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  Beckoned by the Mis


  Dedication


  There’s an old saying that says for every pot there is a lid. In other words, for every person there is a mate. It’s fated. Thank you, Simon, for being that special someone who completes me.


  Chapter 1


  At first glance, the chaos appeared as reams of papers strewn haphazardly across a big, old, wooden and weathered walnut desk, her earthen beauty hardly visible anymore from all that covered her. A desk called friend. She lovingly embraced everything that rested upon her, whether it was new ideas scribbled upon papers, computers, or books that made their way across the vast expanse. And, contrary to belief, there was a system to the disorder, an organized mosaic of sorts. This desk was a sense of security and a partner, an extension of self, so to speak. Home.


  On any given day, it was mostly about the slush pile and reading new submissions from old authors. There were always a few good ones from established writers and mostly half-baked efforts from those looking for a touch of fame. Curiously, every day at some point, I would twirl my chair around while wondering where the new and innovative stories were. It was an age of regurgitation. Did creativity abound yet my searching soul missed the signals? That thought made me laugh out loud.


  Hearing the cynical laughter, my assistant Trish came in to check on me and asked if I needed a hand with anything. Knowing me well, she understood that the cynical laughter signaled a need for a bit of a reprieve from a busy day of reading and tired eyes that begged for a rest.


  “Hey, Anne, I’ve got Comic-Con tickets for today. I used your name and pulled some strings for backstage admission, and the good stuff’s going on later in the day anyways.” Without hesitation, she begged, “C’mon,” and further coaxed, “we’re going…come…let’s go look at the crazies strut their stuff, and maybe we’ll meet some hot men in the process.”


  Trish was in her thirties, single, and desperate to attract a mate. Recently turning fifty, I was done with men. They required too much work. I had my own shtick to deal with that didn’t include more drama. Silly men consumed with Hollywood looks, hair transplants, muscle tone, and erections that lasted longer than required. No thanks! Assumed logic was not swaying me.


  “Anne, what’s there to think about? You are shriveling before my eyes.” She laughed loudly with a total disrespect for her boss, the person who supplied the weekly paycheck. But, it was indeed true. Her point was poignant.


  I had to admit that some signs of age were becoming visible. I had exercised my ass off, literally, battled the wrinkles, used any newfound wonder concoction to ward against sagging, and still my skin had a mind of its own and looked to fall southward as it pleased. Plastic surgery was never a viable option. How could someone who indulged in representing honest talent for a living succumb to the artificial? Besides, you could always spot the phony face a mile away. So taut and stuck up that the face became a caricature of oneself, again not real. See, my own schtick!


  “Are you buying dinner tonight?” I asked, deadpan.


  “Yes, and then I’ll expense it back to you.” Trish giggled.


  “Okay, funny girl, let’s go see if we can find us some hot nerds. I’ve heard rumors that they are the best in bed.” Maybe a night out doing something different wasn’t a bad idea after all.


  Throwing on my matching suit jacket, I grabbed my purse and met Trish in the outer office. She had quickly changed into some sort of purple mini skirt, with a white starched school-girl blouse on top and come fuck me pumps on her feet. Her hair was tied up high in a tight ponytail.


  Yep, we were a sight. It looked more like mother and daughter as opposed to boss and worker. She was the assistant and right-hand person to the oh-so-successful literary agent. Success always came with a price. Effort was required to know the genuine from the fake in L.A. People could become very adept at disguising their true intentions, making me a touch skeptical. I knew that. I felt it, too. It was important to me to keep it as real as possible. My intuition was pretty good, though. But I knew in my guts that Trish was the real deal. Her devotion and loyalty over the years attested to someone who could be trusted. So, at times, I let her get her way to show my own loyalty in return.


  “Am I paying for the cab, too?” I inquired, knowing full well the answer to that question.


  “No, I booked us a limo. So make sure to tip the driver well.”


  “Trish, that’s a fortune from L.A. to San Diego!” Now, I was genuinely pissed. She was pushing it. Was this more for my entertainment or hers? Ugh…I reminded myself that she was worth it.


  “Anne, I’ll split it with you since I didn’t pass it by you first. C’mon now, grumpy. We can’t be late!”


  She knew full-well I would never let her do that. The Grumpy Cat persona that resided within was still kind.


  



  * * * *


  



  The limo driver dropped us right in front of the convention center doors exactly an hour and a half later and told us where he’d pick us up after dinner.


  I was glad I’d worn flats for this. The place was absolutely huge, and there were masses upon masses of people lined up against each other, looking at some kind of sci-fi or latest rage paraphernalia. The smell in the air was dank and crusty with the stench of human sweat. Loud noises competed for space as well.


  Trish pushed people out of the way for me to pass in her commanding style. As a very devoted employee of almost ten years now, she also knew she had to find a way to appease me or risk me walking right out, since I detested crowds. I let her lead.


  “Trish, where are we going?”


  “We’re going to make our way to the back room of the panel that’s coming on for the hit television series Viceroy.”


