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    Dedication




    To all the wonderful new friends I have made


    through this writing adventure.


  




  

    Preface




    Tempting fate.




    IT COULD HAVE BEEN WORSE. Far worse. We were putting everything on the line—risking our marriages. We weren’t thinking straight. But one of us finally had the sense to. I was shattered when they ended the arrangement. But it was for the best—for all of us.




    I knew this. Yet, I was still broken. I thought I’d shatter into a million pieces but I survived. Not only did I survive, I came out stronger.




    Unfortunately, Weston wasn’t as strong as I was. Despite knowing the consequences, he reached out to me, and threatened to weaken my resolve. He was still as beautiful and mystifying as ever. And he wanted me so desperately.




    Gabe didn’t want him anywhere near me, and neither did I. But the pull between all of us was still so strong.




    I thought I finally understood how this worked. This time, I was going to be in the driver’s seat. This time, I was making the rules.




    Or so, I thought.




    We didn’t learn from our mistakes. We just made them all over again.


  




  

    Chapter One




    He knew I would know.




    I SHRUG AND LAUGH OUT LOUD. Gabe’s mouth against my neck tickles.




    “Keep the hat. You look smokin’ with the hat.”




    I’m not quite sure how the Santa hat ended up on my head. I think I plopped it on when I was emptying the Christmas boxes, digging the ornaments out, and praying to God they weren’t broken. This yearly ritual is something the girls and Gabe and I love so much. Of course, it’s never quite complete without festive music and hot chocolate.




    Somehow Gabe and I have ended up in bed, with the bedroom door locked. When we opened the Christmas boxes, the girls were very excited to see all the holiday movies. And always the resourceful guy, Gabe suggested they watch one of them, “With popcorn and everything.” I smiled at him and reminded him that we had a tree and a house to decorate. But he told me he could think of much more fun things we could be doing—and Gabe’s idea of fun usually involves a bed…or a chair, or countertop…




    He takes his sweet time as he unbuttons my blouse, from the bottom up.




    “We have an hour and forty-two minutes,” he whispers in my ear.




    Every button he undoes brings me closer to desire. I love watching his large hands working their way up slowly to my breasts. He shoots me a wicked smile as I grab a handful of his shirt.




    I want him.




    “Is the door locked?” God, he looks more delicious than the hot cocoa we were just about to have before he dragged me to the bedroom. Okay, perhaps the use of the word “dragged” is not quite appropriate here, because I was sure willing and more than a little enthusiastic.




    I practically rip off his shirt. I love his tribal tattoo—it covers about half his smooth, sculpted chest and flows over his shoulder and arm, transforming him into a living work of art. His nipple pokes through a bare spot of the tribal design, emerging like the eye of an eagle. I drop to my knees and kiss him at the tip of a curvy edge of his tattoo, just above his navel, and trail my tongue down. He moans out loud and pulls me back up to him.




    He kisses me just right, with a heady mix of slow sensuality and eagerness, one rough hand on my face, and the other on my rear. He tugs my yoga pants down, tearing his mouth away from mine. “You know what would look real hot with that Santa hat?”




    I pull off his lounging pants in one swift move. “What?” I’m kind of in a hurry. Part of me is worried one of the girls will interrupt us—they always seem to.




    He trails his finger along the edge of my plain cotton bra. “That little lacy red number you have. I’ve seen it in your drawer but I’ve never seen it on you.”




    Oh that…




    I want to tell him I’m trying to forget that little set. I should have really thrown it out, but it’s so beautiful and expensive I just can’t bring myself to get rid of it. Although every time I look at it, I’m reminded of Weston—our third date—the red dress. That little red silky set came off so slowly, but it was so worth the wait. Weston practically made me beg that night, and with every ticking second, he made me crave him more and more.




    I shake my head a little and start making excuses. “I don’t really like that underwear. It’s a bit small.”




    Gabe’s hand still lingers on my rear and he flashes me a wicked smile. “There’s no such thing as ‘too small’ when it comes to underwear, babe.”




    I shoot him a half-smile. The truth is I just don’t want to wear it with Gabe because I’m afraid all I’ll think about is Weston.




    His eyes are dark as he pulls off my cotton undies. “I’m getting you naked, and you’re putting that little red number on.” His tone is all business. It’s not a suggestion, it’s practically an order. I know there’s no use in arguing with him over something so trivial. I know when to pick my fights, and this isn’t the time.




    He pulls the strap of my sports bra down and takes my breast in his mouth. I bury my hands in his beautiful curls.




    I do want this.




    And if he wants to see me in the red underwear, it really isn’t such a big deal.




    Naked as the day I was born, I walk over to my lingerie drawer in our walk-in closet and reluctantly pull out the red set. I trail my finger along the delicate edges, images flashing through my mind; my own little erotic film.




    As I slip it on, I’m instantly aroused. I’m like Pavlov’s dog—the red set is like the bell—instant association to sex…toe-curling sex. After some tugging and slapping to get everything where it should be, I finally emerge with the infamous red bra and panties on.




    Gabe lies back on the bed with nothing on but tight silky black boxers. “Good God, that’s hot.”




    I smile. He’s looking pretty damn good too—sculpted body, black ink on smooth olive skin and that look on his face…that look which tells me he’s about to have his fun with me.




    And suddenly, I feel like playing too.




    He leans back on his elbows. “Come here, Santa’s Little Helper.”




    I laugh as I walk slowly to him. Oddly enough, I don’t feel ridiculous at all in the Santa hat. He grabs me by the waist and pulls me down to him. His kiss is intense. Our tongues explore, sloppily tease. I feel him hard against me, and it arouses me like nothing else. He sucks at my bottom lip and digs his fingers into the band of my panties. I pull away. I want to play.




    I take the Santa hat off my head and put it on his. “I think you should wear the hat.” It suits him. His unruly curls escape at the edges. He looks adorable, adorably sexy, to be more specific.




    “Hottest Santa ever,” I add with a smirk.




    He smiles making his eyes crease at the edges as his face lights up.




    My husband is beautiful, I muse as I study his features.




    Gabe’s finger traces the lacy edge of my bra cup. “Tell me, Ella, have you been a good girl this year, or a naughty girl?”




    I laugh a little, thinking about it for a second. If you consider exploring the pleasures of the flesh in various compromising positions with a man who is not your husband? Then I suppose I have been kind of naughty this year. But on the flip side, I did have permission.




    “Well, of course I’ve been good, Santa,” I say sweetly.




    He frowns a little, his thick brows pulling together. “That’s too bad,” he says as he grabs my ass hard, “because this Santa likes his girls naughty.”




