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            Chapter One

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      Is it possible to relive the past? To go back and experience those rare, fleeting moments that made you grateful to be alive? Is it possible to turn back the hands of time and feel that rush when you first met the woman you were going to fall in love with?

      I’m about to find out.

      I walk through the museum, barely glancing at the incredible artwork adorning its walls. My mind is elsewhere. My heart is too. When I pass the painting by Picasso hanging to my left and turn the corner into the next room, I will be taking a step back in time. Back to the moment when I first met Ashley.

      As the painting by Picasso gets closer, I can hear my nervous heart beating in my chest. The painting is one of Picasso’s earlier works – A Spanish Couple in Front of an Inn, 1900.

      Years ago, when I was a struggling painter, I used to come to this very same museum to study the masters and marvel at their work. I always dreamed of being one of them – a great and famous painter whose work adorned the museums of the world.

      My dreams came true. My paintings now hang in the same museums as Picasso’s. And I’m barely forty.

      But at this moment, I don’t want to think about how grateful I am for all my success and wealth. I need to prepare myself for what’s going to happen next.

      I take a deep breath as I walk past the Picasso and turn the corner into the next room.

      That’s when I see her – a few feet from me. She’s wearing tight blue jeans, a white t-shirt, and a dark purple cardigan. Her champagne-colored blonde hair cascades to her shoulders. When she senses my presence, she turns and politely smiles. That’s when I get a glimpse of her eyes. They’re the most beautiful and mesmerizing sapphire–blue eyes I have ever seen.

      She turns her attention back to the painting.

      She has no idea how enthralled I am by her presence. In a split-second, I vow to talk to her, to get to know her. After all, she’s more beautiful than any painting hanging in this museum… and much more captivating.

      I take a few hesitant steps toward her, searching for an opening line.

      “Do you like the painting?” I ask, unable to come up with anything better to say. She glances at me and then turns her focus back to the painting. I wait anxiously for a response. She takes her time as she studies the large canvass that takes up much of the wall – it’s covered in swaths of blue, red and orange – depicting a man in the throes of despair.

      Then, she finally turns and offers me the most beautiful, sincere smile.

      “I love it,” she declares. “I’ve been standing here for a while just marveling at it. It’s really powerful.”

      I get a little closer to her. We both silently admire the painting before us, when I finally say, “You know the artist was actually in a really bad mood when he was working on this. He was three months behind on his rent, and to top it off, he broke his cell phone. And the phone company said they couldn’t replace it because it was no longer under warranty.”

      She arches an eyebrow and shoots me a look. It’s at this moment, when she flashes me that curious look – just like she did seven years ago in this very same spot – that I realize my plan, although crazy, is also brilliant. Others may consider what I’m doing to be dangerous and unhealthy. But standing here, and staring into her beautiful eyes once again, makes it all worth it. I feel the same rush of emotions through my body that I felt seven years ago – that same nervous, sexual energy you experience when you meet the woman you will fall in love with for the first time.

      “How on earth do you know that the artist broke his cell phone?” she asks suspiciously.

      I grin and point to the nameplate next to the painting. “Because I painted it,” I confess. “And it took me five days to get a new phone.” Then I look at the painting and tell her something only a handful of people know. “When I was working on this painting, I was about to give up on my dream of being a successful artist. I told myself ‘if this one doesn’t sell, then I’ll quit, and move back home and figure out another way to make a living.’” I look at her, shrug my shoulders and smirk. “Lucky for me, it sold.”

      “That’s unbelievable,” she cries.

      “What? That I painted this?”

      She shakes her head. “No. That when you were working on this painting, you were about to give up being an artist, and now it’s hanging in a museum.”

      She has the most expressive, enthralling face. As I stare into her captivating eyes, I feel like I’m falling into a great unknown. Still dazed by her beauty, I simply shrug my shoulders – like the fact that this painting is hanging in a museum is no big deal. But if I’m being honest, when I was a struggling artist, fearful of how I would survive and feed myself, selling this painting for $10,000 to a stranger, three days after its completion, was a very big deal. And to have that same painting hanging in a museum I used to visit as an art student is nothing short of amazing. It’s something I’m eternally grateful for.

      She turns her attention back to the painting. As she studies the colors on the canvas, I study her face and her body. She’s really turning me on.

      “How long did it take?” she asks.

      “To paint? About a week.”

      “Incredible,” she says with an authentic smile. “I still can’t believe I wandered into this museum to pass the time, and was about to leave, when this painting caught my eye. It really drew me in. Then a few minutes later, the guy who painted it comes and talks to me.” She shoots me a suspicious and coy look. “Is that what you do? Wander around the museum, waiting for someone to check out your painting, and then come talk to them?”

      I laugh –  just like I did seven years ago when she said the same thing to me.

      Rebecca is really doing a wonderful job playing Ashley.

      I feel the same warmth and sexual desire running through my body as I did all those years ago.

      “I only stalk people at the museum when I have nothing better to do,” I respond playfully.

      “I guess it’s not a bad way to pick up a girl,” she replies with a flirtatious look in her eye.

      She then turns away from me and begins admiring the other paintings in the room, none of which are mine. As I watch her sexy, curvaceous body walk away, I follow in a heated pursuit.

      I can’t let her out of my sight. What I’m feeling for her is something unique. I’ve never had a woman’s presence enthrall me this way, stir me to life like this.

      “Do you paint?” I ask, following close behind. I suddenly feel stupid. Do you paint? What kind of question is that?

      She shakes her head and smiles. “Not unless you count finger painting. And I stopped doing that when I was seven years old.” She continues to study the rest of the paintings in the room, one-by-one. “I’m an actress,” she eventually says. “I guess struggling actress is a more apt description,” she adds.

      “Have you been in anything I might have seen?”

      She shakes her head with a hint of frustration. “Not unless you consider a commercial for gas relief,” she admits with some embarrassment. “I’ve just been doing a lot of off–off–off–off–off-Broadway stuff.”

      I sense her frustration now turning into something more somber.

      “Don’t give up,” I tell her. “I know when you’re starting out and struggling it can be really brutal. But if you keep at it, your luck will change.”

      “I hope so,” she sighs. She looks at me and I detect that her mood has changed. Her eyes, once playful and flirtatious, are now filled with worry. “I really hope things change for me soon. I’m sort of in the same position you were when you finished that painting.” She points to my artwork hanging across the room. “If I don’t catch a break soon, I might need to move back to Iowa,” she confesses. “And I really don’t want to do that. I don’t want to go back home feeling like a failure.”

      The worry I recognize in her eyes has now overtaken her body. She tenses-up. And I can feel her sadness and sense her anxiety about the future.

      There’s something about her that has me captivated. It’s not just her beauty. It’s hard to describe. It’s like I can feel her emotions. I identify with her sadness, her worry.

      “It was nice meeting you,” she says to me with a subdued smile. Then she turns and walks away.

      Although I have only just met her, and she’s still very much a stranger to me, I can’t let her walk out of my life. I’ve been with enough women in my time to know when someone is truly unique. Her presence is special. And this girl has just become the center of my orbit. She’s a sexy mystery I need to solve. A woman I long to explore, both spiritually and physically.

      I run up to her.

      “What are you doing for lunch today?”