  Oh! I should have known! She was taken with the lead actor on the show. It was all she talked about over lunches. I had caught her many times checking her Twitter and Tumblr accounts. Yes, he was indeed very handsome and appeared charming, but I didn’t see the attraction and adulation he commanded from his fans. Maybe I didn’t get it and needed to look harder at him. Rock hard bodies and big dicks…was that all women wanted these days? Well, actually, that sounded pretty good in theory, and I had to laugh.


  Trish looked at me sideways. I just waved her off as if I had seen something instead of thought something funny. Should I have told her I was thinking about big dicks and wondering about Paul Wickham at the same time?


  “Trish, are we here to see Paul Wickham? Did you drag me here all the way from L.A. to see your heartthrob?” I half-snorted, knowing the response.


  “Well, I couldn’t get in without your connections, so be a good sport.” Her look beseeched me to acquiesce. As we continued to rush through the crowd, with Trish leading me as if I were both blind and sincerely dumb, she continued, “And it wouldn’t hurt you to get out more and have a good time.”


  “I’m too old for this nonsense,” I stated as fact.


  “Anne, you are still smokin’ hot. You just need to find the right guy.”


  That made me blush. Trish always knew how to push my buttons.


  She grabbed my hand and pulled me forward with her, as she seemed to know exactly where we were going amongst the swelling crowd of truly stinky, smelly, dressed-up, weirdo strangers. Some pushed, some shoved, and some even danced. It was a multi-colored, bizarre carnival atmosphere.


  When we finally got to a side door entrance, she flashed our passes at the security guard, and then two reinforced steel doors magically opened to a special kind of alternative kingdom, leading us down a very long, dark, concrete corridor.


  “Now, Anne, behave! I have dreamed of this moment for months, of meeting Paul and the cast,” she quietly said as she led the way.


  I, who had gone to countless operas, theatre, and ballet performances, was now being told how to conduct myself. How funny was that? I wanted to smack her in jest, but, seeing her face and demeanor morph into a true fan, giddy with excitement, I thought better of putting a downer on the good time she was looking to have from this experience.


  “Hey, Trish, it’ll be great. Don’t worry.” I hoped my words would calm her frayed nerves.


  She had to deal with the anticipation of meeting the man of her dreams, and then with a cranky boss who didn’t want to be there in the first place. I had to give the girl a break.


  When we reached the backstage holding area, there was a group of people, mostly publicists, interviewers, and journalists, looking for a moment with the “it” people.


  Trish and I watched. She was utterly mesmerized and enthralled with the happenings. It occurred to me that if I had taken her on more meetings with me, then maybe she’d be more relaxed around famous people. Perhaps then it would seem more ordinary to her. I did have some famous clients who’d done their biographies with me. I made a mental note to start including her more as professional development.


  “Wow, this is so exciting, Anne.”


  Each working stiff was either calling out or screaming a first name to try and get an actor or producer’s attention for that one so-called exclusive interview. They were like vultures attacking their prey.


  It was actually quite boring to me.


  When the dust finally settled, and they had picked the brains and bones of the celebs dry, they stood back, and we could more easily view the talent. Paul Wickham was easily recognizable. He held court with all the ladies falling off his arm. He seemed to enjoy and savor the moment. I watched him wet his lips as if eager for more attention. With good posture, he knew how to stand tall and command attention. His eyes looked everywhere and took it all in. In an instant, he knew well how to turn on that smoldering look for the cameras, and then seemed annoyed by it all when they were turned off. But he did indeed have all the right moves at the right times. This seemed a learned skill that he evoked when needed. It served him well. I continued to study him with interest, almost like a project of sorts.


  At over six feet tall, he was well built, as most actors had to be today, and traditionally handsome. His hair, a very dark dirty blond, was long enough to touch his shoulders and slicked back and away to emphasize his facial features, including a full luscious mouth, pink but accented by a touch of gloss for the cameras. His square jaw line, steel blue eyes, and perfectly trimmed stubble would make any woman swoon…and he knew it. His jeans and shirt spoke designer, and I recognized the shoes as Italian fine leather. Hmmm, at least he knew how to style himself. That would help him in years to come as he aged and wanted to still look good. His hands were huge, with long fingers and broad palms that elegantly suited his frame. That’s what I noticed at first take. There was no doubt that his looks were striking and chiseled, and that he was quite a hunk of maleness.


  I could see Trish salivating looking upon him from a distance, waiting for her moment to approach. Maybe in my younger day, I might have been taken with this type. As I heard myself say that in my own mind, I wondered if I had become that cynical about men.


  Have I truly become a genuine Grumpy Cat?


  As Trish fidgeted, I continued to watch his moves carefully. He surveyed the room, and his eyes continued to dart around to take in as much info as possible. As his eyes roamed the landscape in front of him, I could tell he was thinking about his next move. Ah, he was a smart actor. That boded well for his career, too, I thought. He’d make good moves.


  I also wondered if he was his own person, though, or guided by his agent and the people around him. From Trish, I knew this was his breakout role. So how much had it cost him to get here now?


  As I was lost in my own thoughts, Trish announced she was going to try and make contact and ask for a selfie or autograph. Perhaps this was the time to be a friend and not just her boss.


