. “The whole thing’s falling apart.” He rewraps the taco and folds her fingers around it. He proceeds to instruct her exactly how to hold it and eat it. She seems flustered, and she holds that taco like her life depends on it. I feel a little sorry for her. Leave it to Gabe to turn taco night into a stress-inducing exercise.




    He spots her shaking bottom lip—a tell-tale sign she’s just about to cry.




    “I’m sorry, sweetie. I know tacos aren’t easy to eat,” Gabe tells her.




    She wipes a tear off her face with a pudgy finger.




    “It’s like a lot of things,” he says, with a playful pinch of her cheek. “It takes a lot of work to get right. You’re doing great.”




    She smiles up at him—she’s already forgiven him.




    Gabe is not as easy-going as I am. I don’t think anyone is. Gabe says I’m the most patient person he’s ever known. And I guess that’s a good thing since I’m a kindergarten teacher. Handling two girls is nothing compared to handling twenty-two five-year olds at school all day.




    When the whole taco drama is over, I take advantage of a few precious seconds of silence to talk to Gabe about my idea for “date night.” We’ve had date nights before, but this would be something a little more special.




    “I was thinking we should go out, just the two of us,” I suggest between bites of my taco. “You never did take me out for Mother’s Day.”




    “Is there a movie you want to see?”




    “Well, I was actually thinking of doing something a little different.” I’m a little nervous for some reason—I’m not sure why—it’s not like I’m asking for a trip to Paris.




    “I thought we could dress up and go to the city to see a show.”




    I spot a scowl for a fraction of a second. The theater is not his thing, but he’ll go to great lengths to make me happy. “I guess we could,” he finally says. “We could go someplace nice for dinner too.”




    We sit in silence for a beat. The girls munch on their tacos as they listen to us. They seem curious.




    “It’d be sweet to go to some grown-up place for a change,” he adds with a smile. “Somewhere posh and fancy, where they serve you a spoonful of food on a big-ass plate and charge you an arm and a leg.” He’s up for it because he knows that’s what I like.




    “Yes, somewhere where there are no kiddie menus, after-meal toys, and brown paper covered tables you can doodle on.”




    “What?” Gabe teases. “But you love doodling on the table.”




    I laugh—he’s right. “I’m going to wear my little pink vintage dress,” I tell him, stunned by the excitement in my voice. “You know the one?”




    “Oh yeah…I know the one,” he says with a sly smile. “The one I’ll be taking off at the end of the night.”




    I laugh and give him one of those “children are in the room” looks. And I’m reminded why I love him so much.




    He will be taking it off and I get a little giddy at the idea. Almost twenty years together, and he still wants me.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    It seems like fate, doesn’t it?




    I’VE BOUGHT TICKETS on-line for the show, and Gabe says he’s got dinner under control.




    My dark hair is curled and pinned into a retro style. I’m not much for makeup, but I’ve put on a little liquid liner, mascara, and red lipstick. Standing in front of the mirror in my pink chiffon vintage dress, I’m happy with the results—it’s very “fifties pin-up girl.” I find myself smiling, but just as soon as my gap-toothed smile appears, it fades. Gabe says the gap gives me character, but what does he know—he loves me unconditionally.




    As I peek at myself one last time, it’s clear the outfit needs a little something. I pull out my extensive collection of vintage brooches.




    Claire sits on the vanity chair—she’s been watching me for the longest time, quiet as a mouse. “You look pretty, Mommy,” she finally says. Her sweet voice unexpectedly brings out emotion in me, and my eyes tear up. I can’t cry and ruin my eye makeup. And then I wonder why I’m so emotional—it’s just a night out, for crying out loud.




    I show Claire my brooch collection, displayed on wine-red velvet fabric in an old Victorian frame—a little craft project I worked on not long ago. “Which one?”




    She points at the amber and pink jeweled owl. “I like that one. I think it would go nice with your dress.”




    I agree. “I think so too. The colors match, don’t they?”




    As I pin the brooch just over my heart, I’m pretty happy with the final outcome.




    When I finally make it downstairs, Gabe takes one look at me and says, “Wow!”




    I smile shyly at him. “You look nice too,” I reply, eyeing him from top to bottom. The man is a looker—always has been. His six-foot-three frame looks fantastic in dark pants and a black-striped dress shirt. I almost never get to see him dressed up, and I love it when I do. There’s a kind of sexy contrast between the clean-cut outfit and the shaggy dark curls and week-old scruff.




    God, I want him right now.




    He kisses me softly on the cheek.




    “You look like a million bucks,” he says. “I’ve told Caroline all she needs to know, and I’ve set up dinner for her to feed the kids.” Caroline is our babysitter—absolutely the sweetest girl you’ll ever meet. We like her because she’s nerdy, bookish, and responsible, and will most likely not throw a wild party or scrounge through our underwear drawers…but then, you never know.
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    As we drive on the interstate in Gabe’s beast of a truck to Chicago’s downtown, he looks at me again and smiles. I smile back and can only imagine what he’s thinking. He slides his hand up my thigh and says softly, “I will definitely be taking that dress off tonight.”




    He’s turning me on. He can still turn on the switch, sometimes with just a word or two. “You better keep your eyes on the road before you kill us both,” I warn him with a smile.




    He smiles and turns away, his eyes focused on the road. I look at him and can’t help but sigh a little—my high school sweetheart still does it for me after all these years. We first fell in love our senior year—two seventeen year olds—the popular charming jock and the new girl, a shy bookish sort. It was quite the talk of the school when we got together. Most of the girls were shocked, if not a little jealous too—that a looker like Gabe would fall for plain old me. But then, he’s always said it was “love at first sight.”




    “We need to go pick up the tickets at the box office after dinner,” I inform him as we make our way to the restaurant. I’m a little wobbly in my heeled, pink Mary Janes, but I also feel very sexy and sophisticated, so the shoes are worth the effort.




    Gabe has arranged for dinner at a restaurant in the theater district. I’m not too familiar with downtown, but he claims it’s the place to go—a five star gourmet restaurant specializing in Southern Louisiana cuisine—crawfish, jambalaya, lobster Creole, and the like. I’m not sure if I’ll like it, but I’m just happy to be getting away from the usual.




    I want to try something new.




    The décor is very sleek and contemporary, with none of the old Louisiana charm I expected. Stainless-steel fountains separate the space, and futuristic wave-like lighting fixtures dot the ceiling. Square tables covered in crisp white linens are arranged in perfect symmetry. There are no kids anywhere, and I’m excited at the prospect of spending an evening surrounded by adults, for a change.




    Gabe walks up to the hostess who smiles warmly at us. Her large Bohemian earrings dangle as she tilts her head and asks, “Reservations?”




    “Yes, under Keates,” Gabe tells her.




    She is extremely tall—as tall as Gabe, and she must be wearing very high heels behind that hostess podium. Her sleek black dress hugs her perfectly, and her long, shiny dark hair falls like a cascade of silky ribbons. And I suddenly feel odd in my quirky vintage dress.




    “I apologize. I don’t see it,” she tells us with a perfect megawatt smile—she doesn’t seem sorry at all. “Let me check for a second,” she adds. “Please take a seat.”




    We make our way to the sleek leather banquette lining the wall. Gabe seems irked.




    “It’s probably just a little snafu,” I say.




    I spot a couple entering the restaurant, and my attention is instantly drawn to the woman—she’s gorgeous, blond, and all class—tucked into a fitted, cream, contemporary two-piece suit and super high, expensive-looking cream pumps. She seems at ease and completely comfortable. How do some women do that? How do they wear heels that high, suits that tight, and still manage to look comfy and put-together, moving with the grace of a ballerina? She doesn’t notice me staring at her, or rather “gawking” might be a more accurate word. I’m glad she’s so self-centered and unaware of her surroundings—she doesn’t see me at all—I could be invisible as far as she’s concerned.




    Then my attention shifts to her date, but I can’t see his face. He’s tall and broad-shouldered and has a fabulous head of hair. Of course, he’s wearing a classy fitted suit. And I want to vomit a little—people like these two make me a little sick.




    “Check out Barbie and Ken over there,” Gabe whispers in my ear. And I laugh out loud—I can’t help it—he’s been thinking the same thing I have. Barbie turns to look at us, and I offer an apologetic smile. Ken doesn’t bother turning around.




    “Hello Mr. and Mrs. Hanson,” the hostess offers, her attention fully devoted to them. “How are you?” she asks in that fake-ish way people do. I get the sense that Ken and Barbie have been here on a regular basis—it’s probably just a regular night for them, not a special once-a-year date night, like it is for Gabe and me.




    “Table for two?” she asks. And I wonder what the hell happened to us—what about our table lady?




    Gabe takes my hand in his and smiles at me. “You look nice,” he says. He’s said it already earlier tonight, but I don’t mind. And I don’t mind sitting on this comfy banquette with him for a little while.




    “Table for four actually,” Barbie says. “We’re expecting friends.”




    “Yes, of course,” snooty hostess replies. “I do have a table for you. But it isn’t quite ready yet,” she offers apologetically. “It’ll just take a moment.”




    “That’s fine,” Barbie says as she and Ken turn toward us. And I see his face. And he’s gorgeous—of course. Of course he’s gorgeous—he’s exactly what I expected.




    We instinctively slide over to the far edge of the banquette to make room for them. And for some reason, I don’t smile at them. In such circumstances, I would usually smile politely, as most people would, but I kind of hate these people—they seem a little smug. And they have a table waiting for them, which we apparently don’t.




    Gabe leans back and stares up at the ceiling. “I bet we’ll be sitting here awhile.” He’s already losing his cool.




    Barbie smiles warmly at Gabe, and he smiles back—of course he would—she’s gorgeous. Ken doesn’t smile at either of us—apparently he’s not interested in idle chit-chat. Good…we’re on the same page.




    “How are you?” Barbie asks us with a flawless smile, her lips a soft coral, her teeth perfect and gleaming white.




    “Good,” Gabe says. “How ’bout yourself?”




    “Great. Thank you.”




    Of course she’s great—she has a table.




    “It seems real busy tonight,” Gabe offers. He’s always been good at small talk and meeting new people—I envy that about him. He’s a lot more outgoing than I am.




    “It’s always busy,” Barbie points out. “Have you been waiting for a while?”




    “Not too long,” I offer, awkwardly planting myself into the conversation—yes, my gorgeous husband has a wife, lady. I don’t really know why I’m being so possessive—I’m a little threatened I suppose—the woman does look like a supermodel, and it’s not every day your husband has a conversation with a supermodel.




    I catch Ken’s eye, and he quickly averts his gaze. He strikes me as a little odd, the strong silent type. I don’t think he’s said a single word so far. I find myself checking him out—hey, if she can chat up my husband, I can at least sneak a peek at hers. He’s truly beautiful in the classic sense—chiseled features, olive skin, dark sleek hair, not a strand out of place—he’s as sleek and put-together as his wife. He seems very conservative, but I like his flashy purple shirt and tie. He turns to look at me, and I instinctively turn away and feel myself blush a little.




    His phones rings—a traditional ring tone, nothing fun. He answers promptly, his voice quieter and softer than I would have imagined. I look away and pretend not to listen, but in fact, I’m straining to hear every word.




    “Hi, Simon. What is it?”




    A long pause of silence—no one speaks. Barbie seems curious too.




    He rolls his eyes, and then he smiles. He has a nice wide smile—the kind of smile you see on people who seem to have more teeth than the average human. “Seriously?” he says. “Well, I’m not surprised, Simon,” he adds, shaking his head. “I’ve known you too long.”




    “What is it, Weston?” Barbie asks, very curious. So Ken’s name is Weston—I think I like that better.




    He smiles at his wife but doesn’t answer. “It’s not a problem, Simon. Don’t worry. We’ll do it another time.”




    “We’ll talk later,” he finally says before hanging up.




    Barbie, who is apparently not a complete idiot, has deduced the obvious. “They’re not coming?”




    “Nope,” he says plainly, his voice soft. “Apparently, Jennifer has sprained her ankle and insisted on going to the emergency room.”




    Barbie laughs. “She’s such a fashionista. She probably did it in those ridiculously high heels she wears.”




    I glance down at Barbie’s pumps, which must have a least a four or five inch heel. Do shoes get higher than that?




    The hostess, who had stepped away, walks back to her podium. “I’m sorry Mr. Keates. I have no record of a reservation in your name.”




    “What!” Gabe snaps, standing. “But I made a reservation,” he tells her, his mouth a hard line. He’s peeved and desperately trying to contain himself. “I called a few days ago.”




    “I’m sorry,” the hostess replies—she seems flustered as well. “But there’s no indication on my system.”




    He rakes a hand through his unruly hair. “Well, do you have anything available?” All eyes and ears are on him now, and the situation feels slightly awkward. I look away, mildly mortified. I bet this never happens to Barbie and Ken…Barbie and Weston.




    “I’m sorry,” the hostess says, straight-faced. She seems a little irked now.




    Damn, we don’t need this. We don’t have time for this. We have a show to catch, and we don’t have time to scout for another restaurant—all the restaurants in the area are probably just as packed.




    “Well, you seem like a very capable woman,” Gabe offers, turning on the charm. “I’m sure you can work something out for us.”




    “I’m sorry,” she almost sneers. “There is absolutely nothing I can do.”




    God…there is no thawing this ice queen. And I suddenly hate her, and I hate this pompous, pretentious restaurant too.




    Barbie jumps to her stiletto-ed feet, “Are you sure there’s nothing you can do for them?” she asks, her voice silky.




    Okay…so Barbie might not be so bad after all.




    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Hanson,” the hostess insists. “We’re at full capacity.” Her eyes light up as she adds, “But I have good news for you…your table for four is ready.”




    Barbie takes a seat back on the banquette. “I have an idea,” she blurts out. “You nice folks could have dinner with us,” she offers, all smiles.




    Us nice folks? She doesn’t know us. We’ve barely spoken five words. I’m not nice. All I’ve been doing is judging her—and I suddenly feel like a real witch. Barbie’s actually nice. As much as I’d like to hate this woman, I can’t.




    “Our friends have just canceled on us, and we have a table for four,” she tells us, but of course, I already knew that from spying on them. “It seems like fate, doesn’t it?” she adds cheerfully.




    “Well…uh…” Gabe says. He seems taken aback. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Gabe at a loss for words before.




    “Thank you,” I say nervously—this is a really strange situation. “But I’m sure you don’t want to spend your evening with two strangers.”




    “Nonsense,” she says. “You two really don’t strike me as sociopaths,” she adds with a laugh.




    “Thank you,” I say and instantly feel like an idiot—this conversation is very odd.




    “Well, sociopaths do come in many shapes and sizes,” her husband points out, his voice soft and languid. He’s looking at me. “But regardless…I think we’ll live dangerously and take our chances.”




    And I can’t help but smile—a big genuine smile, and I instinctively bring my hand up to cover it. He smiles back, his gaze staying on me for what seems like the longest time, and I can’t seem to look away.




    My heart does a little flip.




    What the hell has gotten into me?


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Yes…I believe that fits.




    WE FOLLOW THE HOSTESS to a table.




    Barbie and I go first, followed by Gabe and Weston. I still don’t know Barbie’s name and they don’t know ours. I barely take in my surroundings—this seems like such a strange turn of events.




    As we reach our table, Weston pulls Barbie’s chair back in a very gentlemanly way, and she gingerly perches her bottom on the seat.




    I help Gabe with his jacket—he always runs hot.




    “Why don’t you sit right there,” she suggests to Gabe, her eyes pointing to the chair facing her. “I love a good view with my meal,” she adds with a wink and a not-so-subtle flirty voice. My jaw practically falls to the floor. I can’t believe she’s flirting with my husband—the gall of this woman.




    Gabe smiles and does as instructed—I think he’s a little stunned. And he doesn’t pay me any attention—no gentlemanly chair pulling for me. But I can’t blame the guy—a supermodel is flirting with him. That surely doesn’t happen every day…or week…or ever.