    I laugh. And this time, I’m literally laughing out loud. He’s so hilarious. “You’re going to have to be a little more original than that to get me into bed. This ‘naughty or nice’ bit is a little tacky, don’t you think?”




    Tugging off my panties, not so gently, he says, “You’re very demanding. What do you want from me? I’ve only got so many games in my playbook, sweetie.”




    He places soft kisses on my belly. His touch feels so amazing. It seems like ages since we’ve had sex. With work, the kids, life, there’s just not enough time. His lips barely touch my skin but I feel his butterfly kisses all the way through me, deep within.




    “Okay, I’m game,” I finally concede. “I’ve been very naughty this year, Santa. Very naughty. I’ve done things I should be completely ashamed of,” I tell him, putting on my best sweet and sexy voice. And as I say the words, I’m reminded of Weston. As much as I’ve tried to forget him, I just can’t.




    But with every soft kiss to every sweet spot on my naked body, Gabe almost makes me forget.




    Almost.
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    “Careful! You’re going to break your neck,” I call out. I don’t mean to be a helicopter mom, but Chloe brings it out in me. She’s stretched up on top of a chair; one leg hanging in the air as she reaches for the top of the tree and tries to hang a sparkly bird at the exact spot where she wants it.




    I set my cup of cocoa down on the coffee table. “Here, let me help you.”




    It’s a beautiful day, a perfect day to trim the tree. There’s a light snow fall, which is unusual for early December. We couldn’t have planned it better. Gabe’s arms are full of Claire. He’s holding her up high so she can hang her little “Baby’s First Christmas” porcelain teddy bear ornament up high, front and center. It’s been broken twice so far, but it seems to mean so much to her, Gabe has glued it together again and again.




    Gabe shoots me a wink. I love it when he does that. When we were teenagers, he used to do it all the time, but lately, the winks are few and far between. This particular one is the “is it just me, or did we just have amazing sex?” wink. I answer with a big smile.




    Oh yes, we did.




    The tree looks good; cozy and all twinkles, covered in a collection of our oldest and most precious ornaments, each one more meaningful than the last. This isn’t a pretentious tree, it’s a friendly tree, a down-to-earth tree. Looking at it feels like a warm hug.




    As I hang one of the last ornaments, a porcelain angel Gabe gave me a long time ago when we were so young, I can’t help but think about all the years we’ve shared, all the memories we’ve made.




    I never belonged with Weston. I belong with Gabe.




    I try not to think about Weston. When I get emotional, I do. Getting over him has been hard, but I’m almost there. I’ve been picking up the pieces, one at a time, and damn, were they heavy. It’s taken all the strength I have. But I’ve done it every day, every hour, and every minute. I’m laughing again. I’m living again. I’m not thinking about him every second of the day.




    “You made it just the way I like it! With mini rainbow marshmallows,” Claire squeals as she grabs the cup of warm cocoa from her dad’s hand.




    “I aim to please,” he says sweetly.




    And that he does, I can’t help but think. I have such a dirty mind.




    Chloe helps me set up the manger under the tree. She handles the ceramic baby Jesus carefully and adjusts the scene just so. When she’s done, she backs up a foot or two to assess her work. Seemingly satisfied, she smiles. And then, her eyes grow wide with sudden realization. She jumps to her feet. “Oh, I almost forgot. We need to put presents under the tree.”




    “But there’s no presents yet, Chloe,” Gabe tells her.




    But there are, I want to say. They’re just not wrapped yet. And the ones from Santa are still carefully hidden in the garage. I’ve never been a procrastinator when it comes to Christmas.




    Chloe bounces back downstairs with a big smile and a small box—the “mystery” present. I had all but forgotten about the mystery gift; a plain silver box left in my mailbox a few days ago with a Post-it note attached. The yellow bit of paper reads: For Miss Mirella.




    I didn’t think too much of it when I first spotted it, buried in bills, junk mail and my Redbook magazine. But I did briefly wonder who would leave a gift for me in my mail box? The note attached makes me think it’s from one of my students. They’re the only ones who call me “Miss Mirella.” But why not wait until the last day before break, when I open all the gifts in front of everyone?




    Chloe sets the small silver box under the tree.




    Gabe eyes it with interest. He kneels beside the tree and grabs the box. “What’s this?”




    “It’s for me. It was left in the mailbox with a note.”




    He scratches his week-old scruff. “From who?”




    “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “It was addressed to Miss Mirella, I’m waiting for Christmas morning to open it.”




    “That’s too weird. You gotta open it.”




    I sit comfortably on the sofa, cup of cocoa in hand, legs tucked in happily under my bum. “I can wait.”




    He shakes the box. “Aren’t you curious? It’s something solid. Something small and heavy.”




    I smile at him. He’s like a little kid.




    “Pleeeease open it,” Claire pleads. “I want to see.”




    “Yeah, open it, Mommy,” Chloe echoes.




    Gabe smiles his sexy lopsided grin. “Yeah, open it, Mommy.”




    Great, now the entire family is ganging up on me.




    I was set on waiting, but now everyone’s turning me into a curious kitty. I’m already itching to know what’s inside. I want my curiosity scratched.




    I really don’t have a choice now.




    I must admit, I’m secretly delighted to have an excuse to open it.




    I hold the shiny box and study it for a second or two. All eyes are on me, eager. It seems I’m not moving fast enough because Claire starts to sigh, not so subtly.




    When I finally tear the wrapping off, I see a beautiful light blue velvet box. My heart stops cold. I know this isn’t from one of my students.




    I know it’s from Weston.




    I know it’s from him before I even open the pretty little velvet box.




    I’m filled with mixed emotions as I lift the lid. My breath hitches when I see a beautiful jeweled butterfly brooch nestled in the box, covered in what appears to be diamonds, sapphires and rubies.




    My eager little butterfly.




    Tears stream down my cheeks as my body fully responds. My heart swells with a mix of emotions: sadness, longing, excitement, lust, bust most of all…anger.




    How dare him. The bastard.




    He did the right thing when he ended this. He did what I wasn’t strong enough to do. Why is he doing this now?




    Chloe’s eyes are wide, her expression eager. “Wow, that’s beautiful.” I can tell she wants to touch it but she knows better.




    Claire’s tiny brows are furrowed. “Who gave you that?” There’s a hint of irritation in her voice. Even in her tiny seven-year-old mind, she seems to know something is up.




    I look over at Gabe who doesn’t utter a word, but seems livid. He knows too. There’s only one person who could have given me such a gift.




    With shaking fingers, I hold the box and stare at the butterfly.




    He didn’t leave a note. He didn’t even sign his name. He knew he didn’t have to. He knew I would know.