  “Go for it, Trish, and good luck. I’ll be right here waiting for you.” I gave her an encouraging smile.


  As she walked toward him, she caught his eye, and he looked over to where we had been standing together. He seemed to smile in her direction, as if inviting her. I was so pleased for her. Underneath it all, she was a tad self-conscious and could use some positive affirmation.


  Yet, he looked beyond her. I turned to see what he was looking at so as to perhaps prepare my work colleague. But there was no one directly behind me.


  He was actually looking at me! Then he smiled broadly, and his face lit up. Did he know me? Had I met him before? Was I forgetting another encounter? What the heck!


  He continued to smile and beckon me to him with some kind of spellbinding power he thought he owned. But I didn’t budge.


  Trish reached him as he was still looking at me. When she approached, he stopped and looked at her and seemed to hear her question. Yes, he was most happy to take a picture with her and sign a photo.


  He put his arm warmly around her and then asked someone close by if they would take the picture. They were only too happy to do so for Mr. Wickham. After he had obliged her two photos, I watched him lean in and whisper something in her ear.


  She raised herself up to whisper something back. This was good. Maybe he fancied her? I was so happy for her.


  She walked away from him, all smiles as she made her way back to me.


  “You’re not going to believe this,” she said, all enthused with excitement as she grabbed my arm and quickly led me back with her to the main hall to find our seats to watch the upcoming panel discussion about his show.


  Ah, and as for the panel, she had been also able to secure us a couple of reserved seats. At that moment, I was glad I had connections. Snobby me couldn’t imagine sitting amongst all the rancid sweat and stink that seemed to permeate the hall. The room needed major amounts of room fresheners. But no one seemed to notice or care. At least the reserved seats had some decent room between each other. After all these years in the book business, I was finally able to appreciate and share the perks.


  The room was loud and noisy, with everyone talking louder and louder just to be heard. There were maybe four thousand mostly costumed bodies crammed into the grand hall.


  When we sat down, Trish leaned over and whispered into my ear with such joy, “He’s asked us to join him for dinner tonight. Can you believe it?”


  No, I actually couldn’t. “Trish, why does he want to have dinner with us, of all people?” My voice raised in response. Oops, maybe that sounded too insulting to her. Yikes. “I mean, you don’t think he’s just after you for sex, do you?”


  “Well, if he is, then he can have me. I should be so lucky.” And she looked at me with total seriousness.


  “You wouldn’t have a one-night stand with him, would you?” I was thrown by that statement. And I wasn’t whispering back this time. The people around us couldn’t have cared less. They were totally focused on the upcoming festivities, getting cameras and potential questions ready. Yeah, this was no longer a neutral mother/daughter-like convo.


  “What are you saying? You mean you wouldn’t sleep with that hunk if you could? Really now, Anne, who wouldn’t sleep with him? I mean, of course I would make sure to use a condom and ask if he had any diseases. But, yeah, I’m going for it. If he wants me, I’m in. You can make your own way back, right?”


  “Maybe he just sees you as a groupie and is going to use you and discard you. You have more esteem than that, I believe.”


  “Anne, you are a total buzz kill! Yes, I have tons of esteem, but he’s supposedly well hung. I need and want it bad. It’s been way too long!” There it was again, the selling point…big dicks!


  “Okay, I think I see your point. Not judging. Again, I say good luck, Trish. I’m here for you.” I laughed. What else could I do?


  Then, as if on cue, the lights dimmed to let us know the show was about to begin.


  Trish was totally into it. I was on my phone, responding to emails during the entire hour of question-and-answer nonsense about the show. I heard the women sigh heavily every time he said something cute or endearing. It was so uninteresting to me. They all took picture after picture of him, and he posed and did different faces for the cameras.


  He knew his trade well. I was always glad that I didn’t represent actors. Authors had huge egos, but actors were the worst. It wasn’t that their egos were huge, just more insecure.


  I heard the huge crowd let out a collective groan-like sigh when the moderator said the panel had come to its conclusion.


  Trish nudged me and said, “Let’s go. He told me where to meet him. Said we should go ahead and get the table he’d reserve, and he’d be there as soon as he could get out.”


  Were we being set up? He didn’t look like a joker. Nonetheless, if we didn’t follow through, Trish would never forgive me.


  Outside, I hailed a cab. Actually, I also knew a little bit about how to push my way through a crowd with the best of them.


  When we got into the cab, I realized I was beginning to feel really tired and uncomfortable from a long work day and wished I had brought a change of clothes with me. My professional ensemble was becoming cumbersome, when I just wanted to relax now. Maybe after dinner, I could politely get out quickly.


  Trish knew where we were going and directed the cab driver. He had picked a popular sushi place.


  “Paul says the reservation will be under your name.”


  “How does he know my name?” I answered, perplexed.


  “Says he knows of you from a friend you represented a few years back.”


  Well, at least we might have something in common to talk about over dinner. “Listen, Trish, I’m just going to eat and then take the limo back. I’m pretty zonked. By the way, did you tell the limo driver that there’s a different pick-up spot?”