    I look over at Weston as he takes a seat next to his wife. I’m curious to see what he thinks of all this. He doesn’t seem bothered one bit. I get the feeling this is not an unusual occurrence.




    I take a seat opposite Weston and smile at the hostess as she leaves us.




    “Where are my manners,” Barbie blurts out. “I’m Bridget,” she offers, extending her perfectly manicured hand to Gabe.




    I suppose I can now stop referring to her as “Barbie.”




    He quickly shakes her hand. “I’m Gabe,” he offers. “And this is my wife, Mirella.” I like how he sneaks the word “wife” in there, almost as if he’s reminding her he’s married.




    She extends her hand to me, and I take it, surprised by how soft and delicate it feels. And as I smile at her, I am awestruck by her beauty.




    I look over at Weston, who gives me a closed-lipped smile. I already know his name because I’ve been kind of spying on him.




    “Weston Hanson,” he offers and shakes both our hands in a very business-like way—no smiles, no fanfare.




    All the introductions have been made, and there’s a tense moment of silence. Weston rearranges his glassware and cutlery, moving it around ever so slightly and lining it up at perfect angles, into flawless symmetry. His behavior is a little odd.




    Then I look over my own setting, and it does seem slightly off, and I find myself mirroring his actions and adjusting it. I look up at him, and he smiles at me. His smile is barely discernable—but it is an invitation, nevertheless, to look at him without inhibition.




    The whimsical silver fish-shaped clip on his flashy purple tie draws my eye. He looks completely at ease in his dark sleek suit. I don’t know much about suits, but I bet his is expensive and custom tailored. His eyes are striking—light green speckled with gold, lined with long dark lashes, unlike anything I have ever seen. And my heart does another little flip. I immediately tell myself to settle down.




    “Where are you wonderful people from?” Bridget asks.




    “We’re from Naperville, born and raised,” Gabe explains. “Well, myself anyway…Mirella moved there from Michigan when she was seventeen.” Gabe has taken the conversation into his own hands, as he always does. And I’m just fine with that—I’m not much for small talk—I prefer listening.




    “How ’bout you folks?” he asks.




    Bridget laughs. “We live in Lake Bluff. But we also have a few properties here and there.”




    Of course.




    An almost invisible woman pours water, barely making a dent in our existence. Bridget and Gabe don’t see her at all. Weston gives her a warm, “Thank you,” as do I.




    I find myself listening intently. For some reason, I want to know more about these people. Bridget does all the talking, and Weston listens, like I do, catching my eye every now and then.




    And I try not to look at him too much.




    I feel odd—part of me is exhilarated, and another part of me just wants to disappear.




    Bridget tells Gabe she’s a criminal defense lawyer. Damn, beautiful and smart. I’m not surprised—a woman with that much class has to have some brains.




    Gabe tells her about his business, and she seems genuinely interested. Gabe has worked in his family business for almost twenty years, since he was sixteen. His family name is synonymous with quality handcrafted furniture—they’ve been doing it for over fifty years.




    “Do you build the furniture yourself?” Bridget asks.




    Gabe laughs. “Oh no. If I built you a chair, it’d probably be missing a leg, and you’d fall off and break your neck.”




    Bridget laughs heartily.




    “We actually work in collaboration with the Mennonite community,” he tells her. “They do fantastic work.”




    “Too bad,” she says, giggling a little. “I was kind of picturing you with a circular saw and a sexy tool belt.”




    Really? This again?




    Gabe laughs. “Sorry to disappoint, Bridget.”




    Yep, these two seem to be getting along very well—famously, in fact. They’re completely ignoring us—it seems as if Weston and I are not even in the room.




    I’m mildly irked.




    Weston smiles, seemingly amused. This doesn’t seem to bother him at all.




    “What about yourself, Mirella?” he asks—my name flows slowly off his tongue. “What do you do?”




    He speaks!




    I’m taken aback, and it takes me a second or two to answer him. “Well, I teach kindergarten actually,” I say proudly. I may not make as much money as Bridget, but my work is very rewarding.




    He smiles and is silent again.




    And after what seems like an eternity, he speaks again. “Yes…I believe that fits.”




    I’m surprised by his words. There’s a certain level of intimacy in them. He doesn’t know me—we’ve barely spoken, but he apparently has an opinion on what “fits me.”




    I’m curious.




    I must get to the bottom of it.




    I smile. “What do you mean?”




    He hesitates a little. “You seem patient, and also kind and young at heart. A fitting personality for a kindergarten teacher.”




    He doesn’t elaborate further.




    I’m flattered by his words, but I can’t let this go.




    “And what makes you say that?” I ask with a smile. “You barely know me.”




    He clears his throat, not quite looking at me. “I study people,” he explains as he fiddles with his sparkling, fish-shaped silver cufflinks. “You can learn a lot from simply observing.”




    He’s so cryptic…it’s driving me insane.




    “Well, what exactly have you observed?” I ask with determination.




    He rubs the back of his neck. “Oh…it’s nothing. I apologize for my presumption.”




    But I can’t let this go.




    “Enlighten me, please.”




    He bites his bottom lip, his gaze glued to the wine glass in his hand. “Well…first off,” he starts, hesitating a little, “when the maître d’ didn’t have a table for you, you didn’t seem too upset. You seemed content, sitting there with your husband, which makes me think you’re pretty easygoing. You didn’t lose your composure or scowl in any way, like your husband did, which tells me you’re patient. Even when the maître d’ told you there was no table, you seemed concerned but not necessarily angry.”




    It’s true. I am rather easygoing.




    He ventures a look up at me and goes on, “When we sat down at the table, you doted on your husband and helped him with his jacket, and didn’t seem to mind he wasn’t paying attention to you. You like to take care of people, not be taken care of.”




    At this point, I am completely transfixed. This guy’s better than that weird palm reader at the renaissance fair I went to last year.




    He shifts in his seat and leans in a bit, the intensity not leaving his eyes for a moment. “You let your husband take over the conversation, so you don’t like to be the center of attention. It’s not about you, it’s about others.”




    I am speechless at this point. Utterly speechless.




    “When the server poured our water, you thanked her and acknowledged her. You don’t consider yourself superior to her, or anyone else for that matter, merely of different life circumstances.”




    And suddenly, it’s just the two of us in the room—his amazing green eyes boring into mine, my attention completely on him, and it shames me to admit, my panties are a little moist.




    “And that quirky, rather interesting brooch you’re wearing…it’s very whimsical,” he says, a hint of playfulness in his voice. “It tells me you love color. You love beautiful things, and you’re young at heart. I’d wager you love to do crafts with your kids—you love to color and get silly with them. Am I right?”




    Good God.




    This guy must have a PhD in behavioral psychology. He’s got me down pat. I do love to do crafts with the kids, and I do love to color. Everything he’s said about me is spot on. I feel almost naked—like he can read my mind or something.




    Oh shit! I hope he can’t read the fact that I think he’s the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever laid eyes on.




    Damn.




    I laugh a little nervously. “Wow…uh…you’re good. You got me spot on.”




    He smiles without a word. I want to ask about him, but the waitress comes over and interrupts us.




    She takes our order for drinks. Weston orders a bottle for the table—a red, something French and expensive sounding—it seems to be the usual. The waitress obviously knows him well, often addressing him as “Mr. Hanson.”




    Gabe, who usually drinks beer, doesn’t order a drink—he never drinks and drives. But he’ll probably have a small glass of wine. Bridget and I order martinis.




    I’m glad when the waitress leaves us. I want to know everything about this man. Gabe and Bridget are still deep in conversation. She’s talking about her alma-matter—Harvard…figures.




    “So, how about you?” I ask. “Are you a psychologist? Let me guess…criminal psychology? You seem to be able to read people’s minds.”




    He laughs. “No…I’m a developer,” he says simply, without elaboration.




    Then he’s quiet again. There’s such an intense look about him, like he’s simultaneously having a conversation with me and trying to figure out how to solve global warming. There seems to be so much going on in his mind.




    “Um…” I hesitate. I want to know more but don’t want to appear too nosy. He’s not giving me much to work with. I’ll probably have to Google him. “What kind of development do you do?”




    “Sustainable loft condos and housing. Sustainable energy is the way of the future. We’re now building homes which create more energy than they use.”




    “That’s great,” I tell him, truly impressed. “Fascinating.”




    And we find ourselves in silence again. It seems he knows me down to my essence, yet I don’t know a thing about him.




    “How many children do you and your husband have?” he asks. How does he know I have children? I haven’t mentioned it.




    “Two. Two girls…Chloe and Claire.”




    “How old are they?”




    “Eight and six,” I wonder if he has children. I have no clue. “How ’bout you…do you have kids?”




    He looks off into the distance and doesn’t answer me. There’s something odd in his expression—he seems to be working out his answer—which seems strange to me, since it’s a pretty simple question. “We have two fantastic kids,” he finally offers. “Ashton and Elizabeth. Ashton is ten and Elizabeth is eight.”




    I picture his children—they’re perfect…of course. He has dark hair like his father, and she has her mother’s light blond curls and blue eyes. And it goes without saying, they’re both perfectly dressed—a picture straight out of a Brooks Brothers catalogue. They’re not mismatched and disheveled like my girls—not in a million years would they ever have gum in their hair.




    “Your daughter is the same age as my oldest,” I point out. And before I can think, I add playfully, “We should have a play date.”




    And as soon as I say it, I regret it.




    How foolish of me. We hardly know these people.




    “I…I’m just joking, of course.”




    “Not a horrible idea,” he says, his voice as soft as ever.




    And I almost melt.




    No, it is a horrible idea. We should definitely not have a play date—not with the feelings I’ve got going on inside me at the moment.




    I stammer a little. “Well…you know…I’m sure we’re all very busy.”




    And just then, the waitress comes back to save the day and take our orders. I’ve barely had a chance to look at the menu—much too preoccupied with the gorgeous man sitting across me.




    I’m such a little tramp.




    But then I notice Gabe hasn’t figured out what he wants either—so it’s not just me—he’s guilty too.




    Weston and Bridget haven’t even peeked at the menu and have already made their choices.




    I suddenly feel rushed. The waitress tells us she’ll give us a moment. Gabe and I peruse the menu, quickly selecting our dinner choices. I realize that as much fun as we’re having, we do have a show to catch.




    Bridget orders a seafood salad, and I find myself wanting to emulate her. Maybe if I start ordering a few salads, I too, can squeeze into a size two.




    The “wine guy” (I’m really not sure what his official title is—though surely this is the kind of thing Weston and Bridget know) holds up the bottle for Weston, who nods. He proceeds to pour him a sample. Weston tastes and nods again. There is a lot of nodding going on, and I find myself watching him curiously. I would have no clue if a wine was acceptable or not, but Weston seems to be an expert. My favorite wines can be found in eight dollar bottles.




    “Wine guy” pours us all a glass, and I can’t wait to have a taste—I need to take the edge off. Generally, the more expensive a wine, the more I hate it.




    I wince as I take a sip. Yep, this wine must be crazy expensive. I do a rather monumental job at hiding my displeasure.




    Bridget and Gabe are still immersed in conversation, laughing here and then.




    “Where do you teach, Mirella?” Weston asks, my name rolling off his tongue so deliciously.




    “I teach at Heron Heights. I like it. And where do you work?” I ask, curious. The more I know, the better.




    He laughs a little. “Everywhere. I work everywhere.”




    Another cryptic answer. I hope he knows I’m not planning to stalk him anytime soon. Although it would be completely understandable if a woman were inclined to do so—he is totally stalk-worthy.




    “You don’t like to divulge much about yourself, do you?”




    “You got me.”




    I will definitely need to check him out—a man like him must be all over Google.




    We find ourselves listening to Bridget and Gabe who are going on about their college escapades. Gabe majored in business—his father wanted him to take over the family business management, but Gabe was never a paper-pusher. He wanted to get his hands dirty, work on the ground floor. We both went to Chicago State. I commuted, and I would often stay over at his dorm, even if it was against the rules—Gabe has always been a rule breaker.




    Now those days seem so far away.




    The waitress comes over with our meals. I’m always amazed how restaurants can coordinate completely different meals to arrive at almost the exact same moment. “Enjoy,” she offers as she leaves us.




    Weston pulls out a small plastic bottle from his jacket pocket, drops a dollop of clear liquid on his palm and rubs his hands.




    I smile. This is exactly what I do, but I haven’t brought my bottle because my fancy clutch is only big enough for my wallet and lipstick—and of course, lipstick takes precedence over hand disinfectant.




    I extend my hand to him. “Can I have some?”




    He smiles as he plops a drop on my palm. I catch Gabe’s eye—he’s looking at us like we’re the two biggest nerds on the planet. Well, let’s see how he feels when he gets the flu.




    We enjoy our meal mostly in silence, with the exception of Bridget who manages a few words between every bite. I can’t completely enjoy my pasta because I’m simply too worked up.




    Worked up about what?




    I’m not sure. I just feel this intense electricity in the air.




    Gabe and I tell them we have to rush because we have a show to catch. Of course they’ve seen it—they’ve seen them all, Bridget informs us.




    At this point, I don’t want to see the show anymore—I want to sit with them all night.




    The bill comes, and Weston insists he’s got it, and Gabe protests, which is a little awkward. But when Weston points out he’s ordered a three-hundred dollar bottle, Gabe smiles and says, “It’s all yours.” It’s quite evident these two are not struggling to pay the bills like we are—the posh perfectly fitted clothing, his expensive looking watch, and the gigantic diamond on her finger tells me so.




    When the waitress comes back with her payment gadget, Weston pays the bill. Gabe and I thank them profusely. And the waitress also thanks him abundantly when she sees her tip. From her reaction, you would think the guy has given her his left kidney.




    “Weston always leaves an extravagant tip. I think it’s too much. They’re only doing their jobs after all.”




    “Well, you’ve made her day, that’s for sure,” I point out.




    “Well, if I can make someone’s day, then I suppose I’ve done my job.”




    What a sweetie…




    We say our formal good-byes at the door since we are heading in different directions. Bridget hugs us both tightly and tells us how delighted she is to have met us. We thank them again for the wonderful dinner. Weston gives us both a firm hand shake, very business-like—he doesn’t strike me as a hugger at all.




    As we walk away, his eyes linger on me, and he seems…almost sad.




    I wonder if he feels the same way I do. I’m a little saddened by the fact that I will never see these people again. We shared a wonderful meal and pleasant conversation, but now we’re off in our own directions, to our respective lives.




    Our paths will never cross again.




    We race to the theater. Gabe pulls me through the crowds. His stride is much longer than mine, and I find myself actually running a little to try to keep up with him. Racing in my very high heels, I suddenly wish I had worn more sensible shoes. Thankfully, we make it to the box office, just in the nick of time.




    The show is great, but as wonderful as it is, I have a difficult time focusing on the story—my thoughts are still in that restaurant, on that face. I replay all the words that were said, which really were not many.




    I am shocked by the reaction I’ve had to this man, so sudden and powerful. Desire has struck me when I least expected it. I’m not a lustful woman but for a fraction of a second, I picture his beautiful face, and I long to touch it, and I crave the feel of his hands on my skin.




    I shake my head a little. I’ve gone completely mad.




    I barely know this man—he’s a stranger.




    But I can’t deny the reality…I’ve never been so affected.




    By anyone.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Just imagine him…




    “WHAT DID YOU THINK OF THE SHOW?” Gabe asks as we walk back to the parking lot.




    I don’t know what to say. Hell, I don’t remember the show. All I could think about was him. I might just be certifiably insane. “I…uh…it was great.” It must have been—the set design and music were amazing.




    “You seemed distracted.” Gabe is nothing if not perceptive. He knows something’s up. “Were you thinking about Mr. Perfect?” he jokes. He always teases me about my silly crushes—the hot guy who renovated our bathroom, the kids’ optometrist. He joshes because he knows it’s harmless—I’ve been faithful to him for almost twenty years.




    I laugh a little, but somehow this time feels different. “No…who’s Mr. Perfect?” I ask playfully.