    What an arrogant jerk.




    I’m so angry. He’s broken my heart. I know it was for my own good. But still…




    Sudden concern washes over Claire’s delicate features. “What’s wrong, Mommy? Don’t you like it? Who’s it from?” She still wants to know.




    “Mommy can’t keep it. It’s from someone we know,” Gabe tells her.




    “Why can’t she keep it?” Chloe chimes in, curious. “Is that why you’re crying, Mommy?”




    I stand and walk over to the kitchen, trying to get away from everyone. I shouldn’t have opened this in front of the girls, in front of Gabe. But how was I to know it was from him? I didn’t expect this. He’s the one who broke things off. He’s the one who was smart enough, sensible enough to end this. I haven’t heard from him in months. And now this. I don’t understand what he’s trying to do to me.




    I can’t help but think he’s playing with me. Playing with my heart.




    So cruel.




    But he knows better. This isn’t like him.




    Gabe joins me in the kitchen and practically wears down the floor pacing. He’s certainly not impressed. “That asshole,” he whispers, his mouth a hard line. “What the hell is he doing? Who does he think he is?”




    I wipe the tears with the sleeve of my fuzzy sweater. “I don’t know,” is all I can manage to say. I don’t really want to admit the fact that I never really understood Weston. I was in love with him, but I could never quite figure him out. He’s so closed off. I don’t think he ever lets anyone in. When I was with him, I felt like I pried that door open a little, just a sliver, but there was always something heavy on the other side, something mysterious preventing me from kicking it wide open. To this day, Weston remains an enigma.




    “Well, you’re not doing anything about it,” Gabe says, all business. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so serious. “You’re not even going to acknowledge his gift. I don’t care what you do with it. Throw it out, sell it on eBay…I don’t give a shit. I just don’t ever want to see you wearing it. And I don’t want you contacting him.”




    “Of course I’m not going to wear it, Gabe.” I could never. Every time I’d see my reflection in the mirror, I’d think of him. And I definitely don’t need a constant reminder. Gabe’s absolutely right. I need to brush all of this under the carpet, and pretend it never happened.




    I certainly don’t need this in my life right now.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    I can’t fall again.




    I HAVEN’T BEEN ABLE to get him out of my mind.




    I was making such good progress before I received that gift. He really messed me up, the jerk. But I haven’t reached out to him. Part of me has wanted to. To tell him what a mind-fucker he is. But I haven’t. Gabe is right—the best thing to do is ignore him. That’ll send the message, loud and clear.




    I’ve been thinking about the brooch too. I could never throw it away—it’s too beautiful, and worth a pretty penny, I’m sure. I could never sell it and benefit from this gift in any way. I want no part of it. But I was thinking I could donate it to an auction for a charity of some sort, a silent auction peppered with wealthy people. One of those fancy fundraisers.




    But I won’t be able to look into it until later. December is a very busy time at school and I’ve been swamped with my holiday to-do list.




    Unfortunately, despite the busy season; all the festivities, baking and shopping, I still haven’t been able to stop thinking about Weston. He’s under my skin now, like an intolerable virus I just can’t get rid of. How I wish I had a cure. But as is my understanding, there are no cures for viruses, they just need to run their course. I simply need to wait and be patient.
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    The holidays were great. We spent Christmas Eve with Gabe’s family, as is the tradition. We have six nieces and nephews on his side, so things do get loud. Gabe is often unsettled by it, but me…I’m an old pro. Eight kids is nothing compared to twenty-plus kindergartners. We spent Christmas Day with my pop and my two brothers, Jake and Tommy. It was a little quieter on that side—just one niece. Kiley is three now, an adorable bundle of happiness with golden ringlets and pretty blue eyes. The girls absolutely love her.




    My youngest brother Robbie is still estranged. And every Christmas, I think about him. I’ve seen him and my mother a few times over the years. Sadly, I can count the times on one hand. They’re really strangers to us. They’ve been living in France for almost thirty years now. And my little brother even speaks with a slight French accent. I wonder how she could have done this to us. I know she fell in love, but it’s still unfathomable to me.




    But love or infatuation, or whatever you want to call it—does make you do very stupid things.




    I certainly know.
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    I’m standing in a post-Christmas season line at the customer service desk at the department store, waiting to return a too-small dress, when my cell phone rings. Beyoncé’s “Single Ladies” adds a little smile to the tired expressions on the faces around me. I smile at the petite elderly woman with cat-eye glasses standing just a foot away as I scrounge in my overstuffed purse for my phone. I can’t seem to find it, yet again.




    She seems amused.




    “Sorry. I can never find the damn thing,” I tell her, annoyed as hell. “I should really clean my bag out,” I add as my fingers finally press against the familiar sleek surface.




    “Your purse is too big, sweetheart,” she says, all-knowing.




    When I finally answer, I hear a collective sigh. “Hello,” I say, knowing everyone in line is eavesdropping on my conversation.




    “Hello, Mirella.”




    I recognize his voice right away—the soft, sensual tone is so distinctive. He’s caught me off guard. My heart is racing and suddenly my whole body is on fire. I don’t say a word. I don’t want to speak to him. I want nothing to do with him. But my heart is pounding so hard, I’m afraid the cat-eyes lady can hear it.




    “Can we talk?” he finally says after the longest pause in the history of phone calls.




    Can I talk? No, I literally don’t think I can. The shock has robbed me of my voice.




    “That’s fine. You don’t have to say a word. I can understand why you would never want to speak to me again.”




    Truthfully, I want to speak. I want to ask him why he’s calling me, why he’s fucking with me. But I don’t make a peep. I just want to hear his voice. I’ve missed it so much.




    “I know I shouldn’t be calling you, Mirella.” His words seem tired, strained. “I have no right. I should be leaving you alone.”




    I finally summon the courage to speak. “Yes, you should.”




    “I know. But I can’t, Mirella. Believe me, I’ve tried. These last three months have been hell for me.”




    Good.




    “What do you want from me?” I almost scream into the phone. Now I have about a half a dozen pairs of ears perked up behind me. For a moment, I’d completely forgotten I was surrounded by strangers.




    How dare he dig up this whole mess again. It was better left buried. He’s a smart man, he should know better.




    “What do I want?” The words are followed by a heavy sigh. “I want you,” he says simply.




    Where does he come off? I am so angry, I could punch him in the face—if only he were standing in front of me.




    “You can’t have me, Weston. You can’t say you’re done with me one day. And the next, say you want me. You fickle bastard. You made the right decision when you ended things, Weston. It was best for everyone. Let’s stick with it,” I tell him, wanting him to see things clearly. I spot eyes averting my glare in unison. They’re all pretending not to listen, but they so obviously are. I’m pretty sure they weren’t expecting in-line entertainment.