  “Yes, as soon as Paul invited us to dinner, I texted the limo people to hang back until further notice. And, Anne, no worries. I’m sure if he wants me, he’ll find a way back for me in the morning. You don’t mind if I come in a bit late now, do you?” She winked at me.


  I had to laugh again. I really had a soft spot for her. Maybe she was the daughter I always wanted, all precocious and smart-tongued.


  “Hey, why are you smiling now?” she asked.


  “I was just thinking what a lucky woman your mom is.” I gave her a squeeze. “Now, you know, if I sense he’s a beast, I’m not letting you go, right?”


  “I can only hope he’s a beast,” she exclaimed and laughed out loud.


  I gave up and had to chuckle along with her.


  When we got to the restaurant, the host told us that there was indeed a reservation made for the private room under my name.


  “Yes, please follow me,” the maître d' instructed.


  It was a lovely, dimly lit room with one big square wooden table, and the room was lightly fragrant with the fresh scent of ginger. The waitress came by with green tea to start. I wrapped my hands around the warm, small cup. When I looked over at Trish, she still seemed nervous with anticipation. I patted her hand to say she’d be okay.


  He arrived about a half hour after us. “I hope I haven’t kept you ladies waiting long?”


  He appeared before us in tight denim jeans that were snug in all the right places and an even tighter T-shirt that accentuated his bulging arms, chest, and abs. The shirt was solid white and spoke of quality. Trish looked like she might faint. He wore sunglasses and a baseball cap so as not to be recognized. He removed those as soon as he sat down, choosing to sit directly across from me. Interesting.


  He smiled at Trish and extended his hand to me. “Hello, Anne, nice to meet you again. I’m Paul Wickham. I do hope you remember me.” He seemed so very smug, with an ear to ear grin as he introduced himself.


  Was I reading the ego right? Was he just being nice, or had my psyche really tarnished?


  I extended mine in return. “Hi, Paul, nice to meet you as well, but I’m very sorry I can’t place you. Trish says we know each other.”


  “Yes…yes…of course, it’s been so long. My friend Susan Collier speaks so highly of you. She said you published her two novels.”


  Oh, so he knew me from Susie. That same Susan who wrote two best-selling novels I sold for her, and then she moved onward and upward to a bigger outfit. No loyalty, and now I wondered if birds of a feather really did stick together.


  “How is Susan doing?” I spoke in my best pseudo caring voice. I could act a scene or two.


  “She’s great. She’s writing scripts now and working on some great projects. I think she has you to thank for that.”


  How mighty generous and magnanimous of him to acknowledge my contributions to her career.


  I’m not bitter, nah! I stopped mid-thought to remind my Grumpy Cat self to retract her claws for the moment, or at least ’til I knew more.


  “So, how do you know her?”


  “She’s actually my mother-in-law…” He laughed a bit nervously with that admission. I watched Trish’s heart sink. “Well, my ex-mother-in-law, in fact. I’m divorced.” That remark came out of him ever so casually, as if divorce were commonplace these days instead of a heart-wringing decision, and as if to absolve himself of any wrong-doing in any relationship. Yeah…maybe it really wasn’t that big a deal anymore.


  “Oh, so sorry to hear that, Paul.” Trish tried her best to fawn all over him. But he didn’t seem interested.


  “Well, please give Susan my best wishes next time you see her. It’s been a few years since we’ve talked. I think we both moved on for the better. But I don’t remember you at all from those days. Again, I’m so very sorry.” And I sincerely meant it.


  He nodded and looked down, lost in concentration, perhaps a tad disappointed that I had no recollection of him. Actors always strove for acknowledgement of any sort. That was my experience.


  “Shall we order?” he moved on.


  “Sounds good,” Trish piped in, vying for a bit of attention.


  I thought it was a good idea to go silent and let them speak to one another.


  The waiter came, and Paul ordered for the table. It was obvious he knew the place well. In the meantime, Trish got to ask him a whole bunch of show- and story-related questions. Focusing on my food, I didn’t interrupt, although he kept looking my way.


  I found myself smiling at him when Trish seemed so very silly at times in her adoration. He understood.


  When the meal was finally done and our last cups of tea were served, Paul looked over at Trish and softly put his hand on hers. I thought she was going to pass out. I watched on as an objective observer.


  “Trish,” he spoke low and determined. “I need a favor. I have some business that I must discuss with Anne, and I need you to understand that our time together has to end now. Your limo is waiting outside to take you home.”


  That came out of him way too easily. Didn’t he take anything seriously? He was dumping her dreams of knowing him intimately, and he knew it. What man didn’t know when a woman was taken with him? It was obvious from her flirtations that Trish wanted him.


  Shocked and taken aback, I said, “I need that limo as well. Perhaps Trish might wait for me, or you could call my office to book an appointment? Besides, how long do you think we need?”


  How presumptuous of this man to think he could just use Trish to ambush me for a business meeting. Well, he was picking up this tab for sure! What a nerve, not even consulting me. Grumpy Cat was on high alert.


  He could see I didn’t like the style he used to get my attention. “Anne, don’t worry. I will make sure you get home safe and sound as well. I have many drivers available at my disposal.”