      She turns and faces me. “I haven’t given it much thought,” she admits. “To be honest with you, I wandered into this museum because I just found out I didn’t get a part in this film that I really wanted. I don’t think I would be very good company during lunch. I’m in a sad sort of mood,” she reveals.

      I step up to her and grin, trying to lift her spirits. “Then that’s even more of a reason to let me treat you to lunch.”

      She ponders my offer. Then she shoots me a suspicious look. “You really haven’t done this before?”

      I’m confused. “What?”

      “Approached sad, lonely girls in museums who are admiring your artwork and asked them out to lunch?”

      I shake my head slowly, my eyes fixed on hers the entire time. “You’re the first,” I reveal.

      As we stare at each other, a nervousness rushes through my body. It’s like I’m in high school again. Please say yes. Please say yes, I think to myself.

      She places a hand on her hip as she looks me up and down.

      “As long as you’re not lying to me,” she states with a sexy smile. “And I really am the first woman you’ve asked out to lunch in this museum.”

      “You’re the first. I promise. I know a great little French cafe nearby. My treat.”

      She takes a moment but then finally agrees. “Okay. I’ve got nothing else going on today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      A few moments later, we are sitting in the cutest French cafe I have ever eaten in. It’s the kind of place I hope to own one day. Although my cafe wouldn’t be French. It would feature new American cuisine. We’re sitting at a table near the window with a clear view of the park nearby. It’s a crisp day, but the cafe is small, warm, and cozy. He pours me another glass of red wine and asks, “So, you’re from Iowa?”

      I struggle to remember my next line. I’m not an actress. I’ve never performed on stage – ever – not even in high school. The line finally comes to me.

      “Mayflower, Iowa,” I declare. “A small town. If you blink your eyes while you’re driving through it, you’ll miss it.”

      He nods. “I’m from a small town up in Maine,” he reveals. “I couldn’t wait to get out after I graduated high school.”

      “Same here.” I take another sip of wine. It’s helping me relax, which I hope helps me deliver my lines more naturally. Like I said, I’m new to this whole acting thing.

      According to the script, his next question will make me feel tense and slightly uncomfortable. I prepare for it.

      “Are your parents still in Iowa?” he asks.

      I lower my head and stare at my salad. As directed in the script, I take a moment before responding.

      “Yeah,” I mutter and take another sip of wine.

      “What are they like?”

      I suddenly forget my line. What do I respond? According to the script he sent me, Ashley had a very difficult relationship with her parents. Then I remember what I’m supposed to say.

      “I don’t like to talk about them,” I answer, looking up from my plate.

      “Why?”

      He’s looking at me with an intense stare. He’s incredibly handsome – gorgeous, actually – with dark, mysterious eyes and strong facial features. He’s got an impressive physique too. If you didn’t know he was a painter, you’d think he was a model. He’s that hot. It’s one of the reasons I agreed to his proposal and embarked on this crazy experiment. Who wouldn’t want to spend time with a guy this sexy?

      By asking the question Why?, he also demonstrates how he’s different from all the other men I have encountered in my life. He’s actually curious why the woman I am playing doesn’t want to talk about her parents. Most people would just hear that response and respect the person’s wishes. But because he’s an artist, he’s willing to push the boundaries of what is socially acceptable. Perhaps that’s what makes him such a well-regarded, famous painter. He wants to know what makes a person tick. And perhaps that is why the woman I am pretending to be falls in love with him.

      “Do you really want to know?” I ask.

      He nods, his gaze still fixed on me. “Very much so,” he says leaning forward.

      He’s so impressive… physically. And he’s got the most confident, intense stare. I feel a nervous, sexual desire shiver through me as he studies my face with his hypnotic gaze.

      I take a deep breath and describe Ashley’s back story, her childhood – which is nothing like mine. “My dad was and still is a heavy drinker. He used to beat me and my mom when he’d come home from one of his benders, then disappear for days.”

      He nods slowly and softly reveals, “My father was the same way. It was rough growing up with him.” He then asks with the gentlest tone, “What about your mom?”

      I look down at my plate and admit, “She drinks, too. I don’t know if it’s to numb her from the reality of what’s going on, or what. But when my dad isn’t around, she isn’t very much fun. Let’s just put it that way.”

      I look up and he’s still staring at me. Then I notice a tender look emerge in his eyes.

      “You don’t have a place to stay, do you?”

      I shrug my shoulders and deliver my next line of dialogue. “I’m crashing on people’s couches. But I think I’ve overstayed my welcome. That’s why I really need to catch a break soon. I’m cleaning a rich woman’s apartment on the Westside two days a week, but it doesn’t cover what I need to pay rent in the city.”

      I take a bite of my salad as I feel his eyes still on me. It’s hard to understand the woman I am pretending to be because her childhood is so different from mine. I’ve been blessed with two loving parents who sacrificed everything for me. That’s why I agreed to his crazy proposal in the first place. But that’s not the only way I am different from Ashley. She lived life on the edge. And with him, she was willing to explore her sexuality in ways I could never imagine myself doing. Together, her and Jackson explored a relationship that was tender, loving, and explosive. In my twenty-five years on this planet, I’ve never experienced a relationship like that. But for the next five weeks, I’m going to see what it feels like to be loved passionately and forcefully by another human being. I’m going to inhabit her skin. I’m going to become her – for him.

      “I want to paint you,” he suddenly says from across the table.

      I look up from my salad. “Really?”

      He nods his head and abruptly stands up, throwing his napkin on his chair. “You’ve got a light inside you that I want to capture.”

      As directed by the script, I laugh sarcastically and take a sip of wine.

      “I’m serious.” He leans across the table and stares directly into my eyes. “I have a sense for these things. And there’s something inside you screaming to be released. Maybe that’s why you want to be an actress. You want to be someone else. You want to escape who you are, but the truth is you can never escape. What you should do, is explore who you are. In all its many facets, in all its many shades.”

      The way he’s talking to me makes me realize why Ashley found him so intriguing. He means every word he just said. He’s not pretending – like I am. He really does believe there is something unique and special about her. About me.

      “Don’t you want to finish lunch?”

      He shakes his head. “We can get it to go. Come with me.” He extends his hand. “My studio is downtown.”

      I stare at his extended hand. Unlike the woman I am impersonating, I know what happens at his studio. I know the barriers that will be crossed. I know by taking his hand and leaving with him, I will experience something I never thought I’d be capable of with a complete stranger.

      I take a deep, hesitant breath. I lift my gaze from his hand and up to his face, at those serious and intense eyes.

      This is why he hired me. This is why he’s paying me $200,000. He wants to relive the memories he had with her. He wants to relive those memories through me.

      I can see by the expression on his face that I’m taking too long to accept his offer. She agreed to go with him much more quickly than I am. But like I said, she didn’t know what would happen at his studio once they arrived. Or maybe she had her suspicions and didn’t care. After all, Ashley was much more adventurous than I am.

      I hear him clearing his throat, waiting, growing more impatient.

      Then I think about my parents and how badly they need my help. I realize this isn’t about me anymore. This is about my mom and dad. I reach and grab hold of his hand as he helps me from my chair. I look at him and see a relieved look in his eyes. Holding my hand, he escorts me out of the restaurant.

      We take a car service downtown to his painting studio. Riding in the backseat of the car, I glance out the window, at the pedestrians walking around.