    “I know I have no right,” he presses on, his words soft. He’s getting to me. I want to see him so badly. I remind myself how much he’s hurt me. I consciously tell myself to pull away—even if I don’t want to.




    I’m still so drawn to him. It’s almost painful.




    “Did you get my gift?” he asks, his words soft.




    If he thinks he can win me over with a fancy brooch, he’s got another thing coming. “Yes, I did. A butterfly, How very clever of you,” I say, the words drenched in sarcasm. “But let me tell you something, I’m not your eager little butterfly anymore. And why did you address it to Miss Mirella?”




    “Well, I was trying to be discreet, in the event that Gabe should stumble upon it.”




    “Oh, how very smart of you,” I say, not hiding the disdain in my voice. “I have no secrets from Gabe. He was there when I opened it.”




    “Oh,” is all he says.




    “I’m planning on donating it to a charity. Someone should benefit from it.”




    “You do with it what you want. It’s yours.”




    This conversation is pointless. It’s toxic. I need to end it.




    “Listen, I need to go now,” I tell him. The words drag, scrape the back of my throat. I don’t want to go.




    “I want to see you, Mirella,” he says softly and my heart swells.




    I want to see him too. My eyes well up. I can’t take this right now. Not after all the work I’ve put into forgetting him. He can’t be doing this to me. My voice cracks as I tell him I can’t. I’m sure he can tell I’m in shatters. The emotion in my voice is unmistakable.




    “I know you want to see me, Mirella.”




    The arrogant mind-fucker.




    Tears stream down my cheeks and I turn away from the people behind me. I’m almost up at the customer service desk. I’m next in line, and I’m certainly in no condition to speak to anyone.




    “Bye, Weston,” I say before pressing end call with the tip of my trembling finger.




    The jovial brunette at the counter calls me up. Her smile quickly fades when she spots my expression. “Are you okay?” she asks, full of concern.




    Slightly embarrassed, I tell her I’m fine. I tell her I’ve just received an upsetting phone call. She goes about her business and asks me for my receipt and credit card with a forced smile when I tell her I’m returning the dress.




    My cell rings again. It’s him again. I’m tempted to send it to voice mail, but I really need to tell him to back off. I don’t even bother with a hello.




    “Leave me alone, Weston. We are done,” I say with as much conviction as I can muster.




    “But, Mirella, I just want to tell y—”




    I cut him off and smile at the clerk, pretending everything is hunky-dory. She averts her gaze and clicks away at her keyboard.




    About twenty seconds later, my phone chirps and I almost want to throw the damn thing across the store. I know it’s probably him. The little envelope beckons. I am so curious wild horses couldn’t drag me away from that text.




    I love you.




    I’m floored.




    What is wrong with this man? This is how he tells me he loves me? In a text? Who does that? Royally-fucked-up emotionally inept assholes that’s who.




    The customer service clerk barely looks at me when she asks, “Will that be all?”—it’s officially awkward between the two of us now.




    “That’s it,” I tell her, taking the receipt and my credit card from her. “Thank you.”




    As soon as I step away from the customer service desk, I grab my phone.




    Stay away from me. Do not ever contact me again.




    My fingers are shaking so hard, it takes me forever to write out the message as I correct a dozen typos along the way. I might be telling him to fuck off, but I still care about presentation and grammar.




    I walk back to my car, longing to hear the chirp sound of a new message. I know I’ve just told him to stay away, to never contact me again, but part of me wants him not to listen. I don’t quite want to say good-bye.




    When I finally reach my car, I realize he’s not getting back to me. Maybe he’s decided to listen? Maybe he’s really staying away? Maybe this is the end?




    Burying my face in my hands, I cry. I can’t believe I’m crying over him again. And I ask myself the same question over and over again.




    How in the heavens did I ever get so messed-up?
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    I haven’t been able to get that text out of my mind.




    I love you.




    The exact words I’d wanted to hear from him, ages ago. But now, I’m not sure I want to hear them anymore. It’s the last thing I need right now, him telling me he loves me and melting my resolve.




    I can’t fall again. I can’t do this.




    Gabe steps out of the shower, a plush white towel wrapped around his hips, his sculpted body slick. I’m almost tempted to rip that towel off and distract myself…bury myself in Gabe and forget all about Weston. But there are more important matters to attend to. I really need to tell him what has happened. I’ve promised myself I would be completely open with Gabe from now on, no more secrets. That’s how we got in so much trouble the last time.




    I put on my flannel nightgown with the tiny roses; the one that says “not tonight, babe.” The last thing I need is him all over me when I’m trying to have a serious conversation. “Why don’t you shower at the club?”




    He peels off his towel. “The showers at the club are disgusting, and half of them don’t work.”




    He slips on his PJ pants and I almost don’t want him too. I like him naked.




    Focus. Geez.




    “I need to tell you something.”




    He stretches himself on the bed, eyeing me from head to toe, a devilish smile on his face. “Yeah,” he says. It seems even the granny nightie is not going to keep him off me.




    I wince a little when I say, “Weston called me today.”




    He jerks up from the bed, his devil-may-care expression completely gone. “What did the asshole want?”




    “I’m not sure. He wants to see me again. He misses me, I think.” I don’t tell him about the I love you text. I can’t quite bring myself to. I’m afraid he’s going to fly off the handle and do something stupid.




    “He better stay away from you.” I know from his expression, he means business.




    “I think he will. I texted him and told him to leave me the hell alone and I haven’t heard from him since.”




    “Good.”




    We sit on the bed in silence for the longest time. And finally he smiles at me and reaches out, a strong arm around my waist.




    I smile back at him. “You know this is my ‘the store is closed for business tonight’ nightgown.”




    He laughs. “You could be wearing a potato sack,” he says, a hand on my hip, as his lips trail kisses down my neck, “you’d still be highly fuckable.”




    Gabe has a way of turning me on so fast, it’s like the flip of a switch.




    “You like the granny nightie?” I tease, hoping he’ll tear off my cotton panties soon.




    “Those little flowers drive me absolutely wild,” he jokes as his hands slide under the cotton fabric.




    Heaven.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Men like him…




    “I LOVE THIS COMPOSTER,” I tell Gwen as I throw in the remnants of my hot peppers in the sink. “I would love one of these.”




    Gwen pulls out a jar of shrimp cocktail sauce. “Then get one.”