  With that, his smile was broad and inviting once again. There was a curious twinkle in his eye in anticipation of our looming conversation.


  Still, there was Trish to deal with, who was a little downtrodden and saddened not to be getting into his pants tonight. This was her call. I was not going to take away any of her special moments with him just because he wanted to talk business.


  Her chest heaved up and down, and then she let out one long heavy sigh. “Sure, I understand that business always comes before pleasure. It was just fabulous to meet you and enjoy a meal.”


  There was the classy, sophisticated woman I knew. I was so proud of how well she was handling the situation.


  Picking up her things, she quickly gave me a peck on the cheek, with a wave of goodbye to Paul.


  We were now alone at that table.


  



  * * * *


  



  “So, Paul, how can I help you?” If it was business he wanted to talk about, let the drama begin.


  “What makes you think I want to talk business with you?” He motioned the waiter to remove the dishes and clean-up the table as he spoke. Then he looked right at me and waited for my response, his eyes piercing my soul, looking for answers. Well, that’s what it felt like.


  What game was he playing?


  “Paul, I actually have no idea why you have asked me to remain behind if it’s not business-related. Care to share some more info with me?” I knew my manner was abrupt, but I still felt ambushed by the whole ordeal.


  He laughed out loud and shook his head. “Anne, for as brilliant a woman as you are academically, you sure don’t know how to get on socially, now do you?”


  “You’re rude!” I retorted. “Why have you summoned me here, and what’s all this bullshit about? Speak plainly, please!”


  He moved his chair closer to mine and nonchalantly slipped my hand into his. My hand easily disappeared into that big brawny hand. I looked down to make sure it still existed. What was he up to now? I didn’t like being played. One more round of this silliness, and I was out of there.


  Sensing I was exasperated, he firmly squeezed my hand. “Anne, I’m just going to say this simply since you’re obviously not getting my message.” Pausing to collect himself, and now looking around as if for refuge, he blurted out, “Um, well…the truth is, I like you.”


  “I like you, too, Paul,” I responded as I pulled my hand from his. Boundaries, right?


  “Okay, you’re still not getting it. I really like you. Frankly, I’m attracted to you, as in a man likes a woman thing. Is that clear enough?”


  Laughter escaped me. Tears of hysterical laughter fell freely from my eyes. What a jokester! Oh, he thought he’d caught a gullible fish. He was going to concoct a story to chuckle over with industry peers.


  Read it now: Old lady falls for young hot actor guy! Well…not happening.


  Dabbing my eyes and face with the napkin, I looked at him seriously and said, “I have no idea what game you are playing, but I’m not interested.” With that statement, I made ready to walk out of the restaurant and out of his life.


  Assuredly and quite bravely, he grabbed my arm. “Sit down, please. I have more to tell you.”


  “Not interested, Paul.” Again, I made to leave.


  “Please, Anne, just hear me out, and then you can go if you still want to.”


  “Fine, you’ve got five minutes. Go!” I crossed my arms in front of me to signal I was not open to any convoluted story.


  “I don’t think you remember that we met six years ago at a launch for Susan’s first novel. Why would you remember or notice me?” He gazed up at the ceiling as he spoke that truth. “I was nobody back then. Not good enough to make your acquaintance. Sure, I always had my good looks, but I was convinced you had been with many of my type before, and I’d be no different. So I just watched you maneuver from afar. I remember that day so well, and how you looked. Your hair was all swept back and loose, illuminating your beautiful and delicate facial features, just like right now at this very moment. I looked into your eyes, which spoke volumes of emotion to me, and tried to make contact, but to no avail, like a ghost floating aimlessly in the background of your existence. Your skin was so inviting, smooth like opals and pearls, and made me want to rush to touch you…” He paused to take a deep breath and recompose himself.


  “Do you know how your hips sway when you walk? Yeah, probably not. I heard you talk and listened closely, and all the while, you never knew I was within earshot. Even back then, there was something mysterious about you. But that turned me on even more. I had to know why this notable person, who seemingly had it all, didn’t look happy. Why was this beauty, this talent, so tarnished? It made me question my own pursuit of notoriety. Was it worth it? But as time separated me from your circle, my own career came more into focus, and my path was made clear.” Again, he looked away and not at me. “I remember thinking what a remarkable woman you were, so accomplished and so sure of yourself. Did you know that confidence is the greatest aphrodisiac?”


  And with that remark, he looked right at me.


  Quickly, I grabbed my glass of water and took a big gulp.


  “Anne, I always thought that one day I would be successful enough to come to you openly and honestly and tell you that I want you. I’m here now. This is my moment.”


  Silence ensued. The story so far had left me flummoxed, yet curious where this would lead.


  “Paul…I really don’t know what to say. If you’re serious…”


  “Let me talk then. You always gnawed away at my memory. At night, I’d think how life might be treating you. Sometimes, I would see snippets of information and articles referencing you, and then know how you were doing. You so intrigued me…were kind of an enigma to me, too, you could say. But when I saw you today with Trish, I knew it had to be a sign. Why would someone so classy and sophisticated be at a Con? It had to be divine intervention.”