    “Oh, you know who I’m talking about.” He smiles wide. “Don’t play coy with me.”




    “You’re referring to Weston?” I say casually with a little smirk. But for the first time since we’ve been together, I feel like I’m putting on a show, like I’m lying to my husband. There’s just something about Weston…it’s different this time.




    “You totally have the hots for the guy, Ella,” he says with a cheeky smile. “Ella” is what he calls me—unless he’s mad at me—then it’s “Mirella.”




    Who am I kidding? My husband knows me too well. There’s no sense denying it. “Well…” I hesitate a little. “He is attractive, if that’s what you mean.”




    He laughs. “Oh…it’s more than that, he’s totally your type…good-looking, charming, and well-dressed, with a little bit of nerdy.”




    Gabe is all smiles—he doesn’t seem too concerned. And why would he be? We will never see Bridget and Weston again. And Gabe and I have always been open like this—I think it’s what has kept us faithful to each other over the years.




    I laugh a little. Yep…there are no secret crushes in this relationship.




    “Well, you’re one to talk,” I say, trying to steer the focus off me. “You and Bridget were practically all over each other.” I still can’t get over how flirty she was with him—another woman’s husband, a father.




    “Yeah…she’s gorgeous,” he admits—like I hadn’t noticed. “I’d like to tear that little prim and proper outfit right off her.”




    Unlike me, Gabe is not one to hide his thoughts. He usually spreads them all out on the table for everyone to see. We’ve been together so long, I’ve gotten used to his occasionally questionable sense of humor.




    He grabs me by the waist. “I’m kidding. You know that, right? You’re my only one, Ella.”




    “I’m sure she’d love it. She was all over you.”




    “You think?”




    “Of course, look at you.” I swear, sometimes Gabe doesn’t realize how gorgeous he is. He’s not traditionally handsome—he’s a little rough around the edges, and he’s definitely got that “bad boy” thing going.




    “You’re the sexy, rugged guy,” I point out. “I bet she’d die to slum it with you,” I add, a playful smile on my lips.




    He laughs.




    “I’m sure Mr. Perfect wouldn’t mind slummin’ it with you either.”




    I laugh nervously. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t possibly.




    “I don’t think so,” I say, sheepishly. “He doesn’t see me that way, I’m sure. Men like him go out with women like Bridget.”




    Gabe stops dead in his tracks and looks at me. Suddenly his beautiful hazel eyes are serious—they look almost black in the darkness. He grabs my wrist and pulls me to him. The heel of my shoe scrapes the sidewalk, and I look up at him, suddenly alarmed.




    “Trust me, Ella, a man knows when a guy wants to fuck his wife.”




    I’m shocked and speechless.




    Really? Is that what he saw?




    Could he be right?




    The thought arouses me. More than I care to admit.




    We walk the rest of the way to the car, in silence, in utter silence.




    As we’re heading back home in Gabe’s truck, I lean back on the soft leather of the seat, and close my eyes. I can’t seem to get the images of the night out of my mind—Weston’s face, his shiny silver cufflinks, Gabe in his sexy buttoned shirt, his hand on my thigh. I feel tense and restless.




    And almost as if Gabe can read my thoughts, he slides his hand under the skirt of my dress. I don’t protest this time—I want to be touched.




    “I can’t wait to get you home,” he says, his voice hoarse. “I’m going to rip that sweet little dress right off you.”




    His hand slides further up, and I find myself spreading my legs for him.




    Just a little.




    “You want it. I can tell.”




    Gabe always seems to know what I want. He and I have a very sexual relationship…always have. I’m convinced that’s one of the reasons our marriage is so strong.




    He reaches my sweet spot and strokes me over my panties, and I can’t wait to get home.




    He’s arousing me and he knows it. “You’re primed.”




    He’s right. I can’t remember ever being so turned on. I just want him to stop on the side of the road and finish me off.




    “Thank you, Mr. Perfect,” he says with a hint of laughter in his voice.




    He is so crass—has always been that way.




    “He’s probably the one who got you this wet,” he points out, his voice playful. “But I’m the lucky one who gets to fuck you.”




    “Yeah…you are,” I say, breathless, and I sneak a peek at the odometer—he’s going ten to fifteen miles over the speed limit—he can’t possibly go faster without getting us in trouble.




    But I almost wish he could.




    As soon as we walk up the steps, Gabe presses me against the door and kisses me. I can’t quite remember the last time he kissed me like this.




    “Hold on, big boy,” I whisper, pushing him away, despite the fact that I don’t want to. “We still have to pay Caroline.”




    Caroline welcomes us back with a friendly smile. “How was your night?” she asks.




    I’m in no mood for small talk—I’m in the mood to screw my husband. I smile and fumble through my wallet. “Here you go. Thank you. See you next time,” I say quickly as I hand her the cash.




    “Everything went fine and the girls are fast asleep,” she tells us, putting on her jacket and shoes—not fast enough.




    And finally, she’s on her way back home, across the street.




    As soon as the door closes, Gabe grabs my face in his large hands and kisses me—his unshaven face scratches my lips.




    His kiss is amazing.




    He deepens the kiss. His ragged breathing is the only sound I can hear in the stillness of the night—he wants me. And he’ll have me. Gabe never asks—he never needs to—he reads me too well.




    His hands travel down my body and find their way under my dress. I run my fingers through his messy hair. I kick off my high heels and lose a few inches. He towers over me and hoists me up against the wall—my head knocks against a glass framed photo.




    I reluctantly pull my lips from his. “Why don’t we go kiss the girls good night,” I whisper, my voice slightly breathless. As much as I’m enjoying this, I don’t really want to have sex against the wall, in our entry hall.




    He trails kisses down my neck. “We’re kind of busy at the moment.”




    “Just two quick kisses,” I insist. “Then you can have your way with me.”




    He laughs a little. “Oh…I will,” he warns me. “Remember…you asked for it.”




    We tiptoe into Chloe’s mess of a room, stuffed animals and books scattered everywhere. I kiss her softly on the cheek. Then we’re off to Claire’s butterfly filled room. Gabe gives her a quick peck on the forehead, and I linger awhile and plant a kiss on her sweet cherubic face. I watch her for a few seconds—she’s so sweet.




    When I finally make my way out of Claire’s room, Gabe is waiting for me, leaning against the wall.




    He’s taken off his jacket. His hair is ruffled, and his eyes are intense. He scratches his unshaven jaw and looks at me.




    He wants me to come to him.




    Neither of us say anything as he studies me for the longest time. Finally, he’s the first to break the silence. “I’m not sure if I’m in the mood, Ella,” he says, the slightest hint of a smile on his lips. “It’s kind of late. And I’m kind of beat.”




    I smile. I know he’s joking. Gabe is always in the mood.




    He’s toying with me—teasing me.




    I grab a handful of his shirt and start unbuttoning, from the bottom up. “Is that so?” I ask, my voice silky.




    He bites his lip, an impish smile on his face. “I have a bit of a headache.”




    I almost want to laugh. He doesn’t fool me for a second. I look him straight in the eye as I start undoing his belt.




    He grabs my hand and stops me. “You want it badly, don’t you?” His eyes seem darker, even more intense—almost angry. “But I’m not giving it to you. Because I know it’s all about him.”




    My smile fades. I’m really starting to think he’s serious, and I’m more than a little peeved. He’s so wrong. It isn’t just about the other guy—it’s about him too. He’s the one I want.




    “I’m going to bed,” he deadpans.




    My stomach is suddenly tied up in knots. I didn’t want this to happen. I didn’t mean to hurt Gabe. It was just a stupid little crush.




    “Okay…I admit,” I finally manage. “I…I was attracted to him. But you’re the one I want to be with.” My voice is a little shaky. “Please don’t be like this.”




    He turns to look at me, and his scowl slowly fades.




    He starts laughing, and I’m confused. I’m not sure what kind of game he’s playing, but I’m not impressed.




    He grabs my rear. “Ella,” he says to me, pulling me tight against him. “I’m just messing with you. I’ll fuck you any which way you want, babe.”




    Bastard.




    I punch him on the chest as hard as I can, but he laughs even harder. “You should have seen your face,” he says, still laughing at my expense.




    “Why are you always so juvenile?” I sneer at him as I walk to our bedroom where I plop myself on the edge of the bed. “We were having a special moment.”




    The room is dark. I haven’t bothered to turn on the light.




    He kneels in front of me. “Oh…is that what it was,” he says as he slides a hand under my dress. “I thought we were just going to fuck.”




    “Well, you know what I mean,” I try to explain. “But it doesn’t matter now…you’ve ruined it. Now, I’m the one who’s not in the mood.”




    He laughs out loud. “I can change that,” he tells me, standing. He walks over to the bedroom door and locks it. As he makes his way back to me, he eyes me with that playful, intense stare I know so well.




    He kneels in front of me again. “I’ll get you hot…in no time,” he says, his fingers playing with the lace of my panties.




    “No, you can’t. You’re not that powerful.” I am so mad at him—I really don’t want to give in to him. I try to shimmy away, but he grabs my rear.




    He pulls me to him. “I beg to differ.” His hands are rough against my skin as he pulls my panties off.




    And he’s absolutely right.




    I want this…so badly.




    I lie back and completely give in.




    “Now that’s more like it,” he breathes, burying his head between my legs, under the skirt of my dress. I dig my fingers into his dark, silky curls. And I completely surrender. I want him to kiss me like he has so many times before.




    I want him…no one but him.




    He starts off slowly, licking me softly, and it feels amazing. I want to get out of this dress. I want to be naked against him. I want to be touched all over, and I want to touch. But this feels too good, and I don’t want him to stop.




    In no time, my breathing quickens, and I am fully aroused. I rub my hands through his unruly hair as I press my sex against his mouth. He responds and moves his tongue faster.




    He’s so good at this.




    I feel my body warm and reach that state of arousal I’ve been aching for.




    My pulse quickens and my orgasm comes swiftly, long and intense. I stifle my moans on the fleshy part of my arm. And I can’t believe I’ve climaxed already.




    Gabe keeps going until my moans have settled down.




    Finally, he pulls away.




    “You don’t waste any time, do you?” he teases, always the joker.




    I laugh and cover my face with my hand, a little embarrassed.




    “Don’t be shy. I love it. You made my job real easy.”




    And I find myself laughing again.




    He climbs up on top of me and plants a gentle kiss on my collarbone. I close my eyes and enjoy the state of relaxation I’ve fallen into, my body languid, heavy.




    He studies me—a grin stretches across his face. “But I’m not quite done with you,” he teases, my orgasm barely a thing of the past. Before I have a chance to even react, he grabs me hard and flips me over. My face pressed against the bed, I hear the sound of him undoing his pants. He grabs my hips and pulls me up to him. I feel tender and tight, but I still like the feel of him when he sinks into me. As he presses against me, I close my eyes and enjoy him. His hands dig into my hips as his thrusts intensify.




    He’s gentle tonight.




    Despite the fact that I’ve just climaxed, I still love every second of it. My body responds to him so easily.




    He’s usually a little rough with me—sometimes I think he’s too rough, but tonight he’s not rough enough.




    “Harder,” I moan softly, barely audible.




    He feels so good. This is sex—it’s what we do. We don’t make love…we fuck.




    He kicks it up a notch and slams harder into me. The headboard bangs against the wall, again and again.




    He feels incredible.




    He grabs a fist full of my hair tightly at my nape. “You can’t see my face,” he breathes against my ear. “Just imagine him. He’s the one fucking you right now.”




    My breath catches.




    I’m not shocked by Gabe’s words. It’s the way he is…a little kinky.




    But I can’t do it.




    I can see Weston’s gorgeous face, but I can’t imagine him there.




    “Don’t feel guilty about it,” Gabe presses, “just let your imagination go.”




    I can only see Gabe’s face.




    I turn my head toward him.




    It’s dark, and I can’t quite see him perfectly. But a flicker of moonlight streaming through the window is enough for me to make out his body pressed against mine—he still wears his black striped button shirt—the image arouses me.




    I feel myself getting closer and closer to another climax.




    He can sense I’m almost there. “I want to hear you,” he says, his voice soft. “I want to hear you scream.”




    And I let go. I moan louder and louder—louder than I probably should. And I hear the familiar ragged sounds of Gabe’s climax, perfectly timed to mine—he has amazing control.




    And at that moment, I think my husband might very well be the greatest lover on the planet.




    He leans down and kisses me on the shoulder. “I love you, Ella,” he whispers, like he always does.




    I wake up with a smile on my face, and I’m still wearing my dress. Gabe is stretched out next to me. He’s been watching me sleep.




    “Stop doing that,” I tell him, laughing. “You know I hate that.”




    “But you’re very cute when you sleep.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Last night was quite a night.”




    I smile at him. “You know what’s ironic and a little funny?”




    “What?” he asks, one brow perked up.




    “All night long, you were telling me how you were going to rip my dress off,” I remind him, smiling coyly, “…and here I am the next morning, still wearing it.”




    He laughs a little. “But I still showed you a pretty good time, didn’t I?”




    “Definitely,” I say, biting my lip.




    “I can take it off now if you want,” he offers with that look in his eyes—the man is insatiable.




    I’m almost tempted, but giggling and the sweet voices of my girls are in the distance. It won’t be long until we see their faces.
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    We take the girls to the park and go for lunch. Chloe asks me about our night.




    “Did you have fun?”




    I smile. “We did. We met some nice people and saw a show.” I almost tell her about Weston and Bridget, but decide not to—they’re already ancient history.




    I love spending quality time with my family on Sundays—it’s one of my favorite things to do. But today, I’m not quite there—my head isn’t anyway. I can’t get Weston out of my mind, and I still can’t believe how affected I was by him. I barely know him—he hardly gave me anything—didn’t talk about himself at all.




    Then a light bulb goes off.




    That’s what it is, I tell myself—he’s still a mystery. If I could just know a little more about him, maybe I could finally get him out of my system.




    I start typing his name in the search box. I get as far as “Weston H,” and his name pops up, and I suddenly feel panicked.




    And a little creepy.




    I am a stalker after all—a cyber-stalker.




    I tell myself I’m being ridiculous and close the browser. As I slam my laptop shut, I vow to stop thinking about the guy—he’s just a good looking man I met at a restaurant, for heaven’s sake.




    That’s all he is.




    A good looking man with the most incredible eyes I have ever seen.
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    It’s Monday, and I’m so happy to be back at work. I can’t wait to talk to Gwen. Gwen’s my best friend, and a fellow teacher at my school. She teaches sixth grade. She has to deal with attitude and burgeoning hormones, and she still has a smile on her face every minute of the day—she’s fantastic.




    My kids seem happy to see me. Lilly, a sweetheart of a girl, with golden curls and bright green eyes, hugs my leg when she sees me.




    “Good morning, Lilly. How was your weekend?”




    “Great. How was your weekend, Mrs. Mirella?”




    “Fantastic,” I say with a smile. And that’s an understatement, I almost want to add.




    “I like your earrings today.”




    “Why, thank you.” The fun thing about kids is they notice everything—a new haircut, a new dress, a new necklace. I could be wearing a whole new outfit, and Gabe probably wouldn’t notice.




    Lilly is so sweet, and she speaks like she’s just leaped off the pages of a Jane Austen novel—I think it has something to do with her British nanny. But anyway, she’s my favorite.




    Today, we’re learning about the four food groups. I’ve brought some grocery store flyers from home, and we’re cutting out various foods and gluing them onto paper plates. The activity teaches them about nutrition and lets them practice their dexterity. Even at this age, kids today don’t get enough manual play—all they seem to do at home is play video games and watch television.




    My hands are on the task in front of me, but my brain is full of Weston.




    This is getting damn annoying.




    I’ll never see you again. Please get out of my head.




    When the bell finally rings for lunch, I let Wanda take over. Wanda is great. She’s one of my kids’ moms who volunteers to help out every day for lunch. There was a rumor a while back about her and the principal being a little too friendly, but who am I to judge?