    I flip the switch. “It’s not that easy. It’s a big job apparently to have one installed.” Gwen has no clue about the cost of things; her little castle came with all the bells and whistles. I’m not sure how much it’s worth, but I’d be willing to bet it’s over a million.




    She rolls out the freezer drawer and pulls out a box of frozen bacon-wrapped scallops. “Seriously, how hard could it be?”




    I laugh as I spoon the beef mixture into the hot peppers. “Life is so unfair,” I gripe, half-smiling. “Here you have this gorgeous gourmet kitchen,” I point out as my gaze travels across the custom cabinetry, “and you don’t even cook.”




    She shrugs. “I do. I’m making bacon wrapped scallops right now,” she trills with a big wide smile.




    “Heating up is not cooking. They’re really not that complicated to make from scratch. Just wrap bacon around scallops and stick toothpicks in.”




    She smiles at me as she plops the bacon-wrapped scallops on a baking sheet. I nudge her in the ribs. Of course, she knows I’m just giving her a hard time.




    I leave her to go check on the girls who are sitting quietly at the table, making animals out of pompoms. “It was nice of Gwen to get you those craft kits, wasn’t it?”




    Claire nods, her attention fully focused on the little white cat she’s creating.




    “And she got us a whole lot of other stuff too,” Chloe points out.




    I smile. “I know. Auntie Gwinnie loves to shop,” I say, shooting a glance at my bestie.




    She eyes the boys in the living room. “You’d think Greg could slack off the TV for just one night. It’s New Year’s Eve, for the love of all that is holy.”




    I smirk as I stick my baking sheet in the top built-in oven. “Boys will be boys.”




    She sighs. “Boys…who needs them?”




    I smile at her but don’t say a word. I think about Weston. I still can’t stop thinking about him. About the butterfly, about the call, the I love you. And I still wonder why he’s doing this to me.




    Gwen studies me and raises a brow.




    “Uh…” I stammer, feeling dissected. “Do you want me to get the shrimp out?”




    She tilts her head, not taking her eyes off me. I stare back blankly, taking in the details of her Christmas sweater—black fluffy cashmere, with the most delicate minuscule beads.




    “Uh…did I tell you,” I blurt out. “I like your sweater. It looks real nice with those skinny black pants. You look really slim,” I go on, running my mouth off, barely breathing. “That sweater would suit a pretty brooch. I’ve got tons if you ever want to borrow one. I even have Christmas ones. I have a pretty silver…”




    My heart starts to beat a little faster and I suddenly have to consciously breathe and try to appear normal. I know if Gwen hears I’ve been speaking to Weston again, she’ll tear me a new one. She hates him as much as I do at this moment, if not more.




    “Mirella, spill it.”




    I grab the dish cloth off the faucet and wipe the granite counter, even though it’s already surgical-room clean.




    She cozies up to me with a mischievous smile. “Spill.”




    I’ve been keeping secrets. I haven’t told her about Weston yet. I’m not really sure why I haven’t confided in her, but I think it’s because I don’t want to suffer the wrath of Gwen. She’s always so practical about life, so grounded…so sensible. She’s not emotional like me. Although we’re like two peas in a pod in a lot of ways, in this sense, we’re quite different. She just doesn’t get it—this thing with Weston and me. And I know how she feels about him. She confessed she was so relieved to hear we had ended the arrangement. She always thought the whole thing was a terrible idea.




    She fixes me with beady eyes. “You’ve been keeping something from me.”




    I make a beeline for the refrigerator and swing the door open. “Do you have a platter for the sushi?”




    Grabbing me by the wrist, she pulls me away from the kitchen and drags me to the den. I reluctantly go along. I don’t want to cause a scene. The last thing I need is Gabe hearing about Weston again. Out of sight, out of mind is rather a marriage-preserving approach when it comes to Gabe and I, and Weston.




    Gwen plops me on the swivel desk chair so hard, I spin a little. “Out with it,” she presses as she glares at me, manicured nails tapping annoyingly on the desk. She’s not letting this go.




    I sink into my chair. “Sorry, I didn’t tell you…”




    She crosses her arms. “Tell me what?”




    I give her a tight-lipped smile. “About Weston.”




    Her jaw drops. She stares up at the ceiling. “Don’t tell me he’s back,” she snaps.




    I jump up from my chair. “Shush,” I whisper, finger over mouth. “I don’t want Gabe to hear.”




    Her eyes grow wide. “He doesn’t know? Are you cheating on him?”




    “No, of course not. He knows. I’ve told him everything. No more secrets.”




    She lets out a sigh of relief. “Good,” she says as she plops her plump rear on the club chair in the corner, looking completely spent. You’d swear it was her life, her marriage, we were talking about. “What do you mean everything?”




    I lean against the mahogany desk. “He left a Christmas gift in my mailbox; a beautiful butterfly brooch.”




    She rolls her eyes. “Of course.”




    “What?”




    She sits up. “Men like him…it’s what they do. They buy you things. You weren’t impressed I hope,” she says, all-knowing.




    I think back to that day—the tree, the hot cocoa, Claire and Chloe’s smiling faces. “No, I was angry. I didn’t even acknowledge it.”




    She smiles. She approves. “Why, I’m impressed. You’re learning.”




    I know I should really listen to her, she has way more experience with men than I do. I peel my gaze away from her, realizing I’m not done with my confession. “And then he called and told me he missed me. He told me he loved me.”




    She lets out the loudest sigh in the history of pent-up frustration. “Well, men like him wine and dine you, compliment you, make you feel like a modern-day princess, but they don’t really see you.” She closes the distance between us and gently grabs hold of my wrist. “What he feels for you is lust, Mirella. Not love. You need to be able to tell the difference.”




    Her words hurt. He does see me. He sees me like no one else has ever seen me. I bite my lip, not quite looking at her. “Okay, Dear Abby, you think you know everything.”




    She grabs my wrist harder. “Look at me, Mirella,” she snaps, the sound echoes off the walls and coffered ceilings. “I’m trying to help you.”




    I jerk away. “Well, you’ll be glad to know I’ve told him to leave me the hell alone.”




    “Fantastic,” she trills with a pat on my back. “I’m proud of you.”




    I stare at her with a sheepish smile.




    She considers me for a second, brow cocked. “Did he really tell you he loved you?”




    I smile and look down at my feet. “Uh…actually, he texted it.”




    “No way. He did not,” she says way too loudly. “You’re not for real.”




    Yes, he texted it.




    Gabe rounds the corner, beer in hand. “What’s up, ladies? Catfight?”




    Gwen straightens and adopts the elegant stance she is known for; all class. In an all black get-up, she looks like a graceful Siamese cat. “We were just having a little disagreement,” she tells him as she makes her way back to the kitchen, her heels clicking against the hard wood floors.