  Oh, my God! This man was making me laugh again! Uh-oh. Or maybe it was hidden nervousness spilling out as laughter? Maybe his message was hitting too close to the core for me?


  He seemed so hurt by my laughter. His face changed and at once seemed sullen. Looking down and away, he said in earnest, “Do you fucking know how much bravery it took for me to take a chance like this and spill my guts to you?”


  I did know and understood, but something was stopping me from boarding the Paul Wickham train to God knew where.


  “Whoa…okay, slow down here. Let’s just stop and breathe for a minute,” I heard myself say. Somehow, I was insulting this virtual stranger, and as defensive as I could be, I didn’t want to do that. He really hadn’t done anything wrong, after all. “The words you’ve spoken and the sentiments expressed are just lovely, Paul, but I think you have totally overwhelmed me. I need time to think.” Where had he come from, and why? I was still not a hundred percent sure if he was gaming me or not.


  There was a long pause. The tension between us was palpable, but I wasn’t ready to speak yet. After about five minutes, he offered up an idea.


  “How about we go for a walk? There’s a café around the corner, and we can grab a coffee and talk some more. Okay?”


  “Paul, I need to know straight up if you are playing some kind of game here.”


  “Are you kidding me? Now you’re being rude! Why would I even do that? I can have any woman I want, but I only want to know you better.”


  “That’s a very charming thing to say, but, realistically, we’re both in a business where things can go sideways and wrong very quickly. I have a reputation to uphold, as do you.”


  “Anne, I really have so much more to lose than you. I’m being honest with you here. No one needs to know of our connection, if that makes you feel more secure or comfortable.”


  “So we have a connection already?”


  He saw my face light with mirth. He took that as a sign that I was getting onboard with finding out more.


  “Well, yes, we do have a connection, and I hope it gets stronger as the night progresses.”


  Wow, this was turning into a very curious evening indeed.


  



  * * * *


  



  He paid the bill quickly and left a generous tip. We gathered our belongings and left the restaurant. Paul wore his disguise, and I just did me.


  When he took my hand in his, I let him. Don’t ask me why. A recognized primal, earlier life instinct just took over. It was the instinct a younger woman might have felt when confronted with romantic possibility.


  Briskly, we walked south and rounded the first corner to the café he’d mentioned earlier. My exhaustion from a long day at work was somehow put miraculously on hold. Curiously, that instinct and a tinge of excitement I hadn’t felt for some time fueled my psyche.


  Guiding me to a cozy little table at the back, he showed himself to be a gentleman and pulled out a chair for me. Before I knew it, he sat down right up next to me in another chair. His arm went over my shoulder, and he whispered in my ear, “You still smell divine.” Ever so slowly, he moved his lips away, back over my ear, as the briefest touch of his wetness left me shivering for more.


  Grumpy Cat sprang to attention. “Paul, we agreed to talk. So let’s talk.”


  The arm that rested around my shoulders didn’t move. “So tell me, Anne, how has life been treating you? Are you as lonely as me?”


  Again, I let silence envelop us. Such a profound statement needed air to breathe, and insight to germinate into the correct response.


  I turned to only gaze into his eyes, looking for an explanation. I sought some clarification as to why he had chosen me on this particular night to spill his guts to. But instead, reflected in return, were pools of deep blue sincerity that seemed to yearn for some kind of understanding.


  Again, Grumpy Cat came out to ask, “Are you looking for some kind of mother figure to comfort you? My bosom is ample and could hold your head. Is that what you need, Paul?”


  Laughter roared out of him as if I had flipped a switch. Tears rolled easily down his gorgeous face for minutes. The strong arm that had held me close moments prior came off my shoulder and into his lap as he quickly cupped his hands to his face to try and suppress his amusement.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “You…you are so funny, Anne.” He paused and looked straight at me again to say, “You are so much work, too…exasperating one minute and then exhilarating the next.” He went on. “For your information, I had a mother…a great mother. I’m not in need of a mother figure, but I am in need of a good friend. Someone who knows the work I do and can relate to the struggle to not lose oneself in the process. To me, you have always represented someone who never lost themselves in L.A. I applaud that. It appeals to me emotionally. But, if you would let me lay my head upon your ample ‘bosom,’ I would gratefully do so.” With that smart remark, he smiled sincerely in my direction.


  “So, it’s friendship you seek? Well, the good news is that I can do friendship. I’m very good at it and would consider giving it a go with you. I mean, you bought us dinner and all.” I easily agreed to friendship since his lonely comment resonated within me.


  “Thank you, Anne. I would feel honored to call you my friend. So tell me now, dear friend, what am I supposed to do with the boner I get when I sit close to you or watch you walk?”


  Man, he was a master of the surprise.


  “What I think you should do right now is please get me a Café Americano with artificial sweetener, one packet please.”


  Exhaustion came back to visit, but this time it was emotional and not physical. It had been a while since I had to work to keep up emotionally with an interesting man. Asking him for coffee would give me a bit of a needed break to regroup.


  Seeing that I was serious, he said, “Hold that question in your mind. I’ll be right back with your coffee and will expect an answer.”