    I run over to Gwen as soon as I spot her. She looks fabulous, as always, her dark complexion striking against a pale yellow sheath dress. I hug her tightly, my face full of her thick black tresses.




    “How was your weekend, sweetie,” she asks, all smiles.




    “Mind-blowing,” I gush, my face lit up like a fourth of July display. I can’t wait to dish.




    “That good, huh,” she says, a coy smile on her lips.




    “It’s really warm today. You wanna eat on the bench outside?” There is no privacy in the lunch room—twenty or so teachers huddled together at small round tables—conversations usually start to mix.




    “Sure,” she says as I grab her by the arm—she really has no choice.




    I’m thankful it’s a wonderful sunny day…I love the month of May.




    As we eat our very bland sandwiches, I tell her all about Saturday night—the restaurant, the fabulous couple we met, and the even more amazing sex. Gwen and I are very close. We share almost everything.




    “So was it love at first sight with this man?” she teases, her eyes curious.




    “Well, I don’t know about that, Gwen. Let’s just call it lust at first sight. And besides, we are all married, you know…”




    She throws a playful, little jab at my shoulder. “Yep. You might want to be careful.”




    I smile. “You don’t have to worry. It was a one-time encounter. We’ll never see them again.”




    “That’s probably a good thing. Temptation can be tricky, and you wouldn’t want to mess things up with Gabe.”




    We sit in silence for a beat, both biting into our sandwiches.




    “But…you can’t help how your mind and body react to someone,” she adds knowingly. “Don’t feel guilty about it. It’s cupid’s fault.”




    “Cupid really messed up this time. I think he sleeps on the job.”




    She laughs, her big toothy smile almost brightens my mood.




    “But it’s all good,” I reassure her…and myself. “Like I said, I’ll never see him again.” And sadness washes over me…a sadness I hadn’t expected.




    My students cheer me up—they always do. No matter what’s bugging me, their energy is almost contagious—everything is new, something to be discovered and studied.




    I feel pretty good, and I’ve almost all but forgotten about Weston, when Sylvia, our receptionist, walks into my classroom.




    I stand, suddenly curious and concerned. When I see Sylvia in my classroom, it usually means something’s wrong—issues with one of my kids, disciplinary problems, absence, illness, injury, or worse than all that…lice!




    But today, Sylvia has a huge smile on her face—it must be something good.




    “Someone’s got a secret admirer,” she says.




    “What?”




    “Flowers were delivered for you at the front desk. They’re gorgeous.”




    I’m shocked. Gabe and I did have a great date night, but it wasn’t quite worthy of celebratory flowers. Then again, Gabe has sent me flowers before—he’s sweet that way. Although it has been a while. I’m quite excited to see them.




    “I was going to bring them over, but Michael doesn’t want them in the classroom…something about kids’ allergies.”




    “That’s fine. I’ll fetch them on my way out.”




    Michael is our principal, and he’s a little bit of a stickler for rules. Gwen always jokes about him—she says he has a thing for me. I tell her he’s married, and she says, “What does that have to do with anything?” Who knows? Perhaps she’s right. Maybe he doesn’t like the idea of my husband sending me flowers.




    When I finally make it to the front office at the end of the day, my mind is blown away. Sylvia wasn’t exaggerating—the flowers are gorgeous. Gabe has outdone himself—a dozen of the most beautiful roses I have ever laid eyes on—lavender. I didn’t even know lavender roses existed. But as wonderful as the roses are, the gorgeous vase is what my eyes are drawn too—hand blown glass, a rainbow of colors. I just know I will cherish it for years to come.




    “Does Gabe have a brother by chance?” Sylvia jokes. It’s a well-known fact that all the ladies at work think my husband is delicious. And Sylvia is probably the one with the biggest crush.




    I laugh as I rip the tiny envelope open.




    And as my gaze settles on the small card, my stomach drops.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    Love…at…first…sight.




    Dear Gabe and Mirella,


    We had a wonderful time on Saturday night. We would love to hear from you again.


    Weston & Bridget




    MY EYES GLANCE AT THE TELEPHONE NUMBER on the bottom of the card, and I can’t believe what I’m seeing. I was not expecting this at all—it’s all so absurd.




    “What’s wrong Mirella? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”




    “It’s just…it’s…” I’m at a loss for words.




    “Oooh,” Sylvia perks up. “Are the flowers from someone else? Do you have a secret admirer?” she asks, curious. Yes, I’m sure she’d love that. Then, she could tell Gabe all about my torrid secret affair and snatch him right out from under me.




    With an uneasy laugh, I explain, “It’s just a wonderful couple Gabe and I met on Saturday night.” I really don’t need her starting some unfounded rumors.




    She reads the card and her smile fades. “You must have really made quite the impression.”




    Yes…it appears so.




    I’ve set the flowers carefully on the floor in front of the passenger seat, and I try not to drive too fast or make sudden turns. The girls are quiet in the back and seem a little tired—Mondays are always hard on them.




    The card tucked in my pocket consumes me. Who wrote it? The handwriting could be female or male, but the words almost sound like Bridget…But how would she know where to reach me? Well, of course, I did tell Weston where I worked.




    I don’t know what to think.




    I don’t need this. I don’t need this man in my life.




    I realize I’m at a crossroads—this is one of those “big moments.” There’s a fork in the road. If I go one way, my life stays as it is, wonderful and simple. If I choose the other path, my life could possibly get really complicated.




    I just know it.




    But I really want to go down that other road…even though I shouldn’t.




    I’m sitting at a red light, and I have the sudden urge to rip up the card and throw it out the window. That’s what I should do. It would be so easy—it’s sitting in my jacket pocket.




    But I don’t.
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    “I told you,” Gabe says, all smugness. “The guy wants to fuck you.”




    “You don’t know that.”




    The girls are sleeping. We’re sitting on our bed. I’m painting my toenails a bright red—I’ve finally decided to pay a little more attention to my feet. “Maybe it was Bridget’s idea. She did seem to have a pretty good time. You guys were chatting away like the best of friends,” I point out, realizing that I’m making a lot of sense. “Weston and I barely spoke, or Bridget and I, for that matter. I would hardly call that ‘a wonderful time.’ It was all about you and Bridget.”




    As I say the words, I realize I should probably have thrown the card out the car window. I need a flirty, gorgeous supermodel lawyer after my husband like I need a hole in my head.




    Fuck.




    How could I have been so stupid—this isn’t about Weston and I—this is about Gabe and Bridget.




    She wrote the card.




    Panic washes over me. Like I’ve stumbled on a merry-go-round and am spinning out of control. I can’t jump off and can’t stop the damn ride. Suddenly, I don’t want to ever see Weston or Bridget again.




    “I really don’t think we should call them,” I say, putting on my best all-business face. “I don’t think it’s a very good idea.”




    Gabe seems disappointed. “You don’t think having fun with a cool couple is a good idea?”




    Right. I know where he’s going with this—the woman looks like a Maxim cover. Gabe always talks me into things. But not this time.




    “Not this couple. Not with the way she was looking at you all night.” If he thinks I hadn’t noticed, he’s sadly mistaken.




    He smiles and closes the distance between us. “C’mon…You liked the looks of him too,” he points out as he wraps his arms around my waist. “It could be fun,” he adds, his expression playful.




    “You know exactly what fun like that leads to.”




    “I’ll behave,” he promises.




    “Oh…it’s not you I don’t trust…it’s her.”




    “I promise I’ll be good…if you promise to be good too.”




    And we both laugh a little.




    Maybe I’m being a little neurotic. I’m always blowing things out of proportion. I’m sure they’re not interested in playing naked Twister together. All we’re talking about is probably a nice dinner out. And Gabe’s right—we are completely anti-social—we need more friends.




    Damn, part of me wants this, despite every bone in my body telling me not to.
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    “I heard about the flowers,” Gwen tells me the first chance she gets. “Sylvia told me all about them.”




    Yep…Sylvia has a big mouth. She’s probably told the whole staff.




    “They were from that couple you met on Saturday night, right? That gorgeous lust at first sight guy,” she whispers.




    I can’t hide anything from Gwen.




    “Yes,” I mouth, looking nervously over my shoulder. I’m kind of embarrassed about this silly crush. It is utterly ridiculous—I’m acting like a foolish teenager.




    “And they left their number?” she asks, her eyes bright. “Did you call them?”




    That Sylvia sure didn’t skimp on the details.




    “No,” I say with conviction, “of course not.”




    “And I hear they were purple roses. How fun.”




    “Lavender actually. I didn’t even know those existed.”




    “That’s interesting.” Her brows arch together, in deep thought. “I wonder what that means.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Well, red roses mean romantic love,” she explains, her big brown eyes staring out into the empty school hall. “And yellow roses mean friendship. But I have no clue what lavender roses mean.”




    “I don’t either.” I’d never thought about a hidden meaning in the flowers. But now I’m curious.




    “We are so Googling this,” she shrills.




    “Uh…I was kind of hoping to eat my lunch.”




    She drags me by the arm. Our heels click loudly against the tiled floor. “This is way more important than sustenance, sweetie.”




    I stand there, chomping on my wrap, admitting to myself the truth—we are shameless—acting like giddy junior high girls. Gwen is definitely guiltier than I am. She’s even bouncing up and down a little on her chair, her long tresses dancing. She types in “lavender roses meaning,” and in no time, she finds what she’s looking for.




    “Oh…my…God,” she whispers, in slow motion. She turns to me, slack-jawed “Love…at…first…sight.” Her words are carefully measured. “That’s what it means.”




    My breath catches. My heart pounds. I feel my face flush. “It…d-does not,” I struggle to say as my eyes devour the screen.




    “I wonder if they have any clue what they just sent you,” Gwen says, eyes still fixed on the screen. “Most people don’t realize that colors have special significance when it comes to roses.”




    “You’re right. Probably doesn’t mean anything. It’s most likely just a coincidence. I’m sure they just like lavender,” I add, not quite convincing myself. “I told you he was wearing a purple shirt and tie.” This makes it too real. This needs to be a coincidence. A silly one-sided crush is one thing, but a strong mutual attraction is another altogether. This spells t-r-o-u-b-l-e.




    Gwen turns to me, wide-eyed. “Are you going to call them?”




    I can’t. I just can’t.




    “God, I want to,” I confess. “But what about the whole ‘I shouldn’t mess up what I’ve got going with Gabe’ thing?” I ask, almost pleading her to talk some sense into me and convince me to do the right thing. “I shouldn’t, right?”




    She bites her lip, pondering my question for a beat. “Yep, you should probably just ignore the flowers,” she finally says. “But jeez, that’s going to be practically impossible. I know you…”




    “You’re right.”




    She twirls a lock of hair and perks up. “But then again…we’re probably just talking about dinner here. They’re married…you’re married. But…you could be playing with fire…you just never really know with these things.”




    I start to wonder if Gwen is living vicariously through me. She wants to see where this goes. It’s her own little live-action soap opera. But unfortunately, soap operas always have drama, and the last thing I need in my life is drama.




    “So you think I should throw out the card?” I ask, still convinced that if anyone can steer me in the right direction, it’s probably her. She truly wants the best for me—she’s my best friend.




    “Yep, I think so,” she says, turning to the screen. “That’s what you should do, sweetie.” But then, she turns to face me again. “But one thing I do know is,” she says, her voice soft. “You’ll always wonder if you don’t call.”




    She’s absolutely right.
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    “Let’s do it,” I tell Gabe as soon as he gets home from work. “Let’s call them.” As I’m saying the words out loud, I feel like I’m jumping into a cold lake in the middle of October. I can’t help but wonder if I’m crazy.




    “Are you sure?” he asks, a grin stretched across his face. He’s into this as much as I am.




    I tell myself I’m being way too dramatic—I’ve been reading too much into things. We’ll probably get together and share a lovely meal. And once the initial attraction fades, we’ll get to know each other and become great friends.




    “Why not? We always complain we don’t have enough couple friends.”




    “That’s true. Are you calling them tonight?” he asks, hanging his jacket.




    I’m putting the final touches on supper—spaghetti and meatballs and a garden salad. “Later tonight, after we put the girls to bed.”




    Claire and Chloe are sitting at the kitchen table, drawing on blank sheets of paper. Gabe walks over to them and kisses them both on the tops of their heads. “I know two little girls who are going to bed early tonight,” he teases, with that mischievous smile I love so much.




    “We are not,” Chloe says with conviction. “No way.”




    “Yeah, we are not,” Claire echoes her big sister.




    I laugh a little—there’s no way these two are going to bed early.




    Gabe and I are simply going to have to wait to see how this little soap opera pans out.
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    Telephone receiver in hand, I open my desk drawer and retrieve the card. I’ve asked Gabe to give me five minutes—the last thing I need is him hovering over me. I can’t believe how nervous I feel. It seems ridiculous that I should feel so on edge. I’ve done this before…it’s just a phone call, for heaven’s sake.




    As I stare at the gorgeous bouquet of roses on my desk, the line rings repeatedly and relief washes over me—yes, I can leave a message—so much less awkward.




    But then, he answers.




    Damn.




    “Weston Hanson.” His tone is very formal and business-like, and I realize I’m probably calling his cell, not his home phone. I’m still reeling from the shock of his voice when he says, “Hello,” with slight irritation in his voice.




    “Oh…hi…” I stammer. “Hi, Weston, it’s Mirella…from the—”




    “Hi, Mirella.” His voice is soft and sweet, just as I remember it.




    “Uh…hi,” I hesitate. I’m not sure where to start. “Thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful.”




    “I’m glad you like them.”




    “I do.” I say, wishing this conversation wasn’t so damn nerve-racking. I’ve got nothing more—my brain is off the clock.




    After a few awkward seconds, he’s the first to break the dreadful silence. “Bridget and I…were wondering if you’d like to go out with us…again?” he asks, his words hesitant. I can tell he’s a little nervous too, and it helps me relax a bit.




    “Of course. We would love it,” I reply, trying to sound unaffected.




    I am so affected.




    “Great,” he says, his voice cheerful. “Do you two like Malaysian food?”




    I’m not quite sure how to answer that. I know I like Chinese food, and Thai, but not Japanese. But I’ve never had Malaysian food, and I don’t really want to admit that and confess that I’m just a plain, boring, unworldly suburbanite—I am speaking to Mr. Sophisticated & Worldly here.




    “We love it,” I finally say.




    He laughs softly. “You certainly had to think about that one for a while,” he teases. “Are you sure you love it? Because—”




    “Well, you know…I just haven’t had it for a while,” I explain. Geez, we’ve barely said three words, and I’m already making up crap, trying to impress this guy.




    I can’t start off like this.




    “I’m sorry. I’ve never had Malaysian,” I finally admit. I hear laughter on the line, and I am mortified. I feel like such an idiot.




    “Well, would you like to try it? It’s quite good.” His voice is sweet.




    “Sure, why not,” I say, hoping I’ll like it. “As you can probably tell, we haven’t been around as much as you.” I’m unexpectedly very comfortable talking to him.




    “Not a problem. We look forward to introducing you to new things.”




    Wow.




    What does this guy have in mind? I’m curious.




    “Do you enjoy art?” he asks.




    Now this, I know about, probably not nearly as much as he and Bridget do, but still, I know a few things. “I do. I love a good painting,” I tell him before I can take the words back. I love a good painting? Who says that? I sound like an imbecile.




    He laughs a little. “Well, I love a good painting too, Mirella. We can enjoy them together. I’m sure we’ll have a great time.”




    Is he mocking me? I’m not sure I like that. But his voice is so damned sexy, I don’t care.




    “Bridget has a friend who has a showing not far from the Malaysian place we like. We thought it could be a fun night.”




    “Sounds great. We’d love it.”




    “I know this is short notice,” he says, hesitating a little, “but the show is next Saturday…are you available?”




    I think about it for a second.




    We’re not available. We’re having dinner with Gabe’s parents. But we have dinner with them all the time. I’m sure they can take a rain check this one time. But…we’ll have to make an excuse. We can’t just tell them we’re blowing them off to go do who-knows-what with the hottest couple we’ve ever met. That might just sound a little depraved.