      Most people are trapped in their own reality. But as we head downtown, I realize I am about to step into another woman’s life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      “Holy shit!” she exclaims when we enter my painting studio. She walks around in awe as she stares at all the paintings scattered around the room. “These are all so amazing!”

      As she admires my work, I continue to admire her body, her presence. “Thanks,” I reply. “Are you ready to begin?”

      She stops examining my paintings and looks at me. “Sure,” she says with a teasing smile. “Where do you want me?”

      I stare at her for a long, quiet moment. That slow simmer of desire I felt at the museum, and during lunch, is now growing into a fierce burning flame. I can sense that she’s attracted to me as well. But the most important thing I’ve learned in all my years as an artist is this: to serve the muse and not let wanton pleasure get in the way of your work.

      First do the work, then you can play. Although it’s going to be damn hard, I tell myself as the desire to kiss her intensifies the longer I stare at her. I can also feel my crotch stirring to life as my mind contemplates the million different ways I want to make love to her body. I shake my head, trying to drive the dirty thoughts away. I point to a chair situated near the large window at the end of the room. “Over there.”

      She walks past me slowly, shooting me a flirtatious look, and heads toward the chair waiting for her across the room. She takes a seat and crosses her legs. The afternoon sunlight is streaming through the large window behind her and shining the most incandescent, beautiful light onto her hair and shoulders.

      “Is this okay?” she asks. “Or do you want me to sit in a different position?”

      I calmly approach her. I start to realize my painting will never truly capture how beautiful she is. But I will try. God knows, I will try.

      When I step in front of her, I gently position my hands on her shoulders and turn her slightly, so the warm sunlight catches a little bit more of her cheek. She glances up at me. Our eyes remain locked in a long, seductive stare.

      “Perfect,” I whisper softly. “You look perfect.”

      Her face breaks into a naked, tender grin. It’s an honest moment. And as I stare into her eyes, I feel like I’m looking past her physical beauty and witnessing something much deeper, something more profound.

      “Thank you,” she replies. “Nobody’s ever told me I look perfect.”

      “Really?” I say with disbelief.

      She sighs. “Most of the time people just remind me of my imperfections. Casting directors say I’m either too fat, too short, sometimes even too ugly.”

      “They’re fools,” I reply.

      As we keep staring at each other, I can feel the sexual tension between us growing. I have to do everything in my power to fight back the urge to kiss her. I take a deep breath and take several steps back.

      “Stay just like that. Don’t move,” I instruct her. I hurry toward one of my blank canvases, grab it, and position it on my easel. I reach for my paints and brushes and get to work. But after throwing several brushstrokes onto the canvas, I sense something isn’t quite right. There’s more in this moment that wants to be expressed. There’s more truth I need to discover.

      “Is something wrong?” she inquires.

      I look at her and decide to speak honestly. “I think this would work better if you were naked.”

      The look of shock on her face surprises me, and she quickly gets up from her chair. She vehemently shakes her head. “That is so not happening,” she objects and walks away from the window toward the exit.

      “What’s wrong?” I grab her by the arm as she’s about to walk past me.

      She glares at me. “What’s wrong?! You just asked me to get naked? Is this some sick thing you do? Hang out at the museum, find some naïve girl, invite her back to your studio, offer to paint her, then get her naked? Please, let go of my arm.”

      I let go of her and sigh. “No, that’s not what I do,” I say with a shake of my head. “And if it bothers you that much, by all means, go. But like I already told you, I don’t pick up girls at museums. And I actually don’t paint a lot of nudes, but let me at least show you some of my work.”

      I take her to another section of my studio, where I store paintings of the nude portraits I have done. “As you can see,” I tell her, displaying several of the paintings. “From time to time, I do paint my models naked. Other times they are clothed. So, if you want me to paint you with your clothes on, that’s not a problem. But if you look at some of my nude paintings, you can tell that there’s more life to them. When someone is naked, they feel more exposed, it’s like a veneer has been stripped away. When you’re naked, you’re more vulnerable, more honest. And that’s what I’m after.”

      She quietly studies my paintings as I explain my reasons for wanting to get her naked.

      “You see the difference, don’t you?”

      She turns away from the paintings and looks at me. She nods slowly. “There’s more energy to them, more life,” she admits.

      “Exactly,” I confirm. “But if you’re uncomfortable getting naked, I totally understand. Or if you want to cancel this whole thing, I understand that too. I won’t lie to you, I’ll be terribly disappointed, but I’ll understand.”

      As I look at her, I sense her inner turmoil.

      “I’ve never done anything like this before,” she finally admits. “I’ve never even done a partial nude scene in a film or anything like that.”

      “If it makes you that uncomfortable, we won’t do it.”

      She grows quiet for a moment. Then she shakes her head. “No. Let’s do it,” she decides. “The paintings of these women are just so stunning and powerful. I’ve always wanted to picture myself like this, so fearless. But the truth is, I’ve always been really insecure about my body.”

      “Most people are,” I assure her.

      “Yeah, but most people don’t decide to become an actor.”

      She looks at the paintings again. “These really are beautiful. And doing something like this, posing nude, is a line I’m terrified to cross. But I also know I secretly want to. I want to be the type of woman who would do something like this,” she confesses. “The kind of woman who wouldn’t be afraid.”

      She looks at me, then takes a deep breath. “Let’s do it, before I change my mind,” she says with a nervous smile.

      I’m impressed by her courage. “Okay. There’s a room in the back where you get can get undressed.”

      She pauses, then shoots me a very sexy and mischievous smirk.

      “If I’m going to get naked, I might as well just do it here – in front of you. Don’t you think, Jackson?”

      The sexy way she says it, makes me instantly hard. My desire for her is now white hot, and I haven’t even seen her naked yet.

      I slowly nod. “I guess you have a point.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      Here we go, I tell myself. It’s the moment when I get undressed in front of him. When I first read this part of the script, I couldn’t imagine myself actually doing it. But here I am, in his studio, his sexy eyes admiring me. I slowly remove my purple cardigan and then take off my t-shirt. I nervously unhook my bra and reveal my breasts. Then I unbutton my jeans, sliding them past my hips, and step out of them. As I notice the lust emerging in his eyes, I slip off my panties.

      I am now standing naked in front of him, nervous, but also thrilled. The one part of this experience I haven’t been faking is just how attracted I am to him. And now that I’m standing here naked, his sexy presence so close, my body eagerly anticipates what happens next.

      I have no idea how I’m going to remember all my lines when I’m feeling so exposed and horny.

      As directed by the script, I shoot him a sexy smile and walk back toward the large window and take a seat on the chair.

      I cross my legs again.

      He’s standing in the distance, watching me.

      As we stare at each other in silence, and I feel the sexual tension between us grow, my pussy starts to pulsate. He’s so fucking hot, it’s unbelievable.

      “I hope you’re not disappointed,” I say to him as he continues to observe me quietly with those intense, dark eyes.

      He slowly shakes his head and approaches me. The closer he gets, the more my pussy throbs.

      “You look incredible,” he says when he’s finally standing in front of me. “I only hope I’m able to capture just how beautiful you are. Believe me, you have nothing to be insecure about. Your exquisite body compliments your beautiful face. How a woman as stunning as you could go through life feeling insecure about her physical appearance is just tragic. Believe me, Ashley. You have nothing to be ashamed of. You’re lovely.”

      I know he’s saying these things to her, and not me, but it doesn’t matter. I enjoy hearing his kind, sincere words. I’ve never had a man talk to me this way.