    Gabe follows like a little duckling. “About what?”




    I panic for a second. But only for a second. I know Gwen would never betray my confidence.




    She turns to him, an impish expression on her face. “We were just arguing about Twilight again. I’m on team Jacob. And the silly girl is still on team Edward.”
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    My fingers are covered with glue as I sit at a too-small table, my rear plopped on a too-small chair. I’m helping one of my kids stick sparkly gold pompoms onto his construction paper clown when Sylvia, our receptionist, walks into my classroom, all smiles.




    She’s wearing adult onesie pajamas—cartoon kitties plastered all over her body, which she manages to make look sexy. I suppose that’s not too hard to do when you’ve been blessed with a Sports Illustrated worthy body.




    I, on the other hand, am comfy in loose blue flannel pajamas covered with monkey faces. I look positively boyish, not sexy at all. It’s pajama day. We have it every year in January. It always brings a little fun to the dreary month.




    Sylvia stands at the doorway and waves me over. I swivel, peel myself out of the tiny chair and make my way to her. My slippers drag softly against the floor.




    “There’s a fine specimen of a man asking for you at reception,” she whispers. For some reason, this is a secret. “He’s slick, all dressed in black. Who is he?” She wants the dirt. Sylvia always wants the dirt.




    My heart skips a beat and I feel the heat rush to my cheeks. “I really don’t know,” I tell her. But I have a pretty good idea. I’m pretty sure it’s Weston. Who else could it be?




    Suddenly, my flannel pajamas feel heavy and hot. I sense the familiar loss of rhythm in my breathing. I suck in a deep breath to calm myself. I can’t believe he’s here. I’m not sure how I feel about this. I’m angry but I’m also excited to see him. All I know is I need to face him.




    “You go. I’ll keep an eye on the kids. Rachel is replacing me at the desk right now,” she says.




    “Thanks,” I tell her as I sprint off.




    “I want the details later,” she calls out as I’m practically running down the hall.




    My heart hammers in my chest as I make the short trek to the receptionist desk. What am I going to say to him? And God, I look like hell. I’m wearing stupid pajamas covered with monkeys. Monkeys! And I’m wearing a scrunchie! My hands are covered in glue—I’ve completely forgotten to wash them off. This isn’t how I ever imagined us meeting again.




    My heart drops when I see him. Or is it my stomach? I’m not sure, but one of my major organs has taken a nosedive. I felt it. God, why does he have this effect on me?




    He’s still so beautiful. Standing there, all in black, in a gorgeous slim jacket, hair perfect, save for that delightful rebel lock sticking up just a little, refusing to behave.




    Damn him.




    He smiles at me as soon as he catches my eye; that irresistible devilish smile. He seems amused. “Nice pajamas,” he says sweetly as his gaze sweeps over me from head to toe.




    I stare down at my matching monkey slippers. “Um…thanks,” I say nervously. “It’s pajama day.” I feel so utterly ridiculous.




    He smiles. “Yes. I’ve gathered,” he says as he looks over at the ladies at reception who are both wearing pajamas. Rachel and Lydia turn their heads so fast when he catches their eye, I’m surprised their necks don’t snap. But I see where they’re coming from, he’s the kind of man who turns heads when he walks into a room. We don’t get too many of those around here. Well, except for Gabe. Gabe always turns heads.




    “You look adorable,” he teases. He’s getting to me. He’s bringing those emotions out in me again, and he’s barely uttered five words.




    God, help me.




    I need to consciously remind myself of the fact that I’m very angry with him still. He can’t just show up like this. Who does the crazy arrogant jerk think he is?




    “I’m sorry, Weston. How can I help you?” I ask matter-of-factly, for the benefit of all those around me, and for his too, and mine. I can’t let myself be led astray.




    “I was hoping we could talk,” he says, his eyes filled with emotion.




    I know I really shouldn’t talk to him, but there are a few things I want to say.




    He looks over at Rachel and Lydia who seem busy with work, but who are so obviously spying on us. “Why don’t you come to my car? We can talk there.”




    I stare down at my slippers again. I don’t have my boots on. I’m not really dressed for outside.




    “Rachel, could you hand me a wipe?” If there’s one thing we always have on hand at the school, it’s wipes and Band-Aids. She scurries to the infirmary desk, and comes back with a wipe. I clean my hands and head toward the door without a word.




    Weston follows me.




    We need to do this.




    The air is cool and the sky is overcast. Weston opens the car door for me. I offer a quick hello to Edward who seems happy to see me. I know Weston hasn’t brought me here to seduce me. If he had, he wouldn’t have dragged his driver along. He clearly just wants to talk.




    Sitting at the back of the town car, all the memories rush back. Sensual memories fill my head. When I was first driven to his office, filled with anticipation. When he buried his nose in my panties, the day we first had sex. The night of the symphony, him in his gorgeous tux, and me in my beautiful dress. As the memories cloud my judgment and make me feel a little dizzy, I feel something stir within me, and a small part of me wishes Edward would just disappear so I could climb all over Weston. He looks so delicious, tucked into his dark wool jacket, brilliant green eyes, five-o’clock shadow. I still crave him so much.




    And I despise myself for that.




    “How are you?” he asks. Apparently, we’re starting with small talk.




    “Well,” I say, not bothering to ask him how he is. Why put up pretenses? I’m mad at him and he damn well knows it.




    “How are Chloe and Claire? They’re sweet girls.”




    I’m taken aback. I’m surprised he remembers their names. “They’re good. Busy,” I tell him. “Thank you,” I add with a smile.




    “I enjoyed meeting them. They’re cute girls. They look a lot like you.”




    I smile. “Well, Claire, more so. Chloe is the spitting image of her dad.”




    “I see both of you in her.”




    I’m not sure where we’re going with this conversation. “How are your kids?”




    “Great,” he says without elaboration.




    After a beat, I finally ask him, “What do you want, Weston?”




    He doesn’t say a word. Just stares at me; at my eyes, at my mouth.




    “Why now?” I ask, looking down at my hands, still buried in a wet wipe. “Why are you here? You know you did the right thing by ending the arrangement, right?”




    He turns away and can’t seem to look at me, but I want him to. “Because I’ve spent the last three months trying to forget you,” he says, staring straight ahead. “I can’t get you out of my head. I’ve tried to stay away. I’ve tried all the distractions you can think of.”




    I wonder about the distractions. I want to ask about the distractions. But then, I remind myself I don’t care.




    “You need to understand,” he says, turning to look at me. “I’m not like you. I’m rather compulsive…obsessive even.”