  As he stood, I couldn’t help but take a better look at him. Through a filter other than older agent lady, I saw his tallness, his toned and sculptured body, long legs that went on forever, and those hands that called to me. A shadow of blondish brown stubble was starting to form on his face. Shit, he really was a beautiful man.


  The sexy woman in me that had laid buried deep down in the caverns of my being turned on with that realization. Quickly and carefully, so as to not be seen, I rearranged my Spanz, hoping beyond hope that it was keeping everything in place and not letting my aging self shift unnecessarily. Suddenly, I felt self-conscious. Was my make-up still good or fading fast? I fluffed my hair. Perhaps a trip to the restroom was in order. I was beginning to care. But why did I really care if we were going to be just friends? Friends didn’t judge. Friends took you as is. Hmm, that question still lingered and begged an answer. And there was the issue of his boner. What did he really want me to do with his boner problem?


  



  * * * *


  



  Placing the two coffees gently down on the table, he moved the chair that was next to me around so he could face me. I looked back into his eyes, wondering what was coming next.


  Reaching across and taking my hands into his, he asked, “So, have you got any answers for me?”


  “No, actually, I have more questions.”


  His face lit up with anticipation. Maybe if he answered correctly, he’d win the grand prize, that being me.


  “Fire away! I’m all ears.”


  “No, your ears are actually really cute and small.”


  A realization that had been rattling around looking for clarity in my head made itself clear. I liked him. Paul Wickham was both charming and disarming, and now he had me rhyming in my head. I let out a slight giggle at that thought, which he immediately mistook as a comment on his “cute ears.” But he was so right to assume that he was indeed winning me over.


  “So I’ve got cute ears?” His grin was wide.


  “If I said it, then it must be true.” And I returned a wide grin in his direction.


  “Well, then my cute ears are open to hearing your questions.”


  Something was happening in that moment between us. A connection to another human being. Whether it was good or not was yet to be seen, but my guts were ripe for the picking and my heart beat awake at the thought of feeling again. Yet, my head knew to tread carefully into the unknown.


  “Paul, what is it you really want out of this supposed connection you feel toward me?”


  The giddiness left us both with that question, and his grin turned into a more serious expression of concern for being able to communicate his wants openly and truthfully.


  “I want to know you more deeply, more intimately, to form a lasting bond.”


  “I don’t mean to lecture or dictate, but honestly, there is no future for you and me together. I would only hold you back. You need someone who can grow alongside you, who you can build a future with, who could have children with you, and ultimately would grow old with you. I’ve already done that. I’ve built my future, and I’m already growing old. Your life is in front of you.”


  Exasperation set into his face once more. “If I wanted what you outlined, I would not be here pursuing you. Maybe I don’t want children. I’m just not sure of that. Maybe I don’t see you the way you see yourself. I see a young, vibrant, successful career woman who turns me on physically and mentally. Is that so wrong, Anne? Is that really so wrong? I don’t see us being different like you say. I see us as having so much in common. It’s where we intersect that makes me want you.”


  His hands stroked mine tenderly, and then he raised one to his lips and kissed it firmly. His tongue touched my skin and again left me dizzy. Raising his head back up, his gaze found me and held me, as if beseeching me to understand.


  “I understand…I do, but…I really need to go to the bathroom!”


  I grabbed my purse and made a bee-line for the restroom at the back. I was panicked by his honesty, but more so by my own reaction to him. God, I must also look like a bloody mess. How could he ever really want me?


  Once inside the bathroom, I stared in the mirror to see what he saw in me. My make-up was remarkably still intact, but my lipstick long gone. My hair, a bit flat, only needed a touch of the brush and a bit of puffing up. The face staring back at me was full of wonder. Maybe I was pretty good looking for my age? Even women his age had those little crow’s feet starting around the eyes. I had to admit that I had aged well on the outside, but it was the inside that was worrisome. Could Grumpy Cat become a Pussy Galore again?


  There was honesty to his logic. Maybe we did have more in common than most people. There was our love of the arts, a curiosity of the intellectual, and most importantly, a career in a business that was known to reward with one hand and be cruel with the other. He admittedly had followed me through the years. Was that creepy or endearing? Was it a boyhood crush or a sincere interest?


  After reapplying a quick coat of lipstick and readjusting my bra and Spanx, I braved the outdoors again. He sat in that same chair where I had left him, looking toward the bathroom, awaiting my return.


  “Why did you leave so suddenly? I was afraid there might have been a back entrance and you slipped out, slipped out of my life again.” His tone was solemn.


  “If you think you know me like you say, you would know that I would never do that. I confront things head on.”


  “Well, I see you applied some lipstick for me, so I’ll take that as a good sign,” and his face perked up.


  “How do you know it’s for you?” I wanted to see if he could handle a bit of ribbing.


  “I don’t, but I wanted to assume it was.” He looked right through me with that remark, not joking, piercing my insides with want and desire.


  “Are you trying to flirt with me, Paul?”


  “No, Anne, I’m trying my best to turn you on and make you want me as much as I want you, so we can stop talking so much about things that are so emotionally hard on me.”