      My nerves subside and my face cracks a grateful smile. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

      He turns and walks back to his canvas. He picks up his brush and is about to start painting, when I notice his hesitation. He looks at me, not saying a word.

      I remember my next line of dialogue.

      “Do you want me to sit differently?” I ask.

      He shakes his head.

      “Your body still looks a little tense. I just want you to try and relax,” he says softly. “You seem a little rigid right now. I need your body to just be in the moment. Try to get out of your head.”

      “Easier said than done,” I reply. “Especially sitting naked in front of you.”

      He puts down his brush and approaches me again. He gently touches my bare shoulders and looks deep into my eyes. “Take a deep breath,” he instructs.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath, then exhale.

      I open my eyes and see his gorgeous face smiling at me.

      “Do you feel more relaxed?”

      “A little,” I reply.

      We continue staring into each other’s eyes. The sexual tension between us is undeniable. I slowly realize this is the part where Ashley truly demonstrates how different she is from me, how much more brazen she was. I muster the courage to say my next line. I slowly lick my lips and shoot him a naughty look.

      “Maybe there’s something you could do to get me more relaxed, Jackson.”

      His eyes burn with desire at my invitation.

      He slowly leans forward and whispers into my ear. “I can’t fuck you. Not yet. Even though I’ve been thinking about it since I first laid eyes on you. You’re so fuckin’ hot, Ashley. It’s criminal.”

      The low growl in his voice sends my body into overdrive. I want him so badly.

      With my pussy begging for his touch, I slowly swallow and deliver my next line.

      “If I can’t have your cock, maybe there’s something else you can do?”

      With fire burning in his eyes, Jackson slowly nods. “I think there is.”

      He raises his hand and gently strokes my cheek.

      “I just want you to know, Ashley, while I paint you, what I really want to be doing is making love to your exquisite body.”

      His firm hand slides down my neck and begins to caress my breasts. My nipples instantly perk up, craving more of his touch. He leans forward again and whispers into my ear, “I want to give you a good, hard, long fuck. I’ll want to take my time because I want to savor every inch of you. I want my cock to fill you completely.”

      His hand traces a line from my breasts and disappears between my legs. Then I feel his fingers press inside my slick entrance.

      “Right now, I’ll have to use my fingers,” he purrs. “But I can only imagine how good my hard cock would feel inside your wet cunt. I’d love to fill you to your core.”

      As he deliberately slides his fingers in and out of me, my body shivers with delight. He begins rubbing my clit with his thumb in nice, slow movements.

      “I really want to make love to you, Ashley.”

      I’m dripping for him now. And when I look up, and see him staring at me with such intense lust, I tremble with need.

      “Are you feeling more comfortable?” he asks.

      I blush and nod. Comfortable isn’t quite the word to describe how I’m feeling. I’m burning for him.

      “Good,” he whispers. Then he gradually removes his fingers from between my legs. He brings them to his lips and licks them.

      “You taste sweeter than a peach, just like I imagined.” He reaches for my hand and positions it on his crotch. My eyes widen at the impressive python stirring underneath his jeans.

      “See. I wasn’t lying when I said my cock craves your sexy body.”

      Then he brushes my hand away and shoots me a serious look. “But no matter how much I want to fuck you, Ashley, I must paint you first.”

      He abruptly turns away from me and returns to his canvass. His eyes scan my naked body. A genuine smile crosses his lips. “Good. Very good.” Finally, he picks up his brush.

      He begins to paint with a feverish intensity that I find breathtaking. He’s in the zone. Riding the wave of inspiration. I marvel at his passion as he attacks the canvas with his brush. It’s astonishing.

      All I can do is sit and watch him work, my body begging for him to come back and play with me again.

      “You have a curious expression on your face. What are you thinking?” he asks after some time has passed.

      I snap back to “reality” and remember my line of dialogue. “About your cock,” I reveal. “I hope we get to meet sometime soon.”

      He shoots me a devilish smirk from behind his canvass. “You will, Ashley. You will.”

      I suspect that will happen during the next memory he wants to relive.

      For now, I can only wait with anticipation.

      I guess there are worse ways to make $200,000 dollars, I tell myself.

      I just wish I wasn’t pretending to be his dead wife.
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          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      
        One month earlier…

      

      “Jackson, the gallery just needs ten more paintings.”

      “I don’t know if I have ten more paintings in me,” I mutter. I glance out the taxi window as it heads uptown. The sidewalks are filled with pedestrians. They’re all headed somewhere. I feel like I’m frozen still.

      I hear Harry, my manager, sigh through the phone.

      “Jackson, if we don’t get ten more paintings to the gallery, Amanda is threatening to cancel the exhibit. Do you know how much money we could lose?”

      I throw my head back against the seat of the taxi and rub my temples. “I have no idea, Harry. But I’m sure you do.”

      “At least fifty-million dollars! Your last five paintings sold for five million each. I have a hunch that this new gallery showing could double the value of your work. I know you’re going through a tough time, Jackson. But you have to look at the big picture. In this new art market, you have to be producing work constantly or you become irrelevant. If Amanda cancels the gallery exhibit, because she feels like there aren’t enough paintings, you could be doing real damage to your brand. Your stock price will plummet.”

      “I thought we were talking about art, not stocks,” I grumble.

      “It’s the same thing these days.”

      I sigh. “I told you, Harry. I just don’t think I can paint anymore.”

      There’s a long pause. I know that’s not what my agent/manager, Harry, wants to hear. But it’s the truth. After everything that’s happened, I just don’t see the point in painting anymore. But Harry, being the tenacious person that he is, won’t give up that easily.

      “Jackson, buddy, where are you? Why don’t you meet me for lunch, and I’ll see if I can brighten your mood?”

      Holding the phone up to my ear, I shake my head. “I can’t. I’m headed uptown to the apartment.”

      There’s another long pause.

      “Why?” Harry inquires.

      I stare back out the taxi window, at the pedestrians, my mind beginning to wander. “Someone is interested in buying it.”

      “That’s great!” says Harry enthusiastically. His tone then becomes more considerate. “Maybe selling that apartment will finally help you move on after Ashley’s death. I know you’re suffering from her loss. But maybe selling the apartment will help you start the next chapter in your life. You still have a lot of runway in front of you, buddy. Ashley may be gone, but you’re still here. And the world needs your work. You have something important to say through your painting.”

      “I don’t know about that anymore,” I mutter.

      From the back seat of the taxi, I see my old apartment building come into view. “Harry, I’ll call you later. I got to go.”

      “Remember, just ten more paintings,” he repeats. “You used to be able to paint ten paintings in a week. Don’t throw away your career over something you can’t change, Jackson.”

      I hang up on him as the taxi approaches the curb. When I step out of the car, I look up at the tall, luxury building that was my home for five years. As I approach the lobby, Terry – the doorman – opens the door for me with a look of surprise. He hasn’t seen me in nine months – since Ashley died. After that tragic day, I’ve been sleeping in my painting studio downtown. Terry smiles with sympathy in his eyes. I’m surprised by how nervous I feel as I approach him.

      “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Miller,” he says.

      I simply nod. I can’t muster the energy for small talk. After Ashley’s death, I’ve become a recluse. Harry is the only person I talk to.