    He doesn’t realize we’re more alike than he thinks.




    “I remember everything about you. Everything. You’re not fading. I’m afraid you’ll never fade. You’re all I can think about. You’re still all I can see.”




    Don’t.




    He certainly hasn’t faded for me either. “This is crazy, Weston,” I start, not wanting to say the words. “This is so wrong. What are we doing? We can’t start this over again.”




    He seems so intense. “It was May nineteenth, approximately six o’clock, when I first laid eyes on you.”




    I remembered the date too, but not the time so specifically.




    “I remember exactly what you wore, what you ate.”




    “What did I have?” I ask, curious.




    “You had a martini, then a soda water and cranberry with your meal. You had the grilled chicken pasta and salad, but barely touched it. You asked for dressing on the side; the house’s special vinaigrette.”




    “You have an excellent memory,” I say, for lack of other words. I’m stunned.




    “Hence lies my problem,” he says simply.




    “What happened on our fourth date?” I ask, not really knowing the answer myself.




    “It was June thirtieth. We met up at the Lake Point Tower at approximately eight o’clock. You were wearing that amazing red dress with the strappy heels, a chunky silver necklace and matching bracelet and these ridiculously large earrings which were way too big for your delicate face.”




    I smirk. “Oh really? Is that so?”




    He smiles. “You had the lobster bisque, a watercress salad and the scallops which I had suggested. You seemed to love your meal. I enjoyed watching you eat. And then we shared the crème brûlée which you absolutely devoured.”




    Wow.




    He looks off into the distance. “I undressed you that night. I tried to take my time because I wanted to take you in slowly, but it was impossibly excruciating because you were just so beautiful and I just wanted to ravish you.”




    I catch my breath.




    Fuck.




    Although I’m not feeling very sexy in my flannel monkey jammies at the moment, I can’t help but think this conversation is really hot. I can feel his words deep in the tingles of my skin, at the pit of my stomach, deep in my sex. How am I supposed to think straight when he talks like this?




    I shake my head, trying to dislocate the words from my brain. “What about…uh…our eighth date?” I ask. “You can’t possibly remember that. I would have no clue.”




    He ponders my question for a second, staring out the window. “It was August twenty-fifth. That’s the night we had dinner at that little Italian place. I wanted to speak with you but you didn’t want to talk. You climbed all over me, trying to seduce me into having sex with you, when all I wanted to do was talk. You were wearing a silky black dress. It had twelve pearl buttons at the back.”




    “Twelve?” I ask, completely floored.




    “Yes, twelve.”




    Holy hell.




    I can see why he’s having a problem with this breakup. God, I thought I had it bad. I’m not sure what to say to him. He’s completely caught me off guard.




    “Do you have a photographic memory? How can you remember all those things?”




    “I have an eye for visuals and a memory for dates and numbers,” he says plainly. “But my point is when I say I can’t forget you, I really mean it.”




    “You’re officially stalking me, you know,” I point out. “I should have a restraining order against you.”




    He smiles. “Do I look like someone who would ever hurt you?”




    No, he doesn’t. The man doesn’t have a single evil bone in his body. He couldn’t hurt a fly. He’s probably one of those people who catches bugs in cups and frees them at the front door.




    “What do you do when you spot a bug in your house?” I ask him, out of the blue.




    He eyes me with a perplexed expression, clearly confused by my question, but the look on his face tells me he’s intrigued.




    “Do you free it, or do you squash it with your foot?” I ask.




    He thinks about it for a second. “Well, it depends. If it’s large, I’m more inclined to save it because it’s too big to squash and I’d feel horrible drowning it in the toilet. But if it’s small, it doesn’t stand a chance. Unless it’s a ladybug.”




    “So its fate lies in its size and cuteness?” I tease.




    “Essentially,” he says with a smile. And after a beat, he adds, “You, you’re on the smallish side, but you are pretty cute. It could go either way with you,” he says with that devilish grin.




    I. Am. Toast.




    I could just jump him right now.




    He’s throwing me off course. I’ve got to get it together.




    “Well, you wouldn’t hurt a fly, but you have no qualms about hurting a woman,” I snap. “In the emotional sense anyway.”




    He puts his hand softly on my knee. “I know I’ve hurt you. I was trying to do the right thing.” His touch sends sparks through me. Thank goodness there’s monkey covered flannel separating his skin from mine.




    “But doing the right thing is impossible,” he adds, his eyes so intense I can barely look at them.




    I turn away and close my eyes for a second. I can’t do this.




    “I’m so sorry,” he says. And I can tell he means it. “I’m afraid I’ve handled the situation poorly. You scared me. I didn’t know what to do. I’ve never been in this situation before. Breaking things off with you was the smart thing to do, I know,” he carries on, looking completely spent, “but it was also the stupidest move I ever made.”




    I know what he wants.




    I can’t do this.




    I’ve worked too hard.




    To forget him.




    To not love him.




    “We can’t do this again,” I tell him, the words requiring all the resolve I have.




    “Why not?”




    “Because it didn’t work the last time,” I point out, slightly catty. “Because I’ll fall in love with you again.”




    His hand reaches for my face, his eyes fixed on mine. “Because I’m already in love?”




    I want to reach out to him. I want to grab his face and kiss him. But I remain still as a statue.




    “When I told you I was falling in love with you, I lied,” he tells me, his voice soft. “I wasn’t falling. I had already fallen. It’s a done deal, Mirella. I’m splattered on the pavement. I’m a mess.”




    His words get to me. I don’t want him to get to me.




    “Don’t tell me you love me, Weston. Don’t tell me you want to start this again. You’re infatuated with me,” I press, desperately trying to knock some sense into him. “You don’t love me.”




    “I know it’s wrong, but—”




    “Tell me you don’t love me,” I plead. “Tell me…”




    He turns from me without a word, his mouth a hard line.




    “Someone like you could have any woman he wants. Just forget about me and move on.”




    “I can’t move on. You’re the only one I want.”




    I don’t think I’m equipped to deal with this hot-cold game he seems to be playing. He can’t just dump me one minute, and then profess his undying love the next.




    “This relationship we had,” I say, feeling the tears coming on, “we’ve tainted it. We’ve sullied it. It could never be the same, and it’s over.”




    “It doesn’t have to be the same. It doesn’t need to be over.”




    “And what about Gabe and Bridget? What about the rules?”




    “I’ve already spoken to Bridget. And the rules…” he trails off, his gaze dropping to my lips, “we can bend them.”




    My heart beats so fast, I can barely keep up with it. I want him to kiss me. I know I shouldn’t want this, but I want it…so badly.