    “Uh…hello?”




    “I-I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I just had to think about it for a minute.” I twirl a strand of hair—an old nervous habit of mine. “Yes…I believe we’re free.”




    I am such a little tramp.




    “Great, sounds like a plan. We’ll call you with the details.”




    “Sure.”




    I give him my cell number and say a quick good-bye.




    And as soon as I hang up, I long to hear his sexy voice again.
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    “Drop it, Gwen,” I snap, between bites of my grilled chicken pita.




    Gwen, who is munching on an apple, doesn’t seem to care what I think. When she wants to do something, she does it. “Let’s go to the office and satisfy your urges,” she says playfully.




    “Let’s not,” I deadpan.




    “I know you’re just dying to know more about him.”




    She’s right. I am.




    I down a sip from my neon pink water bottle. “But it would make me feel like such a creepy loser. I’m not Googling him. I told you before.”




    A smile slowly stretches across her face. “But you want to, don’t you?”




    I smile.




    She knows me too well.




    I want to so much…it is literally driving me bonkers.




    “C’mon. Everyone does it. It doesn’t mean you’re a creepy stalker.”




    “Well, maybe a little peek…”




    “Atta girl,” she squeals.




    “What’s up?” Sylvia asks as she walks into the lunch room.




    “Uh…” I stammer. “Nothing.”




    “We just have a few things to catch up on in the office,” Gwen tells her as she gathers our lunches off the table.




    We’re glad to see no one is in the office. I gather we wouldn’t look very professional Googling crushes. But heck, everyone does it…




    Gwen has officially taken over. If she’s the one sitting at the keyboard and doing the actual typing, I can theoretically say I’ve never cyber-stalked him. She enters his name in the field and lets out an, “Ooh.”




    There are a lot of entries. I want to take it all in quickly and then sprint off. I am so mortified at myself.




    “He’s a popular man,” she says, clicking on the first link. “Sustainable initiatives to help your bottom line…keynote speaker…Dr. Weston Hanson,” she reads out loud. “He’s a doctor? Did you know that?”




    No I didn’t. What?




    “Are you sure you’ve got the right guy?” I ask, confused.




    She clicks on the photo attached to the article, and my heart does a little cartwheel. It’s definitely him, dressed in a sleek suit, looking delicious.




    “Yep…that’s him.”




    “He is…gorgeous,” Gwen gushes. “I totally get the obsession now.”




    I am not obsessed. Well, maybe a little. A little wee bit.




    “Geez…the guy’s got about a million letters after his name,” Gwen says, still clicking away like a wild badger. “Practically the whole alphabet…a Bachelor and Masters of Architecture, a PhD…”




    Oh…that kind of doctor.




    “He’s really smart,” I add, like I actually know the guy.




    “Yeah,” she concurs. “Went to MIT…Harvard.”




    God…this guy is so out of my league.




    Which is fine.




    Because I certainly don’t have any intentions.




    It’s just a little crush.




    Okay…a big crush…I admit it.




    “Dr. Weston Hanson, in collaboration with MIT engineering students,” Gwen goes on, seemingly proud of her very efficient cyber-stalking skills, “is overseeing a mentorship research program on applying solar energy technology in loft development building.”




    “That’s cool,” is all I can think to say. I want to stop her, but I can’t help wanting to know more.




    “Building a Greener Future,” she goes on. “Sustainable Urban Development. Panel of Experts. Weston Hanson, Architect, President and CEO, Hanson and Hersch Developments…”




    She’s clicking away at lightning speed—the woman should have been a court transcriber. She finally lands on a Wikipedia page. I lean in to get a closer look. I can’t help but be curious—the guy’s got his own Wikipedia page, for crying out loud. What stands out to me is the bit about him entering college at the tender age of twelve.




    “He was some kind of kid prodigy,” Gwen points out the obvious. “His IQ was tested at one-sixty-eight,” she adds. “Is that high?”




    “I would say so. Einstein’s was estimated to be in the one-sixties or one-seventies.”




    “Incredible.”




    “I think we’ve seen enough,” I finally manage to say, feeling a little ridiculous. I know way too much about him. I will live in constant fear throughout dinner—he might know I’ve cyber-stalked him if I spill something I know about him that I shouldn’t.




    I start to feel nauseated. “Let’s stop, okay?”




    “Oh…look at this. He’s on the Board of The Children’s Hospital of Chicago,” she reads aloud, clicking away. “Gorgeous…brilliant…and altruistic too. This guy’s a gem.”




    I know.




    “Ooooohhh,” she swoons. “Look at this. He apparently donated five million dollars to some Cancer Research Center…five million dollars,” she repeats for emphasis, her eyes practically bulging out of her head.




    Wow. I can’t wrap my mind around that much money.




    “Gorgeous…brilliant…altruistic…and rich,” she gushes.




    Enough. Enough.




    “Okay, enough already Gwen. I think we know all there is to know. This is really reaching the point of cyber-obsession.”




    “What are you girls looking at?” Sylvia chimes in. I didn’t even hear her come in. I can’t help but wonder if she’s spying on us.




    “Oh…nothing,” Gwen tells her, quickly clicking off.




    “You girls look like you’re up to something.”




    “Of course we were,” I joke. “Aren’t we always?”




    Sylvia smiles and eyes us suspiciously.




    “I love your skirt,” I add, trying to distract her. Anyone who knows Sylvia knows a conversation about fashion will do the trick.




    “Thanks,” she says, beaming. “I had an impossible time trying to find a top to go with it…”




    And she goes on.




    And I barely hear a word.




    All I can think about is Weston.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    I want to see you again.




    “DID YOU EAT ANYTHING AT ALL TODAY?” Gabe asks. “I saw you make lunch for the kids, but I haven’t seen you eat anything.”




    He knows me too well. He knows I can’t eat when I’m nervous.




    “I’ve been sustaining on lemonade and gum all day,” I confess.




    He shakes his head a little. “Bad girl.” He reaches over me, opens the glove compartment, one eye still on the road, and hands me a granola bar.




    I take it but have no desire to eat it. “I can’t eat.”




    “Why are you so on edge? They’re just people. Just relax and have a good time. It’ll be fun.”




    I’m sure it will, but still, I can’t seem to calm my nerves. I fiddle with the hem of my dress—I’ve worn the quintessential dinner with friends piece—the LBD—or “little black dress” for the layman. The chunky, amber, Bohemian necklace I picked out to accentuate the dress is nice. It seems like a fitting outfit for dinner at a Malaysian place and an art showing. I was kind of going for that I just threw this on look, but really…I spent a gazillion hours putting it together—like I was prepping to be on the cover of Vogue.




    “You look nice, by the way,” Gabe tells me, and I light up. I was hoping he’d noticed.




    “Thank you.”




    “Nice dress,” he says, looking me over a second too long.




    “Watch the road,” I say, a smug smile on my face.




    “I just have one problem with it. I don’t think it’s short enough.”




    I laugh. “It falls just above the knee. How short do you want it?”




    “Shorter.”




    I smile, catching my reflection in the side mirror. “I’m not trying to be sexy, just sophisticated.”




    “Well, if you’re trying not to be sexy, you’ve failed miserably.”




    I laugh. My chances of getting lucky tonight are probably pretty good.
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    We park near the restaurant, and I wobble in my heels a little. Why does restaurant dining always involve heels? I could have worn more sensible shoes, but Bridget is likely to show up in stilettos, and then everyone will tower over me. With the four inch heels, I stand at a proud five-foot-eight.




    There’s no sign of Weston and Bridget when we get to the restaurant.




    “Let’s go in,” Gabe says, resting his hand on the small of my back. “They’re probably inside.”




    The warm atmosphere is cozy. The walls are lined with striking rosewood paneling set against stained glass windows. The filtered sunlight creates a warm glow.




    The hostess welcomes us and we tell her we’re meeting friends. She informs us they haven’t arrived.




    Surprisingly, I don’t care. I just want to stand here and take in the room. Large paper lantern lighting fixtures hang at varying heights, casting a soft orange light. I stretch my neck to peek into the dining room—people enjoying their meals, seated at white linen covered tables. I spot booths in the back—they look so fun and comfy. I really want to sit in a booth—I’m like a child discovering a new playground.




    I love this place.




    “Check out those booths,” I tell Gabe. “Don’t they look cool?”




    He laughs. “You’re such a kid.”




    I hear the doorbell clang, and I turn to see Bridget and Weston enter. He’s holding the door for her, and they both smile warmly at us. He looks very sleek in a cream-colored fitted suit and flashy orange shirt.




    And suddenly, the room gets a few degrees hotter. I’ve never seen a man in a suit like that, and he certainly makes it work. I’m so busy looking at Weston, I barely notice Bridget who happens to be wearing a little black dress too, under her cream-colored pea coat.




    “You look fantastic,” she says, kissing me on the cheek.




    “You too,” I reply. I’m sure she hears that a lot.




    Weston speaks to the hostess, and she takes our jackets and leads us to the dining room, to our table. Weston pulls a chair for Bridget, and Gabe does the same for me—apparently, the boy is learning some manners. I smile up at him.




    “Booth next time,” he says.




    “Next time,” I say, a little disappointed.




    Weston looks at us, a quizzical expression on his face. “Would you rather sit in a booth?”




    “No, we were just saying…they look cozy.”




    He looks over. “Yes. Actually, they do. I’m sure we can make that happen.”




    The hostess smiles at us warmly as she walks us over to one of the booths. Like all the others, it’s an enclosed space—a little room of its own. Plush orange patterned cushions are meticulously lined up against the rosewood benches.




    I slide easily along the wood bench and set my purse beside me.




    Bridget smiles at Weston and signals him to slide in and sit across from me—the woman sure likes to share her man.




    I’m not complaining.




    She gingerly sits next to him and tilts her head, her blond curls bouncing slightly against her shoulder.




    The server hands us our menus and takes our drink orders. Bridget and Gabe fall into conversation—and it flows so smoothly and effortlessly. There doesn’t seem to be tension between them, like there is between Weston and me.




    Bridget asks me how my week was, and I tell her all about my rambunctious kids.




    “But at least I’m not dealing with accused murderers, like you do,” I add, a pathetic attempt at conversation.




    She laughs. “I think a class full of five-year olds is a lot scarier.”




    I like her…I like her sense of humor.




    Bridget tells us about the menu items and gives us her recommendations. I tell her I’m having what she’s having. I realize I’m trying to emulate her a little, but who wouldn’t?




    I bury my face in my menu, checking out the dessert choices. I look up at Weston. He smiles and opens his menu.




    I was right—the booth is cozy…real cozy—it’s very intimate.




    The atmosphere is charged.




    And sensual.




    I don’t think Weston could have picked a sexier restaurant if he tried, and I wonder for a second, if he did so on purpose.




    Of course not. Of course he didn’t.




    Get your mind out of the gutter.




    Obviously, I really don’t mind sitting across from Weston—there are worse things to look at. I take in the details of him for a second—crisp orange button shirt, tiny black fish dotting his tie, a silver-trimmed, amber tie clip, and matching oval cufflinks. It’s all in the details, they say. He may be the most stylish man I have ever met.




    My fingers trace the edge of my own silver-trimmed amber pendant, a larger version of his cufflinks.




    We look at each other, but we don’t say a word.




    I finally summon the courage to speak. “I like your cufflinks.”




    “Thank you. I like your necklace,” he says, his gaze intense. “We make quite the pair.”




    Oh…I wish.




    “Did you purposely color coordinate with the restaurant?” I tease, looking up at the soft orange light fixtures above us.




    He laughs, looking up. “No. It’s purely coincidental.” His laugh is soft…beautiful.




    “Well, you look very nice.” Geez…is this my attempt at flirting? Well, if it is, it is a feeble attempt at best.




    “Thank you. You look quite nice yourself.”




    I smile at him, and I suddenly feel shy.




    “I confess,” he says. “I really can’t take the credit for my appearance.”




    “Bridget picked it out?”




    “Actually, my stylist did.”




    Wow…the man has a stylist. I thought only movie stars had stylists.




    “Trust me,” Bridget chimes in. “He needs her.”




    I hadn’t realized Bridget had been listening, and I’m a little embarrassed—because of the despicable flirting. But then again, she has been flirting shamelessly with my husband too.




    “He is such a nerd. He has no clue when it comes to style.”




    “She said she wouldn’t be seen with me in public if I didn’t hire a stylist,” Weston explains.




    “You should have seen the looks of him,” Bridget tells us between giggles. “He used to wear these horrid tweed jackets.”




    I find her words a little harsh. Geez…give the guy a break. Weston seems mildly uncomfortable—she’s probably shared too much, and I get the feeling she does that a lot.




    “Well, the stylist did a great job.”




    He blushes a little—which makes him even sexier.




    God help me.




    The truth is…he fascinates me.




    He first comes off as hard, sleek, cool, and collected, but underneath the armor hides a sweet, sensitive introvert. I shift my gaze to Bridget—bubbly and outgoing. They are perfectly suited to each other—she’s the yin to his yang.




    Gabe looks over my menu and decides he’s having the beef. He suggests I try the red curry chicken. I’m not sure why he always feels the need to order for me. It’s probably about him wanting to eat my food too and making sure I’ll order something he likes.




    The server takes our orders and leaves us. Bridget digs for something in her flashy purse, creating a lull in the conversation.




    “Thank you again,” I tell them. “Thank you for the beautiful roses.” I know I’ve thanked Weston already, but I feel the need to thank Bridget as well.




    She smiles, pulling out a tissue from her purse. “It was our pleasure. You should really thank Weston. He was the one on top of it.”




    I’m thrilled to hear it. I don’t know why. Just the thought of him picking the flowers and…




    “You wrote the card?”




    He pulls out the familiar small plastic bottle from his suit jacket. “Yes, I wrote the card,” he informs me, his expression neutral, “or rather, I dictated it. The woman at the flower shop wrote the card.” He rubs his hands with disinfectant.




    He’s put on his “all-business” face again.




    Which is fine.




    I decide to drop the subject.




    But…




    Just one more thing.




    “The flowers she chose were beautiful. Please thank her on my behalf.”




    He smiles and looks over at Bridget and Gabe who are discussing the restaurant’s furniture…I think—I’m not sure—I’m not really listening to them.




    “I chose them,” he corrects me, his eyes are dark and absolutely devastating. “I chose the flowers.”




    This is where I should offer a simple thank you, but my intuition tells me we’re having a between-the-lines conversation.




    I bite my lip and after a long, intense moment I ask, my voice quavering, “Why lavender?”




    He doesn’t answer me. He doesn’t even look at me. Instead, he fiddles with his place setting, readjusting the cutlery just so.




    The man is driving me insane.




    I seriously start to think he might be missing some synapses in his brain, particularly in the lobe responsible for social interaction skills. Or something like that…




    And just as I look away, he says, so softly, I barely hear him. “You know why.”




    The server comes over to top off our water glasses, and my head is spinning. Suddenly my senses are heightened. I’m overwhelmed by the clatter of dishes and utensils and the buzz of the conversations around the room.




    I’m smothered, suffocated, trapped in this wooden hell of a booth.




    I can’t breathe.




    And I seriously worry I’m about to have a full-on panic attack—I’m very prone to them. I close my eyes and suck in a deep breath. I nudge Gabe who’s still in conversation with Bridget and completely oblivious.




    “I need to get out. I need to go to the washroom.”




    He slides out, not even taking his eyes off Bridget—I might as well not even be in the room. I glance at Weston as I leave the table.




    He’s noticed my sudden panicked reaction.




    He looks mortified.




    I’ve overreacted. I press my back against the cold hard tiles of the bathroom stall. I’m safe here, relaxed.




    Away from the situation.




    But something is happening between Weston and me.




    And it’s scaring me to death. I’ve never faced this kind of situation before. Yes, I’ve found some men attractive, but never like this. I’m simply not equipped to handle this. I vow to keep my composure around him, from now on.