      “I never got a chance to offer you my condolences. Mrs. Miller was a very special person. She was always very nice to me.”

      You have no idea how special she really was, I think to myself. As I notice the sympathy in Terry’s eyes, I feel my stomach tense up and my throat start to constrict. I need to suppress the tide of emotions rising inside me. It’s been nine months since Ashley’s passing, but it feels like it happened yesterday.

      “Thank you,” is all I manage to say to Terry. Then I walk past him and make a beeline for the elevators in the lobby.

      As I ride the elevator to the fifth floor, my body continues to tense up. I take several deep breaths and try to calm down. When the elevator door opens, I hesitate before stepping out. I force myself to move and head down the hallway. It feels like I’m walking through water, my feet dragging, not wanting to arrive at my destination. But after three very long minutes, I’m standing in front of the door, staring at the number 515.

      I take another deep breath and reach into my jean pocket for my keys. I’m about to insert the key into the lock when my hand suddenly starts shaking uncontrollably. I plunge my keys back into my pocket before I lose my grip.

      I shake my head in disbelief. I just can’t do it. I thought after nine months, I could finally muster the courage and walk through this door, but I can’t.

      But I have to.

      Harry’s right: I have to move on.

      But part of me is still refusing to close the door on this chapter of my life. I don’t want to say goodbye.

      After all, it was the happiest I’ve ever been – with her.

      I need help opening the door to my old apartment. I decide to visit the local bar around the corner. I used to visit Nick’s Place once a week, with Ashley, when we lived in the area. A whiskey on the rocks was usually my drink of choice.

      That’s what I need right now, a whiskey on the rocks to help calm my nerves.

      I’ll go downstairs, visit Nick’s, have a whiskey or two, and then come back. Maybe a few drinks will finally give me the courage to face what I don’t want to.

      I walk back toward the elevator and wait for it to arrive, slowly realizing with some dismay just how weak I truly am. I guess it just reinforces how critical Ashley was to my happiness and well-being.

      The elevator finally arrives and I’m grateful that it’s empty. The last thing I want to do is run into any of my old neighbors and field a multitude of questions or hear declarations of sympathy. As I walk through the lobby, I give Terry a curt, silent nod and head back outside, onto the city street.

      I head straight to Nick’s bar. I just need some whiskey, and then I’ll have the courage to move forward.

      [image: ]
* * *

      For a small neighborhood bar, Nick’s is surprisingly busy on this late afternoon. But fortunately, I manage to find a vacant seat at the bar.

      I don’t see Nick anywhere. Maybe he no longer tends bar. Or maybe he has the day off. Either way, I’m grateful. Although I used to enjoy talking to Nick whenever I stopped by, I’m just not in the mood for friendly chitchat today. I order my whiskey from the unfamiliar bartender.

      When I finally get my drink, and the liquor hits my lips, I close my eyes with gratitude.

      I’ve been drinking more regularly since Ashley’s death, and I know I need to cut back. But these days, it seems like a glass or two of whiskey is the only thing that can calm my mind. The pills my therapist prescribed for my depression have definitely not worked.

      After enjoying another sip, I place my glass down on the bar and finally open my eyes.

      That’s when I see her – or rather her reflection – in the mirror behind the bar.

      I see those mesmerizing sapphire–blue eyes, those lush lips… those highly defined cheekbones. She’s looking as radiant as ever. Her hair color has changed. It is now a chestnut brown, but other than that, she looks exactly as I remember her.

      I turn in my chair, so I can get a better view. She’s sitting with another woman, lost in a lively conversation.

      My heart pounds in my chest as I savor her enthralling presence. She’s the spitting image of my beloved Ashley.

      She’s back from the dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      I’m worried sick as I stare at the television above the bar. The news is reporting that the hurricane has been upgraded to a category four and is projected to hit the North Carolina coast.

      My roommate, Kristi, returns from the restroom just as the waitress appears with our drinks. With our eyes fixed on the news broadcast, we both take a sip from our cocktails.

      “Did you get a hold of your parents?” Kristi asks. “Are they evacuating?”

      I breathe a sigh of relief and nod. “My dad says they’re going to drive to my Aunt Vicki’s house and wait out the storm. I’m just glad he wasn’t stubborn this time. I guess because of my mom’s condition, he finally realized he’s better safe than sorry.” My mother suffered a stroke a few years ago and is confined to a wheelchair now. When news of the hurricane approaching North Carolina was first reported, I begged and pleaded with my dad to heed the warning and evacuate their home for safer ground.

      “Maybe the storm will change course,” says Kristi, always the optimist.

      “I hope so. Because right now, if it stays on this path, it’s going to directly hit my town.”

      We continue watching the news coverage, above the din of the busy bar. Then I slowly realize, there’s not much good all my worrying will do. After all, I’m sitting in a bar, hundreds of miles away from the North Carolina coast. And thankfully, my parents are evacuating and going to stay with my Aunt Vicki – who lives much farther inland, so they should be safe. The worst that can happen now is that there will be damage to our home. But the most important thing is that my parents are safe.

      I decide to stop fixating on the news broadcast. After all, Kristi and I came out to celebrate her debut performance in an off-Broadway play.

      “You were awesome tonight,” I cheer.

      Kristi appears doubtful. “You’re not just saying that because I’m your best friend?”

      I shake my head. “No. I really mean it. In fact, it was a little weird. I almost didn’t recognize you up there. I’ve seen you perform a thousand times in college. But tonight, it was like you really transformed into the character. I don’t know how you do it. And I still don’t know how you manage to keep all those lines straight in your head.”

      I take a sip of my Cosmopolitan and notice the happy look on Kristi’s face. She’s always wanted to be an actress. After college, we both moved to the city together to pursue our dreams. Kristi’s been paying the bills narrating romance audiobooks out of the makeshift recording studio in her bedroom closet. But what Kristi really wants to do is be on stage or in front of the camera. And after some time in the city, she finally managed to land a part in an off-Broadway play.

      While Kristi’s been doing that, I’ve been pursuing my goal of becoming a pastry chef. I finally landed a prestigious position as an assistant pastry chef at a new upscale restaurant, The Blue Rose.

      We’re both still struggling financially, though, and living in a rundown apartment in a sketchy part of town. But we’re both happy to be making strides toward a better and brighter future.

      “I just hope the play doesn’t close after a week,” worries Kristi. “If we don’t get some positive reviews, or get the word out, there’s no way we’ll keep the doors open to the theater. Did you see how empty the theater was tonight? If you didn’t show up, there would only be five people there,” she laments. “And I think the other five people were family members of the lead actor,” she adds.

      I shrug my shoulders. “Don’t worry about the size of the audience. Just be happy that you landed an off-Broadway role and you nailed it.” I shoot her a playful look. “I never thought you’d be able to play an upscale, rich bitch so well.”

      Kristi sits up and smiles, throwing her hair back for dramatic effect. “It wasn’t that hard. I just channeled my inner bitch. It was very therapeutic.”

      We both laugh and clink glasses.

      “Here’s to you and me becoming rich and famous, Rebecca,” she says with a smirk.

      I shake my head after taking a sip from my Cosmo. “I don’t care about being rich and famous,” I tell her. “I just want to have my own cafe one day. That’s it. If I can achieve that, I’ll be very happy.”

      “What are you going to call it again?”

      I’ve told her a million times, but she always seems to forget. “Becca’s Bakery & Cafe,” I remind her once again.