    His gaze still lingers on my mouth. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed your eyes, your smile.” His thumb traces the curve of my bottom lip. “I’ve missed your lips. I’ve missed kissing you.”




    I can’t tear myself away. And I know I should.




    I sit still, waiting for him to kiss me. I can see he wants to, but he doesn’t.




    And I think about the tears I’ve shed. I think about Gabe. I think about my girls.




    “I…I…” I stammer. “I…I have to go,” I say with what little leftover willpower I have. “I’ve been out here for a while. And the receptionist is looking after my kids right now,” I add, reaching for the car door. “I’m sorry.”




    The disappointment on his face is unmistakable. “Please consider what I’ve said, Mirella,” he pleads as I close the door.




    There’s no way I can focus on anything for the rest of the day. I’m essentially a zombie all afternoon. The kids pull at my pajama pants, yell out my name, and try to get my attention, but I’m completely useless. All I can think about is him…his words, his touch.




    I know it’s probably the worst idea in the entire existence of humanity, but I want to go there again. I want things to be exactly like they were a few months ago, before I told him I loved him. We were all having so much fun. We were living life. We were happy.




    Is it so horrible to want that again?




    I know he has the power to hurt me deeply, but knowing that now, I can put up defenses. I can be in control of the situation. I know how to handle him now. If anything, it’s Weston I have to worry about. He seems to have fallen off the deep end.




    But I can handle him.




    I know I can.
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    I drive the girls home in a hurry after school, whizzing through all the yellow lights. I drop them off at their friend’s place, a sweet girl who lives near our house. Her mother loves having Chloe and Claire over.




    I rush to Gabe’s office. He usually gets home at just around six or so, just in time for dinner. Today I can’t wait over two hours to speak to him. I feel like I might combust.




    I always love the smell of the showroom. Pure solid wood—there’s no homier smell in the world. For some reason, it makes me think of a hot cup of cocoa in front of a fire—the real kind, with logs and crackling—in a log cabin up on some mountain. I suspect it stems from childhood memories. A very subtle hint of this aroma always lingers on Gabe and every time he holds me in his arms, I feel like I’m home.




    Kirk gives me a big bear hug. “Well, what a nice surprise to see you here, Mirella.” I’m not sure what Kirk does. I think he’s in charge of the show floor.




    “Hi. How are you, Kirk?”




    “Great. Better for seeing you,” he says with a friendly grin.




    “Is Gabe around?” I ask, knowing he could very well be on the road, visiting with suppliers, dealing with clients.




    He looks up toward the offices. “Yep. I saw him upstairs about an hour ago. He could be anywhere. You’re welcome to go look for him.”




    After about five minutes searching for him, I finally spot him at the back of the inventory room, speaking to a delivery guy.




    The young guy notices me first and his brow perks up, prompting Gabe to turn around.




    He smiles when he sees me. “What are you doing here?” he asks, surprised.




    I really should have called. It’s not like me to just show up unannounced. “I thought I’d surprise you.”




    He smiles as he dismisses the young guy with a wave of his hand.




    Gabe grabs my face and kisses my cheek. “Here for a quickie?” he whispers with that slightly off-kilter devilish smile of his. It almost makes me want to have a quickie.




    But I know he’s kidding. I laugh. He always makes me laugh. “Actually,” I tell him, starting off slowly. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”




    “What’s up?” he asks, curious.




    Oh God. I don’t know how to go about this. I have no clue how Gabe will react. I lean against the steel beam to steady myself, and draw in a long breath. My heart is racing. I close my eyes and will myself to settle down. I stare off in the distance at the stacked furniture wrapped in cellophane. I don’t want to see his reaction when I tell him. I know he’ll be thoroughly pissed off when he hears what I have to say.




    I clear my throat awkwardly. “Weston came to see me at school today,” I finally sputter, the words coming out in a quick rush.




    “He what? What the fuck did he want?”




    A wave of nausea hits me and I close my eyes again. I’m not sure how to present it. I don’t want Gabe to fly off the handle. I want him to consider this carefully, but I also don’t want to appear as if I want to jump right back into Weston’s arms. The last thing I want to do is hurt Gabe.




    “He…he,” I falter. “He wants to open a dialogue. With all of us. He’s spoken to Bridget already.” I don’t dare mention the whole “I’m in love with you, splattered on the pavement” thing. I’m sure Gabe doesn’t want to hear it.




    I know this is wrong. I can’t be doing this whole open casual sex thing when I know Weston’s in love with me, or thinks he is. Yet, I can’t seem to pull myself away from this. From craving this with every inch of my being.




    He shakes his head. “The arrogant asshole.” His words are slow, drenched with disgust. “He really thinks you want to fuck him again after the way they ended things?”




    He was just trying to do the right thing.




    I don’t say a thing. The truth is, I do. I do want to fuck him again.




    I’m such a mess.




    I finally venture a look up at Gabe. He doesn’t look like himself. His face is twisted into a scowl. He’s repulsed. “You told him to fuck off, I hope.”




    “Well, not exactly. I just kind of walked away from him.”




    He inches closer to me, and pulls me to him, a large proprietary hand around my waist. He fixes me with a blank stare. “I want you to tell him we’re not interested, and also tell him to leave you the fuck alone.”




    My heart sinks. I know it’s what I need to do. It’s the right thing to do. But I also know it will kill me. “I will.”




    Gabe’s right. I shouldn’t go down that road again…no matter how much I want to. He will only hurt me again. And he has no right to ask me.




    I need to end this, once and for all.




    I hug Gabe good-bye, knowing I have business to take care of. I need to do this now, before I lose my resolve.




    As soon as I get to my car, I grab my phone.




    I know I should really call him, but I can’t bring myself to. I am such a coward. So instead, I send him a text, because I know if I hear his beautiful voice, I’ll fall under his spell.




    Gabe and I have spoken. It’s a no-go. I’m sorry.


    Now please kindly leave me alone.




    A little heartless, but I’m convinced being curt and impersonal will send the message loud and clear. I throw the phone back in my purse and turn on the ignition. The windows are foggy and I sit for a second waiting for the car to warm up. My hands are freezing and still shaking. I decide it’s safer to wait a minute or two before driving off. I can’t believe I find myself at the center of this drama again. I was doing so well…and now this.




    My phone chirps. I know it’s him. I grab it so fast, it almost slips out of my grip. I press the envelope icon, anxious.




    You said I was cold once.


    That’s two callous texts now Mirella.


    The pot certainly calls the kettle black.




    What kind of damn cryptic message is that? Is he leaving me the hell alone or not?




    And I am no pot!




    He’s the pot, the pompous, incorrigible jerk.
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