    All business—no more flirting, no more between-the-lines conversations.




    Surprisingly, the rest of dinner flows smoothly. We talk about our children, our families, and our lives. I bore them with stories of my Irish Catholic upbringing. Bridget can’t believe Gabe and I have been together for eighteen years, and I’m shocked to learn Bridget is actually a year older than Weston.




    Weston and Bridget met in Boston. He was doing his Masters, and she was a freshman. Despite this, he was actually a year younger than her—he had skipped six grades.




    “A real mathematical prodigy,” Bridget comments. Weston’s mouth curves up at the corners as he looks away, and I can’t quite tell if he likes the attention or not.




    “He was such a cute sweet little thing. I absolutely had to corrupt him.”




    “Well, I’m sure he didn’t mind,” Gabe chimes in.




    Weston smiles a little, still not quite looking at us.




    “Then I fell in love,” she says, looking over sweetly at Weston. “I never thought I would fall for a nerd.”




    Well if he was a nerd, he surely isn’t anymore, I think, eyeing the clean smooth lines of his build and fantastic head of hair.




    “I bet you liked the jocks,” Gabe ventures, flirting with her.




    “Oh yes,” she tells him.




    “You would have liked me,” he says, completely serious.




    He is so arrogant.




    “For sure,” she laughs.




    I decide to change the subject—enough with the flirting already. “So tell us about your kids.”




    Yes, you are married with kids, remember?




    A smile lights up her face. “Well, Ashton is just like his father, a real whiz.” She rolls her eyes, like this trait irritates her somehow. “They spend hours building things, gadgets.”




    “It looks like you have two nerds on your hands,” I tease.




    She laughs. “I do.”




    Weston smiles in my direction, taking it all in stride.




    “And Lizzie’s my little girly-girl. We do everything together…shopping, shows, mani-pedis.”




    “Sounds fabulous,” I say, realizing I’ve never gone for a mani-pedi with my girls. We should try it out sometime.




    “But Weston spends a lot of time with her too. He’s such a good dad.” Somehow, that’s easy to believe. He seems tenderhearted. I’m not sure why—maybe it’s just intuition.




    “When she was little, they’d play tea party for hours.”




    I smile at the vision—absolutely adorable. I look over at him, and he averts his gaze, a sweet smile on his face. I’m not sure he likes all this talk about him.




    “Our two girls love to have tea parties too,” I tell them, redirecting the focus. “We usually have iced tea and animal crackers.”




    So the conversation goes, the usual small talk—nothing electrifying. But somehow, there seems to be a charge in the air. My intuition is telling me we should all be very careful.




    Learning so much about Weston and Bridget, and the reality of their lives, makes whatever happened between Weston and I seem insubstantial.




    Which is a good thing.




    A great thing.
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    The gallery décor is very “urban country”—exposed brick walls, large reclaimed wood beams, ultra modern chrome light fixtures, and white walls accentuated with bursts of color as far as the eye can see. Wine is flowing, and conversations are filling the room. I’ve dressed appropriately—it seems almost everyone is wearing black. I spot a woman in red, and my gaze is drawn to her, like the focal point in a painting.




    The artwork is incredible—rich colors, impressionist style, splatters and diluted washes mixing together beautifully. It’s messy and loose and somehow breathtaking. This is what true talent is, I muse, standing next to a painting of an old man pulling a rickshaw, the sun beaming hard on his back. I’m in awe. Gwen and I take a watercolor class on Saturday mornings, but I am nowhere as good as this, and I realize I never will be. It’s an innate talent I just don’t have. I try too hard, according to my teacher. I need to loosen up, she says. Apparently, it comes from the soul.




    Bridget spots her friend and practically runs to her. “Hi, Simone. These are fantastic,” she says, hugging her delicately, trying not to spill her wine glass.




    “Thanks for coming, Bridget,” Simone says. “Where’s Weston?”




    “Somewhere,” Bridget tells her, and we all turn and scan the gallery.




    He’s standing there by his lonesome, staring at a piece, glass of wine in hand, looking very introspective.




    “That suit is fabulous on him,” Simone says without reserve. Obviously these two are close.




    “I know…right?” Bridget agrees with a sly smile. “And lucky me, I get to take it off tonight,” she adds, laughing.




    They both giggle like junior high school girls, and I want to vomit a little.




    Yeah, I’m jealous.




    I’m jealous she gets to take that suit off. There is something fundamentally wrong with me, I realize as I gaze at the colorful paintings lining the walls.




    “Oh my God,” Simone suddenly blurts out. “Who is he talking to? He’s gorgeous.”




    I peel my eyes off the paintings and turn my attention back to Weston. He and Gabe seem to be in deep conversation. What could they be talking about?




    Bridget laughs under her breath. “That’s Gabe, a friend of ours,” Bridget answers. “Mirella’s husband,” she adds. “I’m sorry I haven’t introduced you two.”




    Simone offers her hand, and I notice how beautiful she is, European features, dark complexion, long silky black hair.




    “Well, your husband is gorgeous,” is all she says—very forward, in my opinion.




    “Uh…thank you,” I stammer a little.




    It isn’t long before Bridget ends up on Gabe’s arm, walking through the gallery, introducing him to people. He’s so friendly and charismatic—he’s enjoying every second of it. I notice how, occasionally, he puts a hand gently on the small of her back. It doesn’t bother me too much—he’s a very touchy-feely person. And I notice how he whispers things in her ear, and she laughs out loud.




    I’m standing next to Weston. We’ve been walking together, discussing the art—which pieces stand out and which pieces evoke emotion. He seems genuinely interested, and I discover he’s quite the art aficionado, unlike Gabe who seems more interested in the women and their sleek little black dresses than the art.




    I tell Weston all about the watercolor class Gwen and I take on Saturday mornings.




    “We’re the youngest there. We’re in a seniors’ class.”




    A grin stretches across his face. “How did you manage that?”




    I smirk at him. “Oh…I have my contacts. I like it, but it’s kind of strange.”




    “You don’t like seniors?”




    “I didn’t say that.”




    “You’ll age too one day,” he points out.




    I stare at him, mildly irked.




    “And those big, beautiful brown eyes of yours will get droopy.”




    My heart does a little skip. He thinks I’m “beautiful.”




    Well, not really.




    He likes my eyes. Too bad about the rest of my face—my teeth and my horrid freckles. “Oh…the horror.”




    “Don’t worry. I’m sure your husband will always love you.”




    The mention of Gabe brings me back to reality.




    I lighten the conversation and tell him all about Cecilia. Cecilia is an eighty-ish year old woman in our art class who’s completely deaf, or so the word goes.




    “But I swear, sometimes she is totally listening to our conversation. When Gwen and I start talking about anything juicy, like sex, her little wrinkled face seems to perk up.”




    Weston laughs. “Be a little considerate. Give the old lady something to live for.”




    We both laugh, and I instinctively turn away.




    “Why do you do that?”




    “Do what?” I ask, confused.




    “Cover your mouth every time you smile.”




    “Oh, I don’t know.” I shrug, not quite looking at him. “Nervous habit, I guess.”




    “You should really knock that off,” he says simply. And I’m amused by his choice of words. “Knock that off” doesn’t sound like something Mr. Prim and Proper would say.




    “How old were you when you and Gabe met?” he asks, a hint of a smile. “Eighteen years together…you don’t seem old enough.”




    He’s been doing the math.




    “Are you trying to determine my age, Mr. Hanson? You know it’s very rude to ask a woman her age.”




    He laughs. “I wasn’t asking.” I love his laugh. It’s soft, but still infectious.




    “We were seventeen. He was the popular basketball player, and I was the new girl…I was terrified.”




    “And he was your knight and shining armor, I gather.”




    I smile, remembering those days so long ago. “He sure was.”




    We stand silent for a while, looking at the pieces displayed on the wall…or maybe pretending to look.




    “Thirty-five,” he says with a coy smile. “You look younger.”




    God, I love this man.




    “And how old are you?” I ask, surprised I don’t know, despite all my cyber-stalking.




    “Isn’t it rude to ask?” he teases.




    “Oh…it’s fine for a woman to ask a man, just not the other way around.”




    “Seems like a double standard.”




    We move along the narrow hall, toward the back display.




    “You still haven’t answered my question,” I point out.




    “I was born in nineteen seventy-five.”




    Great, now he has me doing math in my head. Um…let’s see…it’s 2012…After a long, rather embarrassing moment, I venture a guess. “Thirty-seven?” I ask, not sure I’ve calculated right—I’ve never been great at math.




    He gives me one of his trademark make-you-melt smiles. “Not quite…I’m still thirty-six.”




    Damn.




    We keep moving toward the end of the gallery and find ourselves in a small room—just the two of us.




    I press my palm against the support beam, trying to steady myself since I’m suddenly a little light-headed. Looking down at my glass, I decide to ease up on the wine.




    “Have you two ever broken up in all those years?” he asks out of the blue, catching me off guard.




    “No,” I reply, with a certain sense of pride.




    “Was he your first love?” He seems very preoccupied with my relationship with Gabe, but I don’t mind the questions.




    “Yes.”




    We are clearly no longer looking at art.




    He walks toward me. “Have you ever been with anyone else?”




    His line of questioning has now officially gone too far. “I’m sorry,” I blurt out as I try to pull myself away from him. The beam presses against my back. “That’s a very personal question.”




    He turns from me. “I apologize.”




    But I don’t want him to turn away. “No. He’s the only one.”




    He turns back to face me. “Really?”




    I resent the implication in his tone. The walls have been torn down, and the small talk is officially over. “I have never cheated on him,” I snap. “And I’ve never wanted to.”




    He closes the distance between us. “You’re telling me you’ve never been attracted to another man.”




    I can feel the heat from his body, and I can smell him, a delicious clean woodsy scent. And I’m seriously concerned I’m going to faint. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “I didn’t say that. I’m married, not dead,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.




    He smiles.




    My heart is sprinting, and I find myself staring at him.




    And wanting him.




    “I just have never felt a connection with another man…before.”




    “Before?” he asks quietly. He knows too well what I’m trying to say.




    I turn my head away. I can’t look at him.




    He inches closer. “I want to see you again,” he breathes against the shell of my ear.




    I can’t do this.




    I so desperately want to. But I can’t. I can’t do this to Gabe.




    I turn to look at him. His beautiful eyes are fixed on me, threatening to melt my resolve.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Suddenly, it all falls together.




    I STEADY MYSELF AGAINST THE BEAM. I feel like I’m about to fall. This moment…this moment is key. I can’t fuck up my life. I can’t let him get to me.




    “I’m s-sorry, Weston,” my voice cracks as my gaze settles on the vibrant art on the wall. “I won’t cheat on Gabe, not under any circumstances.” I’m trying to sound strong and business-like, but in reality, I’m so weak, I could break apart any second.




    “Mirella, that’s not what I’m asking,” he says, his voice soft. “I’m very well aware you will not cheat on your husband.”




    I will myself to look at him. “Then…what…are you…asking?” My words are staggered, lost between labored breaths.




    His eyes on my mouth unsettle me. I wonder if he sees my lips trembling. My whole body is shaking.




    After a long pause, he speaks again with great effort, his words measured. “I want to meet with you and discuss something,” he says, but does not elaborate.




    “Discuss what?” I scoff, even more confused. “Let’s discuss it right now.” Maybe he can read minds, but I certainly can’t.




    “This is neither the time nor the place,” he says, his eyes darting from me to the couple beside us, “the atmosphere is already too charged.”




    What in the heavens is this beautiful man speaking of? I’m dying of curiosity. “What is it about?” I ask, desperately wanting an answer.




    “We’ll discuss it at a more convenient time, just the two of us.”




    This sounds like a very bad plan to me. I bite my lip, mulling it over for a second or two. My stomach feels like lead…if he could only tell me. “Are you planning to get into my skirt under the pretense of this oh-so-mysterious ‘meeting’?” I ask, my voice still unsteady. My crack at humor is a poor attempt to cover my emotions—he can surely see how messed up I really am.




    He laughs his soft infectious laugh. “No. I promise I will not seduce you,” he vows with his sexy trademark grin. “Well, not on purpose anyway.” Oddly, this conversation doesn’t seem to faze him—he’s so cool. Meanwhile, I’m a ball of nerves, bouncing off the walls.




    “I don’t trust you,” I confess. The fact is…I don’t trust most men, especially those who look like Greek gods decked out in ten-thousand-dollar suits. “You’ll take me to this wonderful place and somehow manage to kiss me.”




    He cocks his head, a huge smile on his face. I am amusing him thoroughly.




    “And if you kiss me, Weston…I’ll completely fall apart.”




    His smile fades. He is suddenly without words and looks at me—at my eyes, at my mouth.




    He wants to kiss me.




    I want him to kiss me. I’m frozen under his stare.




    But he doesn’t kiss me.




    He jolts back in a sudden move, and I jump a little. Relief washes over me. A disquieting tingle runs up my spine at the thought of what I almost did. I know I would have kissed him.




    “This is what we’re going to do.” He is all business. The walls have been built up again. “You will meet me at my office,” he explains and then pauses for a moment, “…or I can come to you if you wish.”




    I listen to him, not saying a word.




    “We’ll meet in a neutral environment, and I promise I won’t lay a finger on you.”




    He makes it all sound so formal, and I wonder if I’m reading too much into things again. We set the meeting for Tuesday at five o’clock. I ask him again what it’s all about, but he refuses to tell me.




    Finally, I pull away, still unnerved and determined to stay as far away from him as possible for the rest of the evening. I find Gabe buried in conversation, three beautiful women draped all over him. Not one or two…but three—that’s Gabe for you. I lace my arm around his in an effort to find comfort…protection. Or maybe I’m just trying to mark my territory. I’m not sure. All I know is I need him right now. I need everything to be normal again—just us, Gabe and Mirella, like it’s always been.




    But despite being stuck to Gabe like gum in a kid’s hair, I am intensely aware of Weston. He’s far, yet he feels so close. I try not to look at him, but I see him from the corner of my eye, being pulled into conversation, drifting away, and back again…a reluctant extrovert…a true lone wolf.




    Almost three whole days until I see him again, and he explains what this is all about.




    I may very well die of curiosity.




    As we walk back to the truck, Gabe takes my hand in his.




    I have to tell him. I can’t hide this from him.




    I stop in my tracks, dead in the middle of the sidewalk. Gabe eyes me with a “what the hell” expression.




    “I should tell you something,” I say, my words heavy. I don’t know exactly how to go on. I know he’ll be angry.




    I pull my clammy hand from his, my heart beating a little faster than normal. I’m scared he’ll go into one of his little fits. Gabe has a short fuse. He can be the sweetest man, but is also very volatile. When something sets him off, watch out—random objects will go flying.




    “What is it, Ella?” he asks, concern written all over his face.




    “Weston and I…” I trail off. I just can’t seem to utter the words.




    I catch a brief glimpse of fear on Gabe’s face—pure, unfiltered terror.




    “Oh no…no,” I’m quick to say. “It’s just…we’re meeting on Tuesday at his office.”




    “What?” He glares at me, confused. “Why? About what?”




    “I don’t know,” I admit, knowing he won’t be happy with this answer.




    “What do you mean?” he snaps, his mouth a hard line. “You don’t know?”




    “He wouldn’t tell me,” I explain, my words strained. “He wouldn’t tell me. It’s all very mysterious. I wish I knew.”




    He grabs my wrist and pulls me to him. “I don’t like this at all, Mirella. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”




    I reach out to him, his unshaven jaw is rough against my fingers. “He told me it will be a formal meeting,” I reassure him, not quite convinced myself.




    We both stand there, in eerie silence, for what seems like an eternity.




    Finally, he sucks in a long breath. “Well, I trust you, Ella. I always have,” he says as he starts walking away.




    I scurry up to him and lace my hand in his. “Thank you.”




    “The guy’s kind of weird,” he says as we reach his sleek black truck.