      “That’s right,” says Kristi. “I don’t know why I always forget.” She then adds sarcastically, “Maybe I can’t remember it because it’s the most boring name for a cafe, ever! We need to come up with something better. Something that stands out. Something sexy,” she declares.

      “Here we go again,” I mutter.

      “What about Buns in the Oven?” she says excitedly.

      “You’ve been narrating too many romance books.”

      We both laugh and take another sip from our cocktails.

      Kristi then changes the topic of our conversation. “Is your boss still being an asshole?”

      “You mean, Rodrigo, the head chef?”

      “Yeah.”

      I nod. “I think he was born that way. But I guess if you’re a legend in the industry and considered one of the top chefs in the country, you get a license to be an asshole. He’s also stressed because the restaurant just opened, and we’re still getting a bunch of reviews.”

      “When I become rich and famous,” Kristi says. “I’m going to be nice to everyone.” She then adds, “And I know for a fact, Rebecca, when you finally open your own cafe, that you’re going to be the nicest boss ever. You don’t have a mean bone in your body.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “We’ll find out if that day ever comes.”

      Kristi shakes her head, annoyed, and looks at me sternly. “When that day comes, Rebecca. When that day comes. You’re going to become even more famous than that asshole, Rodrigo. Trust me. I’ve had every single one of your desserts, remember? Which by the way, I have to stop eating. I can’t be your guinea pig any longer. My agent told me that I need to lose ten to fifteen pounds.” Kristi grabs her thighs and then rolls her eyes. “Which is going to be really hard because your desserts are so fucking good.”

      I smirk and take another sip from my Cosmo.

      Then I notice Kristi staring over my shoulder with the most curious expression.

      “What is it?”

      She leans forward and says under her breath, “The hottest guy I’ve ever seen is staring at you.”

      “Yeah right,” I remark. “He’s probably looking at you. They always look at you. I might as well be wallpaper.”

      It’s true. Kristi is much prettier than me. In college, every guy wanted to ask her out on a date. I always got stuck talking to the guy’s best friend, who was playing wingman and usually not that into me. I’m not complaining though, I prefer to keep to myself anyway. I’m much more comfortable being in a kitchen than out socially. Kristi is the opposite. It’s sort of funny how we became best friends after becoming roommates freshman year. We’re so different.

      “I’m not bullshitting you,” whispers Kristi. “This guy is really hot and he’s staring at you. Oh my God,” she then says excitedly. “He’s walking over here. Act cool.”

      “But I don’t know how to act cool,” I gripe. “And I don’t believe you anyway.”

      But soon enough, I realize Kristi isn’t kidding. The most attractive and rugged man I have ever seen walks up to our table, and he’s staring straight at me. He doesn’t even acknowledge Kristi sitting beside me. He just stares at me with the most intense gaze I’ve ever seen. It’s almost like he’s hypnotized.

      “Ashley?” he says in a somewhat haunted tone.

      I shoot Kristi a puzzled look and then turn my gaze back on the handsome stranger. I shake my head and shrug my shoulders. “No. I’m Rebecca.”

      The handsome stranger keeps his eyes focused directly on me. He doesn’t say a word. He just looks at me with that intense gaze.

      After a very prolonged silence – where he’s just staring at me – Kristi eventually asks, “Do you want to buy us a drink?”

      “You look just like her,” the man finally says. “You look just like her.”

      I’m starting to feel a little uncomfortable under his powerful stare.

      “I’m not Ashley,” I reply, struggling to find a way to handle this awkward situation.

      “What’s your name, handsome?” asks Kristi, trying to lighten up an otherwise uneasy interaction.

      He finally turns in Kristi’s direction and acknowledges her. “Jackson.”

      “Jackson what?” Kristi prods.

      “Jackson Miller,” he says disoriented, turning his gaze back on me.

      I’ve never had someone look at me this way, so intensely. I must really resemble this woman, Ashley. And whatever connection he has to her, it must be very deep, based on the emotion in his dark, mysterious eyes.

      I’m starting to feel really uncomfortable. This stranger, although handsome, just keeps staring at me, but says nothing.

      Kristi comes to my rescue. “If you don’t mind,” she tells the stranger. “My friend and I are celebrating my first performance in an off-Broadway play.”

      He doesn’t respond and just keeps looking at me.

      “Listen, dude,” says Kristi, now getting up from her chair. “If you’re going to keep staring at my friend like that – and not even buy us a drink – then I’m going to have to ask the bouncer at the bar to make you leave us alone.”

      He slowly looks at Kristi and then back at me. “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “You just look exactly like her.”

      He glances at me one last time, then slowly turns around and walks away. Kristi and I watch as he weaves through the crowded bar and exits, into the night.

      “What a weirdo,” Kristi remarks as she sits back down. “Hot as hell. But a real weirdo.”

      She takes a sip from her cocktail as I reach for my phone. I type his name, Jackson Miller, into my browser.

      “He’s a painter,” I tell Kristi. “A really famous one. Look.”

      I hand Kristi my phone and she scans the website I discovered.

      “Shit,” she declares. “He’s famous and rich. His last painting sold for five million dollars!”

      “Too bad he’s a weirdo,” I remind her as Kristi hands me back my phone.

      “Don’t worry, Rebecca. The city is full of men. We’ll find you someone who isn’t crazy.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t care about finding a guy. I just need to focus on my work at The Blue Rose. I need to make sure I don’t do anything to piss off Rodrigo, so I don’t get fired.”

      Kristi gives me a coy look. “Maybe you should start flirting with that other guy in the kitchen. What’s his name?”

      “You mean Todd, the pastry chef?” I shake my head. “No way. I report directly to him. Todd’s awesome. Really nice.” Then I stress, “And gay.”

      “The good ones always are,” laments Kristi as she takes a sip from her drink.

      She then looks at me with the most stern and serious expression. She reaches for my hand. “All I know, Rebecca, is that it’s been like forever since you’ve had sex. It’s not healthy.” Then she raises her voice and proclaims, “You need some cock, and fast!”

      I look around the bar nervously. I lean forward and whisper, “You don’t have to advertise it to the whole bar.”

      Kristi looks around at the crowded room. “Maybe I should,” she says playfully. “Maybe I should put a sign on the back of your shirt saying how you haven’t been properly fucked in over a year.” Kristi says all this a little too loudly for my comfort.

      “Kristi, if you don’t lower your voice,” I threaten. “I will never bake another dessert for you, ever again.”

      My threat works. Kristi shakes her head in mock astonishment. “How dare you,” she replies. “There’s no reason to play so dirty, Rebecca. Especially when you know how addicted I am to your muffins.”

      The look of disbelief on Kristi’s face makes me burst out in laughter. She soon joins in.

      Once we both calm down, Kristi takes another sip from her drink. But then she looks at me with some concern. “But I am being sort of serious, Rebecca.” She leans forward and whispers, “You should get a man between your legs soon. It’s not good for your health to go this long without sex.”
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          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      I stumble out of the bar and feel the two whiskeys I drank work their way through my system.

      I’m starting to believe that the universe is evil, or at least has a sick sense of humor. How else can I explain running into someone who looks exactly like Ashley? Except for the color of her hair, that girl was the spitting image of my beautiful wife. She even had the same captivating sapphire–blue eyes!