  “Well, I think we need to work on being friends first. The basis of everything with me is friendship.”


  He nodded in agreement. “Come, I’ve ordered the limo back to L.A., and we can talk ‘friendship’ on the way back.”


  He held out his hand to me and I took it easily. The tiredness welcomed his hand, and the arm that provided comfort after a very long day.


  The limo was indeed waiting for us on the street outside the café. The driver opened the door and Paul let me get in first. Is the driver looking and judging us together? Paul followed and again sat right up next to me. I guessed his idea of friendship and mine were different. There was absolutely no room for Jesus between us. It was too late to argue, both literally and figuratively. Soon enough we would be separated, with time to mull over all the events of today. Surprisingly, his body up against my own did have a comforting effect on me.


  After about ten minutes, the driver raised the privacy glass and it was just the two of us again. There was water and champagne to enjoy, but neither of us made a move for it. Instead, Paul just held my hand, looking out the window as the streets and highways blew by.


  I found myself watching him and alternately looking down at my hand in his. Was he wondering what the hell he was doing here, right now, in this moment with me?


  When I moved my hand slightly, he turned to me. Tenderly he turned, and his other arm, with firm conviction, reached around to pull me into him. The odor of his body engulfed me, his musky scent beguiling. Letting go of my hand, he reached to touch my face.


  “Anne, you don’t know what you do to me.”


  “No, I don’t—”


  Before I could finish another thought his lips firmly met mine. Fire stirred in my loins, and a kind of frenzied giddiness that hadn’t visited there in a long time resurfaced. My lips spoke for me. I kissed him back urgently with the same intensity, hard and biting. His mouth opened, as did mine, and our tongues fought for space. His mouth wet, delicious, and sweet, was like a shot of whisky, making me lightheaded and dizzy, yet spreading a delightful feeling of warmth throughout my being.


  When he moaned slightly, my own lips curved in approval. He looked at me for understanding.


  “I’m pleased.”


  His mouth sought to connect again. Willingly I responded, melting into him. Whatever this was, I didn’t want to know right now. Silencing my mind, our mouths searched each other to feel, to connect on a deeper level.


  “Hold me,” I heard him say.


  My free arm went around that toned middle and I pulled on him as tightly as I could. Yielding, he took my free hand and placed it between his legs so I could feel how hard he was. His tight jeans accentuated his big dick. Yes, what to do with that boner? There was that question again.


  “Paul?”


  “Shhh…”


  Those yummy lips started kissing me down my neck and into my ears, and gently bit on my lobes, sending more currents of electricity between my legs. My hand did not move from his pants. His bulging largeness felt so good in my grasp. Those big brawny hands were clutching, groping parts of me, looking for more coverage. He was strong. That strength felt welcome against me. My body responded willingly, going limp in his grasp. The more he groped the more I leaned into him.


  Without words, he took my face between his hands and kissed me again. Once more needy with desire, I responded willingly to his touch and that intoxicating animal scent. The stillness of the evening darkness invited us into her open and generous ease.


  On and on we connected with our hands and mouths. He travelled the terrain of my being and I let him until I didn’t.


  “Paul, it’s moving too fast for me.”


  Stopping, he looked into my eyes and could probably see I was a little scared. Stroking my face, he soothed me and then cuddled me against him.


  “We have time, my beauty.”


  No one had called me beautiful for years.


  “By the way Anne, I think it might be a good idea if you release your hold on my crotch. If not, I’m going to have to take you right here and now.” The corners of his mouth turned up and he gave me the slightest playful wink.


  Quickly my hand came back to rest by my side, and by the heat of my blush, it must have been the reddest it could get.


  I hadn’t realized that I was still holding on to his cock when I asked him to stop.


  “Oh. Sorry, Paul, but you put my hand there, so I just went for it.” I tried to jest in return to lighten the mood further.


  “No problem, but no teasing allowed now.”


  My hand went to rest on his arm that held me close. Somehow, I felt a natural closeness with him. What was this madness?


  “Okay, let’s get it together now.” I moved away a bit from him on the back seat of the limo and started straightening up my disheveled look, making sure the control top garment hadn’t moved.


  “Have some water.” He passed me a bottle of water and we both drank to refresh our parched mouths. “What are you doing tomorrow night?” he asked nonchalantly.


  “What are we doing here, really?” Fear resurfaced. I was not bullshitting around with a younger guy. What did he want? Again, he had to spill it, or I was so out of there.


  “I thought I made myself clear at the café. I want to know you more.”


  “To what end? This is so silly. Yeah, obviously there is a connection of sorts, but to what end? Seriously, this is not for you. Let me just spare you the effort.”


  “Who are you sparing what?” Annoyance was written all over his face.


  “Huh?”


  “I think you’re afraid that there might be something here to learn about and discover, and you want to spare yourself. Be honest with yourself, at least.”


  “I honestly don’t get you.”


  “You’re afraid of getting hurt.”


  He was right.


  “Why would I get hurt? This is going nowhere.”


  “Really? So who was fucking kissing my face off?”


  “I’m sorry if I offended you. I thought we were both enjoying ourselves.”
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