    “I know.”




    I rest my hand on the car handle, waiting for the beep of the key fob, but it doesn’t come.




    Gabe wraps his arms around my waist, and I turn to face him. “Not so fast,” he says and he leans in to kiss me.




    My lips open against his, and our tongues tangle. Despite the coolness of the night, all I can feel is Gabe’s heat—his warm arms around me, his scorching kiss. The kiss feels amazing, but as great as it is, I feel inhibited, standing there in a public lot. I try to tear myself away, but his kiss is wild.




    “Gabe,” I breathe, pulling away from him. “Let’s wait till we get home.”




    “I don’t want to wait,” he breathes into my neck, warming my cool skin. “I want you now.”




    He’s arousing me. I admit it to myself, but there’s no way we’re having sex against his truck in a public parking lot.




    He reaches in his pocket, and I hear the beep I had been waiting for. But oddly, I don’t move.




    He trails the tip of his finger along the side of my face, his intense gaze not leaving me. “Get in the back.”




    “I…I don’t think—”




    He slides his hand beneath the hem of my little black dress, slowly up high, between my thighs. “Get in the back,” he breathes into my ear. “I want to fuck.”




    I’m speechless…and really turned on.




    I admit it—I like dirty talk. And Gabe knows this all too well.




    I open the back door and hop in the truck, do as I’m told, and slide in the back.




    He joins me and presses his weight between my legs, a hint of cologne filling my nostrils. His tongue finds mine. His kiss his wild—it wanders—traveling from my mouth, to my chin, my cheeks, all over.




    He and I haven’t done this kind of thing in a while—sex in public. I suppose we’re not completely in the open, but it’s certainly public enough for me. I feel so wanted.




    The rough sensation of his unshaven jaw sends chills through me. The warmth of him heats me, and I can barely feel the coolness of the night. He’s all over me—his hands sliding up my thighs under my dress, his mouth on my neck. I reach for his belt.




    It’s fun to act like a wild teenager, without a care in the world, when you’re really a respectable, suburban working mom.




    I want him inside me.




    And I suddenly don’t care about the public lot, or any person walking by for that matter. His lips travel down the edges of my face, and he lingers there, biting gently—his prickly whiskers brushing against my skin. I love the sensation of him against me. My fingers are tangled in his unruly hair, and my legs are spread wide against him. He slides his hand up my thigh and reaches for my panties.




    He pulls away and slides my panties off slowly…leisurely. I can barely see his sly smile in the darkness, but I know it’s there—he’s such a tease.




    Finally, as he pulls my panties over my strappy heels, he whispers, “What do you want me to do to you?”




    So many things…




    “Nothing,” I whisper with a coy smile. “I’ll take it from here.”




    I move up against him and climb on top of him. He leans back against the seat with a delicious smile on his face.




    I straddle him, filled with anticipation. As I kiss him, I slip his belt out of its buckle in a swift move and free him from his pants. I take him in my hand. He’s hot and hard for me.




    He closes his eyes.




    And I take him inside me.




    Where he belongs.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    We just clicked, didn’t we?




    WELL, I’M STILL ALIVE.




    I haven’t died of curiosity, after all.




    I slide one leg over the other, mildly tempted by the bar wedged in the middle console of the town car. I’m not much of a drinker at all, but my nerves are shot. I take in the interior of the car—sleek taupe leather interior, television screen and satellite radio, dark windows.




    Weston has arranged for a car to pick me up after school. I’ve sent the girls with Carla, a mother at the school who lives near our house. Chloe was beyond excited because Carla’s daughter Maya is one of her best friends at school.




    I grab a water bottle from my briefcase, wondering if I’m properly dressed for the upcoming events. I am wearing my usual “school uniform”—a pencil skirt, a white blouse, and tortoise framed glasses. I spot my reflection in the window and regret not taking the time to put in my contact lenses—I look positively librarian-ish.




    I’ve brought my laptop and my notebook, not knowing what to expect. Not knowing what to expect is kind of exciting, but extremely annoying as well.




    I spend the hour-long ride trying to figure out what this meeting might be about, fantasizing about Weston and wondering what he might be wearing today. I could be making the most of my brain cells and coming up with a genius business idea—a solution for dripping juice bottles, a kid’s jacket zipper which is actually easy to zip up, or something like Baby Einstein—that was genius—I wish I had thought of that. I could be coming up with a revolutionary business idea right at this moment and become rich and famous.




    But no…I prefer thinking about Weston’s arms in a fitted button shirt.




    We all make our choices.




    Edward, Weston’s driver, a red-cheeked, cheerful man in his fifties, drops me off in front of Hanson & Hersch Developments, Inc. Edward and I share an awkward moment when he sprints out to open my door, and I’m practically outside the car already when he reaches me.




    “Let me take care of that for you, Miss.”




    I smile up at him, slipping out of the car. He addresses me as “Miss,” not the dreaded “Ma’am.” I like him already. I just really don’t know how it’s done—this way of life the one percent are so used to.




    “I’m sorry. I’ve never had a driver before,” I confess. “This is all new to me.”




    “It’s easy…really,” he replies with a cheeky smile. “Just let me wait on you, hand and foot.”




    I laugh. “I’m the one who’s usually waiting on others. This is going to take some getting-used-to.”




    He laughs as he closes the car door behind me. “Call me Edward,” he says, offering his hand.




    I smile up at him and shake his hand. “You can call me Mirella…or Miss, if you prefer,” I add with a playful smile. “I like the sound of that. It makes me feel young.”




    “Miss Mirella, it is,” he says with a mischievous smile, his cheeks a deeper shade of crimson.




    Hanson & Hersch Developments, Inc. is an impressive structure—about twenty stories high, slick and all glass. I shield my eyes with my hand, stretching my gaze to the top—the glass reflects the rays of the sun, and the effect is blinding.




    I’m a little intimidated when I enter the lobby and make my way to the receptionist. I have the sensation of having traveled in time, and it seems I find myself in 2050—modern, curvaceous shapes surround me—futuristic chrome lighting fixtures hang from the ceiling, and everything is white. The walls are white. The curvy plastic chairs, which look extremely uncomfortable, are also white. The weird bean-shaped front desk is…yes…white.




    I hate white…it is so sterile. I want color. I want warmth.




    The receptionist, an ultra-skinny hipster type, greets me with a smile. I introduce myself and inform him Mr. Hanson is expecting me. The receptionist speaks into a mouthpiece as he taps away at a computer. “A Mrs. Keates is here to see you. Can I send her up?”




    “Yes, Mr. Hanson,” he says. “Yes, that’s great.”




    “Mr. Hanson would like to come down and greet you,” he informs me, and directs me to take a seat on one of the uncomfortable-looking chairs.




    I sit down, surprised to find the chair to be extremely comfortable. I look around. This is not what I had envisioned. I’ve pictured Weston in his office before, dressed in his sleek suit, surrounded by colleagues, making important business decisions. I’ve always pictured the walls mahogany, the furniture stuffy, the lamps Tiffany, and the lighting dark. But yes, this fits Weston better.




    This is very “Weston.”




    I spot Weston right as he rounds the corner. He’s all smiles and gorgeous as usual. I jump to my feet, giddy as a school girl.




    Settle down.




    Right…not likely.




    “Hello, Mirella,” he says as he offers me his hand. I shake it, maybe a little too enthusiastically. I can’t quite keep eye contact—my eyes drift to his sleek, black suit vest and fitted checkered button shirt, open at the collar. No jacket. No tie today. I like this casual look.




    His gaze sweeps over me. “How was the ride here?” So he’s checking me out too.




    “Wonderful,” I answer as we enter the elevator—all mirrors.




    What a job it must be to clean this thing.




    He presses a button and turns to look at me again. Our reflections stare back at us from every angle. Weston’s presence is so much more imposing than mine—I look like a little church mouse, standing next to his tall frame.




    He doesn’t seem distracted by the mirrored walls—he hasn’t taken his eyes off me since we’ve entered the elevator. “I like your glasses,” he says, a slight curve to his lips.




    I don’t think he’s purposely trying to be seductive…but he is. And I want to tell him to stop it. This instant.




    The elevator chimes, and he motions me out. He leads the way to a receptionist desk.




    “Please hold all my calls for the moment, Kathryn, if you could.”




    “Not a problem,” Kathryn says, smiling at me. She seems like a jovial woman, and well put-together—hair in a bun, slightly graying at the temples, a classy red suit perfectly hugging her slim figure.




    Weston promptly introduces us. “This is Mirella Keates.”




    I stand a little straighter and extend my hand. “Nice to meet you.”




    “This is my assistant, Kathryn,” Weston explains. I remember he’s mentioned her before, although he probably doesn’t remember the conversation at all. Unlike me, he most likely doesn’t have every single word I’ve ever said, catalogued in his memory, retrievable at any time.




    His office is similar to the lobby—very bright, contemporary, and highly organized. Books and publications, contemporary sculptures and models are wonderfully displayed on glass shelves. His desk is all glass. All glass! And the items resting on it are aligned in perfect symmetry. The pens in his glass pencil holder are all black and identical, tops pointing up—no ugly plastic white pens from Don’s Supersaver Drycleaner.




    He rubs the back of his neck as his gaze travels to the two retro, white tufted leather chairs by the large window. “Please take a seat.”




    I’ve seen those kinds of chairs in fancy decor magazines, and I’ve always wanted to sit on one. As I make my way there, I walk past his glass desk and slide my fingers along its edge, itching to grab something and mess with it. I reach for one of the black pens and flip it upside down.




    He smiles at me. “I see you’ve come to make trouble.”




    God, he is beautiful.




    I smile back at him as I head to the sitting area and plop my rear on one of the fancy chairs.




    Comfy.




    I take in the Chicago skyline as I gingerly set my briefcase on the floor and cross one leg over the other, trying to appear sophisticated.




    “You look very charming today.”




    Well, “charming” wasn’t quite what I was going for, but I’ll take it. “You too,” I say with a sly smile.




    Okay, this is definitely not a business meeting. At least, it doesn’t feel like one.




    He paces back and forth across the room and finally stops at the well-stocked bar and coffee station. “Can I offer you anything to drink?”




    “No, thank you.”




    I’m not thirsty. I’m not hungry. I’m simply dying of curiosity—I can’t wait to find out what this mysterious meeting is all about.




    Finally, he takes a seat—not on the sofa, but rather on the coffee table, right in front of me. He rubs his hands on his fitted charcoal pants, and his right knee bounces up and down—I can’t help but notice. His leg stills when he catches my wide-eyed stare. Whatever this meeting is about…it has turned him into a bundle of nerves.




    He’s so close…I can see the gold speckles in his eyes.




    Yes, this is so definitely not a business meeting.




    I have a tiny momentary lapse of judgment and itch to kiss him. But still having my wits about me, I tilt my head away.




    He closes his eyes for a second and clears his throat. “First, I feel I must warn you…” he starts as he rests his hand lightly on my knee. My heart unexpectedly hammers in my chest, and I stop breathing for a second. His touch feels wonderful. I don’t think he’s ever touched me before. He jolts his hand away, as quickly as he’s put it there. “You’ll probably be shocked,” he starts, the pitch of his voice uncharacteristically high, “by what I’m about to say.”




    Shocked?




    I’m insane with curiosity, and my stomach is completely tied up in knots.




    He rakes a hand through his hair. “Feel free to ask me any questions. I’ll try to answer as efficiently as I can.”




    “Yes,” I say, completely attentive. Heck, if I had been this attentive in school, I could have become a doctor.




    He bites his bottom lip. “First, I want to tell you how much Bridget and I enjoyed meeting you and your husband.”




    “Us too.”




    You have no idea.




    “The truth is,” he carries on, not quite making eye contact, “we were truly amazed,” he adds, pausing for a second, perhaps searching for the right words, “by this connection we seem to all have.”




    He’s felt it too. It wasn’t just me.




    My heart beats at rocket speed, and I wonder, for a fraction of a second, if a heart can beat too fast. “Yes…I agree. We just clicked, didn’t we?”




    “Very much so.”




    I find myself staring at his mouth, aching to run my fingers along his five o’clock shadow. I could never. And I shouldn’t.




    I definitely shouldn’t.




    “First…first off,” he says, scratching his brow. I can sense whatever he’s about to tell me is not easy. “As you know, Bridget and I have been in a committed relationship for many years. And we love each other.”




    My heart sinks.




    He’s brought me here to let me down gently, to tell me to back off—complete with car service. How classy.




    “I feel I must tell you before I go on,” he says, looking out the window. I wish he could just settle his eyes on me and say whatever it is he wants to say. He stares down at a copy of Architectural Digest on the table and presses a finger against the cover.




    Seriously?




    There is no way in hell he’s looking at pictures of crown molding and marble floors right now.




    Thankfully, he isn’t—he just can’t seem to make eye contact.




    “Look at me,” I whisper. “Whatever it is, I’ll understand.”




    He gazes up at me and smiles. There’s such vulnerability about him, I just want to reach out and hug him.




    “Well actually, this might be hard for you to understand,” he finally manages. “I know from our conversations that you were raised in a Catholic family.”




    I have absolutely no idea where he’s going with this.




    He stares off into the distance, yet again. “Well, the truth is,” he trails off, his knee still bouncing up and down frantically. “Hell, I’ll simply get right to it. No sense in beating around the bush…”




    He takes a long breath and doesn’t utter a word for the longest time, and I sit on the edge of my seat, barely able to contain myself, waiting for him to tell me.




    Tell me what, I’m not sure.




    But I want to know.




    “Bridget and I…” he starts. “Bridget…she and I…are in an open marriage,” he finally confesses.




    I think my eyes actually bulge out of my head for a second, like that guy in the Guinness Book of World Records. And I still don’t quite understand what he’s telling me.




    It seems he senses my confusion because he goes on. “I like you very much, Mirella,” he tells me, his gaze soft. The nervous energy seems to have faded. “I’m very attracted to you.”




    My heart hammers in my chest.




    He wants to sleep with me. But I thought we’d covered that already. I’ve already told him I could never cheat on Gabe.




    He rubs the back of his neck—he seems almost pained. He wants me to understand what he’s telling me. But I still don’t. I’m so confused.




    “And Bridget is also strongly attracted to Gabe,” he adds, his gaze not leaving mine.




    Suddenly, it all falls together.




    My heart drops, just like it does on one of those roller coasters at the amusement park. I feel nauseous.




    I’m no idiot—I’ve put two and two together.




    Two and two together.




    That’s exactly what we’re talking about here.




    I can’t hide the shock from my face. “You want us all to—”




    His leg starts to fidget again. “I realize you and Gabe most likely don’t have the same arrangement Bridget and I have.”




    Of course we don’t. Most normal couples don’t.




    I have no words. He’s taken them all.




    “We simply want you to discuss it, consider it.” His tone pleading. “Even if it’s just for five seconds.”




    A hundred questions come to mind, like a tidal wave.




    “A foursome?” I ask, my eyes wide. I am definitely not into that, if that’s what they have in mind.




    “No,” he says with a smile. “More like…uh…an exchange.”




    “Couple swapping?” I ask, knowing this is exactly what he’s talking about.




    He smiles again. I swear, that smile of his might just completely do me in one day.




    “Bridget and I don’t like the term ‘swapping.’ We prefer to think of it as a ‘couple exchange.’”




    Of course, Bridget and Weston don’t swap—they’re much too classy for that.




    “But how does that work?” I ask, another million questions working their way into my mind. Where? When? Why?




    “Well, I won’t lie. It’s a little complex.”




    I wonder if they’ve done this before, if we’re just another notch on their fancy, expensive bed post.




    “You’ve done this before? You do this a lot?”




    His smile is warm, and he puts his hand on my knee again. “No…not a lot, but yes…we’ve done this before…twice.”




    I feel his hand on me. And I almost forget this might be the most horrible idea ever conceived.




    “And what happened with those couples?” I ask him. The whole thing suddenly seems very sordid.




    “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice soft. “I’ve scared you.”