      I know I must have seemed a little crazy to her. But I was at a loss for words. She looked exactly like Ashley! It was like seeing my beautiful wife all over again, in the flesh. Back from the dead! But when I realized it wasn’t her, and her friend threatened me to leave, that wave of loss came crashing down on me once again.

      Running into someone who so closely resembles my beloved, departed wife was definitely a cruel, sick joke by the universe.

      I miss Ashley so much. My life hasn’t been the same since she passed away.

      I head back to my old apartment building. I hope I finally have the courage to unlock the door.

      Terry greets me once again and opens the door for me as I enter the lobby. He can tell by the expression on my face that I’m still in no mood to talk. He simply offers me a subdued smile as I pass him and head toward the elevator.

      I take the elevator back up to the fifth floor, still unable to get over my encounter in Nick’s bar. Why would the universe introduce me to someone who looks exactly like Ashley, only to have her spurn me away?

      The elevator doors open onto my floor, and I begin the long, dreadful walk back to my old apartment.

      I don’t blame that girl for thinking I’m crazy.

      I am going a little crazy. I have been for the last nine months.

      For a brief moment, when I saw that girl in Nick’s bar, I felt like I had been saved. I thought the universe was giving me the chance to have Ashley back in my life, to feel her presence once again. I guess I was mistaken.

      You can’t come back from the dead, can you?

      I stand in front of the door once again. The numbers 515 are in my sight. With another heavy sigh, I reach into my pocket to remove my keys.

      I hope those two whiskeys have finally given me the courage to move forward.

      Slowly, I insert my key into the lock and turn.

      I gently push open the door and feel another wave of sadness wash over me. As I stand in the doorway, and stare into the darkness of the apartment, I realize I’m staring into the past. I take a deep breath, then a hesitant step forward.

      I enter the place Ashley and I called home for five years.

      I flip on the light switch.

      Everything remains as it was. Nothing has been changed since that day, nine months ago, when I first got the news. For the last nine months, this apartment, our home, has been vacant, lifeless.

      I notice a slip of paper on the floor, right next to the front door. I bend down and pick it up. I unfold the paper and see written – in what appears to be a woman’s handwriting – the following message:

      
        I would love to talk to you about selling your apartment. Have many interested buyers. Please call me, Sandy 555 – 2134.

      

      I fold the slip of paper back up and put it in my back pocket. Sandy, the realtor, must’ve heard from the other tenants in the building that my unit has been vacant for several months. Since this building is a luxury building with a doorman, there are always interested people wanting to buy an apartment. Sandy called me a month ago and left me a message, asking if I was interested in selling. I never called her back. I guess being a persistent realtor, she even stopped by and slipped this note under my door, in case I happened to come by for a visit.

      I know it doesn’t make sense to hold onto this apartment, especially if I never plan on living in it again. But if I sell it, I’ll be saying goodbye to all the fond memories Ashley and I had here. I bought this apartment a month before we were married. As I slowly walk down the hallway, I glance at all the pictures of us adorning the walls. They are reflections of a happier time in my life – when I was excited about the future, and grateful for having such a wonderful woman in my life.

      There’s Ashley, looking more beautiful than ever on our surprise trip to Bali.

      There we are smiling for the camera at our wedding.

      I still remember how lucky I felt that day, when we said our vows.

      ’Til Death Do Us Part.

      I never imagined it would come so quickly.

      There were so many dreams we had that were never realized… A family we both wanted but never created because of that stupid car accident.

      As I stare at Ashley’s face in all the photos, I think about the girl I ran into at the bar. It’s striking just how similar they both look. The universe was definitely playing a sick joke on me. Not cool.

      I walk through the living room and into our bedroom. I stop in the doorway.

      The portrait I painted of Ashley on the first day I met her hangs over our bed. Ashley loved it so much that she insisted we place it in our bedroom. She wanted to look at it all the time. She said it made her feel special.

      I reluctantly walk into the bedroom and take a seat on the edge of our bed. I grip the comforter with my hands and stare at the floor. Another heavy wave of sadness overwhelms me.

      I was so happy in this apartment with her. We both wanted to raise a child in this place.

      I thought I would have many more years of happiness with her.

      I know life can throw you curveballs – that in a split second everything can change. I just never thought she would be taken from me so soon. I thought we would grow old together and raise the family we always talked about. We both came from broken homes, and believed that together, we could finally create the family we always wished we grew up in.

      The buzz from my phone notifies me of a message.

      When I reach for it, I see that it’s a text message from Harry.

      
        Harry: Hey bro, I’m happy you’re finally going to sell the apartment. It’s time you move on to the next chapter of your life. There are great things ahead of you.

      

      I don’t bother replying to his text.

      I know Harry means well. Besides being my agent and manager, he’s also my best friend. But it’s hard to picture much of a future for myself anymore. After years of struggling, I finally made it in the art world. My paintings sell for millions of dollars. But it was my relationship with Ashley that made me truly grateful.

      None of the girls I’d been with before Ashley ever made me feel so happy or grateful to be alive. With Ashley, I felt inspired every day. With her in my life, I did my best work. Now that she’s gone, there’s a deep void inside my soul. There’s a black hole that grows wider every day. It’s pulling me toward the darkness.

      I suddenly feel exhausted. I lay down on the bed I shared with my wife. I imagine her lying next to me. I picture her describing her latest audition, or telling me about a role she’s excited to play. I imagine her smiling tenderly at me with those beautiful blue eyes. I picture myself kissing her, loving the taste of her lips and tongue against mine. Then I remember the incredible, passionate moments we shared in this bed, making love. Not only was Ashley the love of my life, but she was also the most passionate and intense lover I had ever been with.

      After our first date – when I painted her – Ashley said I had set her free. Sexually. She said I made her feel like the woman she always wanted to be. Once her sexual spirit had been released, there was no holding her back. Together, we embarked on a passionate journey of love and sexual exploration.

      It’s hard to imagine ever experiencing such a powerful yet intimate connection with another woman.

      Lying in our bed, the scent of her still lingering in the room, I realize I don’t want to move forward. I want to go back. I want to relive the past. I just can’t let Ashley go.

      As my mind replays all the wonderful memories I shared with her, I fall asleep.
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      I watch as Todd lays down the crust for the next pie. I continue mixing the bowl of apple cranberry filling as I follow him. The filling tastes tart and juicy, and is sweetened with sugar. I pour the filling into the pie and then move onto the next pie crust.

      “Have your folks evacuated?” Todd asks. “It sounds like this hurricane is the real deal.”

      I nod as I pour the apple cranberry filling into another pie. “They’re staying with my aunt, who lives inland. I checked the news before coming into work today. They project the hurricane is going to directly hit my hometown.”

      “Damn, that’s rough,” laments Todd as he finishes preparing another pie crust. He then steps back so I can pour in the fruit filling.

      “At least they got out safely,” he adds.

      “That’s what I told my dad when I spoke to him earlier.”

      After filling the last pie with the fruit filling, I place the bowl down.

      “If there’s anything you need, just let me know,” says Todd with a friendly smile.

      “Thanks,” I say with a shrug. “But I guess everything is in God’s hands now.”

      I’m really lucky to have Todd as a boss. He’s the head pastry chef in the kitchen and the person I report to directly. Todd functions as a buffer between Rodrigo and me, which I’m grateful for – especially when Rodrigo, the head chef, is in one of his foul moods, which is usually every day.