    “Yes…I’m a little scared,” I admit. “Honestly, Weston…I don’t know what to think.”




    “I understand. The concept is completely unfamiliar to you.”




    I sit motionless, speechless and stare into his striking eyes. I truly don’t know what to think.




    “We don’t take these arrangements lightly, Mirella.” His gaze soft—finally, he’s making eye contact. “They must be approached with caution, and rules and agreements must be in place. Thorough discussion is absolutely necessary.”




    My eyes are a little lazy as I listen to his smooth voice. I don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on by a conversation. In fact, I’m positive of it. It seems my whole body is throbbing, hanging on to his every word.




    Gabe was right. He wants to fuck me. Most men would stick their hands under my skirt and whisper a few dirty words in my ear. But Weston Hanson is not “most men.” He’s a strange one.




    And unfortunately…sexy as hell.




    I start to think about the logistics of this whole thing, and suddenly, my questions become more concrete. “Where would we do this? Do we all go out together and split up? At your house?”




    He smiles. He seems slightly amused by my questions. His smile irks me—these are legitimate, serious questions.




    He scratches his brow. “Well, first, we would schedule individual dates. You would contact my assistant Kathryn, coordinate and schedule a convenient time. She knows Bridget’s and my schedule inside out.”




    What?




    “Are you kidding me? This is not a dentist appointment, Weston,” I blurt out before I can stop myself.




    “I’m very well aware of that, Mirella,” he says, his eyes downcast. It seems I’m making this harder than he anticipated.




    “Kathryn is quite efficient at what she does. She’ll coordinate and schedule our dates. The meetings will take place in the city…if we…uh…go ahead with the exchange,” he adds quickly, flustered.




    Why does he call them “meetings”? Call them what they are, I want to scream—hook-ups, booty calls…whatever.




    “Both Bridget and I keep suites in the city.”




    How convenient. They both have their own private little shag pads…how quaint. I’m not sure if my disdain is obvious, but I kind of hope it is.




    “When scheduling our meetings, Kathryn will take into account our individual schedules, our respective family plans, as well as your menstrual cycle.”




    My jaw drops. I want to scream.




    He did not just say that.




    I take a breath and reach for my briefcase. I get up to leave but he stills me with his hand.




    “Mirella,” he says softly. “Please let me finish. Let me go through this with you. And then you can decide.”




    His eyes. His beautiful eyes do me in every time. I don’t think he realizes the power he has over me.




    I stay seated. “Well, I bet that part wasn’t in the job description when Kathryn first applied for the position,” I joke, the sarcasm evident in my voice.




    “No, it wasn’t. But she’s great at it. She’s very discreet.”




    “Don’t you think it would be less weird if we just all went out and let the chips fall where they may? Play it by ear?”




    He sighs. He doesn’t seem to agree. “I know it may seem a little strange to you,” he admits. “We could very well go the traditional route…all go to a club together, get drunk, seduce each other, and we’d probably all end up in each other’s beds,” he adds, a smile curving at the edge of his mouth. “I think that’s how most people do it.”




    Yes, that’s how normal people do it.




    “But that’s not my style,” he says plainly, he eyes fixed on me. “I don’t like chaos, I don’t like uncertainty. I don’t like the unexpected. I feel in control when I can foresee the course of circumstances and specific regulations are in place.”




    Are we still talking about sex?




    Part of me hopes so.




    And part of me is absolutely horrified.




    “Don’t you get jealous?” I ask. This question has been on my mind since he uttered the words “open marriage.”




    He shakes his head, his mouth a hard line. “No,” he says matter-of-factly. “We don’t.”




    I stare at him, speechless.




    “If you think you might be jealous, this kind of arrangement is completely unsuited to you,” he adds, his words clipped.




    “I see,” I say, looking down at my pencil skirt, and wondering if I could do that…not be jealous.




    “This is about sex, Mirella. There’s no room for emotional attachment in these arrangements.”




    I lift my gaze to his and study him for a few seconds. Yes, I can see how this would be easy for him—he’s so rigid, pragmatic, distant and cold…almost inhuman.




    “The sole purpose of this agreement is mutual sexual gratification,” he says plainly.




    His words are so business-like, like he’s in a board meeting, going over the yearly profit predictions.




    My heart sinks.




    Well…if he’s trying to sell me on this, this is definitely not the right approach.




    “Please remember, I’m telling you this because I don’t want you to have any illusions, or come into this unprepared for the reality of such a situation,” he explains. “I want you to know exactly what to expect. If you do this, I don’t want you to regret it.”




    “How very considerate of you,” I offer, not hiding the sarcasm in my voice.




    Yes, it’s decided…I’m definitely not doing this.




    We sit in silence for what seems like eternity. His gaze studies mine, and I think he understands I don’t want to do this. His hand reaches for my face and cups my cheek. The warmth of his hand on my skin sends shivers through my spine.




    “I anticipated this,” he says, his words almost inaudible. “Someone like you…you’re not cut out for this,” he adds as his hand leaves me.




    I want his hand on my face again. I want his touch again—it makes me feel so alive.




    “I shouldn’t have even asked,” he says, staring down at his shiny black dress shoes.




    If his hand on my face can evoke this sensation within me, I can only imagine…I’ve never wanted a man this much.




    “I want you,” I say, my words soft.




    He looks up at me and fixes me without a word for the longest time.




    “Are you sure?”




    “Yes.”




    “Considering all I’ve just told you?”




    “Yes.”




    “And you can remain emotionally distant?”




    “Yes. I’m very physically attracted to you, Weston. I want to touch you. And I want you to touch me. I want your body against mine. But that’s it.”




    He swallows hard—I think I’ve caught him off guard. His gaze is fixed on me, his eyes dark.




    “I love my husband. And I don’t want to jeopardize my marriage.”




    Gabe.




    Oddly enough, I hadn’t been thinking about Gabe.




    “You and your husband should discuss this thoroughly. Must discuss this thoroughly,” he clarifies. “You must both be completely sure you want to do this. And if you both agree, we’ll all meet to go over the details.”




    “There’s more?” I almost snap. “I thought we just went over the details.”




    “Like I’ve mentioned,” a little smile curving on his lip, “it’s quite complicated.”




    Yes, I think…that’s the understatement of the year.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    The ground rules.




    I’M STANDING ON MY DOORSTEP, clutching my briefcase, not really wanting to go in and face Gabe.




    I don’t remember how I got here.




    The ride from Weston’s office to my house was a complete blur. So many things whirled in my brain on the way over here. How do I tell Gabe about this? Will he want to do this? Or will he want to go beat the life out of Weston? I honestly don’t know how he’ll react.




    I hang my jacket and take off my shoes.




    Claire runs up to me and gives me a big hug. “We missed you, Mommy.” I’m flattered—I’ve only been gone for a few hours.




    “Daddy made us pizza,” Chloe informs me. “He put mushrooms on it, which I told him I didn’t like. But he put them on anyway.”




    Gabe is standing, dish cloth in hand, with a curious expression. I know he wants to know everything. “So how did it go? What did he want?”




    I close my eyes. I can’t even get into it right now. “Did the girls do their homework yet?”




    “Yes,” he almost snaps. I can tell the suspense is killing him.




    “Good,” I say. “Listen. I can’t discuss the meeting right now. We’ll put them straight in their pajamas and put on a movie.”




    “A movie,” Chloe squeals. “But it’s Tuesday. It’s not movie night.”




    I stroke her head, thinking this is definitely no ordinary Tuesday. “It’s your lucky night, I guess.”




    “Yay! Yay! Yay!” Both girls squeal and literally jump up and down. Well, at least some of us will be happy at the end of the night.




    Gabe looks at me with a quizzical expression. “That serious, huh?”




    “You have no idea.”




    Gabe stares at me, slack-jawed. “Are you joshing me, Ella?”




    We’re sitting on our bed. I’ve locked the door. And I’ve told him all about the meeting and what Weston and Bridget have proposed.




    “No, Gabe. This is the real deal.”




    He shakes his head. “I can’t believe it.”




    I notice he doesn’t seem upset, which is a great relief. Last thing I need is Gabe going over to Weston’s office tomorrow, beating the shit out of him, and getting arrested.




    A slow smile stretches across his face. “They really don’t strike me as the foursome type,” he says. “They’re so conservative. And he seems so uptight.”




    “I know. He is uptight. God, you should see his office. And it’s not a foursome…it’s a ‘couple exchange.’” I cringe a little—I’m starting to sound like Weston.




    “Call it what you want, but it’s kind of hot.”




    I smile. “Is it?”




    “I’m hard just thinking about it, babe.”




    Well, of course you are.




    I laugh a little, not sure if he’s joking or not. “You’re hard thinking about you and her having sex.”




    He stretches his long body on the bed, shirtless and looking impossibly sexy. Bridget wants him, and she hasn’t even seen him naked—she’ll go absolutely crazy when she sees his tattoos. “Sex. Exactly. That’s exactly what it would be, wouldn’t it, Ella?” he asks, his voice softer than usual. “Like Weston told you…it’s just sex.”




    I can sense Gabe is very interested in this proposal. Part of me is shocked, and part of me isn’t shocked at all. Who could blame him? Weston dangles a mighty fine carrot—I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman more beautiful than Bridget. Ordinarily, I would be insanely jealous at the thought. But my desire to be with Weston has rendered me temporarily blind…and possibly mad.




    “How would you feel, knowing I was intimate with another man?” I ask him. “I’ve only ever been yours.” This is a big deal for me. Gabe is the only one I’ve ever been with. He had been with two girls before me. But I was still a virgin when we met.




    He’s quiet. He seems to be pondering my question with great intensity. “I’d be jealous, I won’t lie,” he admits. “But if it’s just sex. Then, that’s all it is.”




    “Of course you’d be jealous. That’s what concerns me. Right now this isn’t real. It’s easy to say ‘it’s just sex.’”




    He winces a little but doesn’t say a word. I’ve given him something to think about.




    “Wouldn’t you be worried I’d fall in love with him?” I venture. “You know how sentimental I am.”




    “C’mon, the man’s like a robot.” He scowls. “To be honest, I have a really hard time picturing you two even having sex. I mean…that’s why the whole thing shocks me.”




    I don’t respond, but his words cut a little. He doesn’t know Weston—he shouldn’t say these things.




    “You seriously want to be with him?” he asks. “I know the man looks like a GQ cover, but personality has to count for something too, doesn’t it?” he asks me, not waiting for an answer. “I didn’t think you were the type to fall for someone purely on looks.”




    I want to tell him I’m not. I want to tell him he doesn’t know him. I want to tell him Weston is a sensitive, sweet, introverted, creative, cerebral man who seems to be lost in his own little world—and that’s the part I find most incredibly sexy. But I don’t say any of these things.




    “Well, like we said, it’s just about sex, isn’t it,” I say, trying to convince myself.




    “You want to do this?” he asks.




    I so badly want to do this. But I’m so scared. But if Gabe is willing to do this, maybe I shouldn’t worry so much. Maybe I should loosen up and just go for it, live a little for once. But I worry that we’re not thinking straight. We can’t possibly put our marriage in jeopardy because of lust. He’s says it’s cool now, but how will he feel when he knows I’ve been intimate with someone else? And how will I feel, knowing he’s been with Bridget? He doesn’t realize what he’s saying. I want to tell him all this, but I’m afraid he’ll change his mind if I do. And I don’t want that because I crave Weston so badly. I am out of my mind.




    “Only if you do,” I finally manage, the words small.




    We spend almost two hours discussing the issue and what it would mean for us, for our relationship, for our family. And we somehow convince ourselves it might even improve our relationship, particularly our sex life, pointing out that ever since we’ve met Weston and Bridget, we’ve been boinking like bunnies. We convince ourselves of all this and completely disregard all the possible risks, because of only one thing—we’re aroused by the idea.




    We’re horny…it’s that simple.




    That night, we make love, or rather, we have sex.




    Because that’s exactly what it is. Gabe and I rarely make love anymore. We mostly have sex, and I suppose I don’t mind it either since I always climax. Sometimes we cuddle afterward, and that’s probably my favorite part.




    Tonight, we cuddle.
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    Weston has asked me to contact him directly on his mobile after I’ve spoken with Gabe. My fingers are shaking a little as I dial his number. As his cell rings, I hope to get him on the phone because there’s no way I can leave a message about this.




    What am I going to say?




    Weston, Mirella here. Gabe and I have discussed your proposal. And the answer is yes. You have the official go to do with me what you will.




    But seriously, I really don’t want to leave a message. My legs are a little wobbly, and I take a seat in the desk chair. And thankfully, on the fourth ring, he answers.




    “Hello, Mirella,” he says. His voice is soft and almost brings me to my knees.




    “Hi, Weston, how are you?” I ask, absentmindedly rearranging the objects on the desk, aligning the keyboard, mouse pad, pens, and papers at perfect angles.




    “I’m well. Thank you. And you?”




    Are we really doing this formal small-talk?




    Aren’t we past that?




    My palm is sweaty against the receiver. I don’t think any man has ever made me this nervous—any person, for that matter. “I’m…I’m good, Weston. I wanted to tell you Gabe and I spoke…” For some reason, I can’t bring myself to say the rest.




    “And?” he says, his voice hopeful.




    “We’d like to meet to go over the details.”




    There’s a pause on the line. And I fear he’s changed his mind.




    “I’m very glad to hear that, Mirella.” I can almost hear the smile on his face—he sounds happy. “I’ll have Kathryn call you and set up the details.”




    I don’t know what to say. It all seems so formal. It shouldn’t be so formal, should it? And for a brief moment, I have my doubts again.




    I stare out the window. The kid from next door zooms by on his bike. “I’m looking forward to seeing you,” I say, my words hesitant.




    “Me too.”




    After a beat, he says, “Well, I should go. I’m in a meeting at the moment. We’ll talk to you shortly.”




    “Yes, good-bye,” I say, wondering what the hell just happened.




    “Good-bye.”




    The line goes dead.




    What?




    We’re about to have sex, and all he could spare me was ten measly seconds. We’re about to be intimate, to see each other naked, for crying out loud.




    This is a big deal.




    Well, maybe not for him—he’s done this before. This isn’t a big deal at all for him, I finally realize.




    And I almost want to call him again and call the whole thing off.
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    We meet at an upscale steak house on the following Thursday night.




    “This place is impressive,” Gabe says, as we wait on the banquette. The restaurant is very classy—high cathedral ceilings with dark wood beams stretching over us, mahogany wood paneling and rustic brick lining the walls.




    Gabe is drawn by the classic details, the fine carpentry. “Apparently, the brick is repurposed from an old bank tower,” he comments.




    Gabe and I have dressed conservatively. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror lining the wall across from us and adjust my jacket. I’m happy with my outfit—it is very Jackie-O and classy. I’ve even brought along my sleek mini briefcase.




    I really don’t know what the dress protocol is for such an occasion. How do you dress for a meeting going over the fine details of a “couple swap?” Do you dress conservatively or sexy?




    When Weston and Bridget come in, all eyes are on them. He’s decked out in his usual tailored suit, and she’s wearing a clingy red dress and black A-line jacket.




    Damn, I think, I should have gone with “sexy”—that’s how you dress for such a meeting.




    Well, you live, you learn.




    These two really stand out in a room, and I suddenly feel a little unworthy.




    Bridget greets us with a wide grin and hugs, and for some reason, it doesn’t feel strange at all.




    Weston gives us both a tight-lipped smile. And his gaze holds mine for a second—this is where it gets strange. He seems to have a way of making me feel very odd.




    “You look very nice,” he offers with a hint of a smile.




    I smile at him, not able to form words. And I wonder why he makes me so nervous.




    We follow the hostess to a small room off the main dining area—it’s dark, it’s cozy and most importantly…private.




    The server pours water, and we order drinks. I order a martini, and boy, do I need it. I almost want to order two. And I don’t even usually drink.




    Bridget hangs her chic purse on the table with some kind of fancy purse hook contraption. “How hungry are you two?”
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