      Our restaurant, The Blue Rose, only opened a few weeks ago, so we’re still working out some of the kinks in the kitchen. But Todd assures me that I’m doing a good job, and he’s happy I’m on his team.

      “Todd!” I hear a man’s gruff voice suddenly shout. I turn as Rodrigo storms into our kitchen area. He’s holding a mini maple pecan tart in his hand. It’s one of the desserts I prepared. He looks at the tart with disgust and then drops it to the floor. “These maple pecan tarts are terrible. Abhorrent!” he yells with a look of contempt. “They taste like chalk.”

      “Really?” Todd says confused. “I thought they tasted pretty good.”

      “Are you telling me I’m wrong?” Rodrigo argues, staring at Todd with daggers in his eyes.

      “No, chef,” says Todd with an easy sigh. “You’re right. The mini pecan tarts taste like chalk. I’ll modify the recipe.”

      “Good,” says Rodrigo with a curt nod. He then notices me standing next to Todd. I instantly tense up under Rodrigo’s hard gaze. I’ve been working in this kitchen for a few weeks now, but Rodrigo still makes me nervous as hell. He points his finger at me.

      “Are you shipping up? Or are you shaping out?”

      I don’t understand what Rodrigo is asking, and I’m not sure how to respond. All I know is that he sends me into a panic attack every time he looks at me.

      “Rodrigo, she’s fine,” says Todd, answering for me. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I better not,” he declares, his gaze turning back to Todd.

      Rodrigo then turns his wrath on the entire kitchen staff.

      “Because I said it once, and I’ll say it again!” he shouts. “If you don’t ship up! You’ll shape out!”

      “He keeps getting it wrong,” Todd mutters to me. “I tried correcting him once, but I guess he forgot.”

      Rodrigo then leaves our kitchen area and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      I quickly turn to Todd.

      “I’m so sorry about the maple pecan tarts,” I say anxiously. “I probably should have added more caramel.”

      Todd shakes his head and smiles. “They were perfect, Rebecca. Just ignore him. He’s a nervous wreck because we’re still waiting on some food critics to stop by and review the restaurant. He’s probably going to be in a worse mood than usual for a couple of weeks.”

      “You sure the pecan tarts were okay?” I ask, still doubting myself.

      Todd places a hand on my shoulder and nods. “Yes. I had three of them myself. They were delicious.”

      I sigh with relief.

      “Now, why don’t you check on the strawberry cheesecake,” Todd suggests. He points his finger at me playfully. “And remember, if you don’t ship up, you’ll shape out.”

      I nod with a grin and go check on the cheesecake.
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* * *

      I leave the restaurant at 1 AM. I immediately check my phone to get updates on the storm. I think about calling my father, but then I decide against it. He’s probably glued to the television, worried, as he watches the storm approach our house. I don’t think there’s anything I could tell him right now that would help the situation.

      I get on the train and head to my apartment on the other side of town. When I walk through the door, I see Kristi is still up and sitting on the couch, with a plate of my mini maple pecan tarts resting on the coffee table. I had prepared some samples earlier at home to make sure I got the recipe right.

      The television is on, broadcasting news coverage of the storm.

      “You’re still up?”

      Kristi nods as I take a seat beside her on the couch and stare at the television.

      “I just finished narrating a really hot and steamy romance book,” she informs me.

      I reach over and grab one of the pecan tarts. “I thought you said you weren’t going to eat any more of my desserts,” I tease. I notice a map pop up on the television. It shows the pathway of the hurricane as it barrels toward North Carolina. The name of my hometown is highlighted on the map. It’s going to take a direct hit.

      “I couldn’t help myself,” Kristi admits as she shoves another tart into her mouth. “After narrating that hot romance book, I got really horny. So, I masturbated with that new dildo I bought. It was great. But you know how when I orgasm, I get really hungry? I just had to have another one of your desserts. I’ve already eaten five of these.”

      “You’re unbelievable,” I mutter, my eyes still glued to the news coverage of the storm.

      “I know,” Kristi shrugs, her eyes also fixated on the screen.

      She then turns to me and says concerned, “What do you think is going to happen to your house, Becca?”

      I shake my head, mesmerized by the footage of trees toppling over and roofs flying off homes. “I think it’s going to be destroyed.” In a daze, I reach for another maple pecan tart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      I used to paint every day – for hours, without taking a break. But this year, I can’t even manage to pick up my brush, dab it in some paint, and press it against a canvas.

      I’ve been sitting in the warehouse I use as a painting studio for the last four hours staring at a blank canvas. I’m paralyzed, unable to move. I just don’t have the energy to paint anymore. Something I used to love to do, and was considered incredibly talented at, no longer holds my interest. I just don’t see the point. The world doesn’t need another painting. My inspiration has dried up.

      My muse has been taken from me.

      With Ashley gone, I’ve lost any sense of meaning in my life.

      There’s a knock at my door. With a heavy sigh, I place my brush down and get up from my chair. I head toward the front door. Someone broke the lock to the front of my building a few weeks ago. It still hasn’t gotten fixed. So right now, anyone can enter the building and knock on my door. It’s really annoying. Fortunately, I don’t get too many visitors these days. As I approach my front door, I have a sneaking suspicion who it might be.

      There’s another knock.

      “Is that you, Harry?”

      “How’d you know?” he answers back through the door.

      “Lucky guess.”

      “Jackson, I’ve been calling you for the last two days. You haven’t answered. Let me in.”

      I shake my head, annoyed. “I’m not in the mood to talk. Just leave me alone. I’ll call you later,” I say through the door.

      “If you’re painting, I’ll leave you alone. Are you painting, Jackson?”

      I consider lying but decide to tell him the truth. “No.”

      “Then let me the fuck in.”

      I sigh and open the door. Harry storms in with a wide grin. “Why haven’t you answered your phone?” he asks, patting my shoulder.

      “Because I’ve been ignoring you.”

      “I’ll try not to take that personally,” he says with another smile as he walks toward the center of the room. Harry is a few years older than me. He’s a good-looking guy with a wife and daughter. I owe all my financial success to Harry. He discovered me when I was a struggling artist. He was the one who bought my painting for $10,000 dollars and lifted me out of poverty. He had faith in me when no one else did. He’s been my agent / manager for the last fifteen years. But in actuality, he’s more like family to me than an agent. He’s definitely my best friend.

      “If you’ve come by to tell me how I need to get to work, and finish the paintings we promised Amanda at the gallery, just save it. All right? I don’t want to hear it right now,” I rant.

      Harry turns and shakes his head. “I’m not here to scold you, buddy. I just wanted to see how you were doing. Did you put the apartment on the market?”

      “Not yet,” I mutter.

      Harry shoots me a concerned look. “Sell the apartment, Jackson. It will bring the closure you need to move on.”

      “We’ll see,” I reply with a shrug.

      I just can’t bring myself to sell the apartment I shared with Ashley. I don’t want to say goodbye to all those memories.

      “How you doing otherwise?” he inquires.

      “I’m fine,” I mutter, although neither one of us believes it. With the dark thoughts running through my mind, I’m anything but fine.

      “You don’t sound too convincing,” Harry replies, sarcastically.

      “What do you want, Harry?” I ask with a sigh. I really just want to be left alone.

      Harry beams and I notice a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

      “I have some good news.”

      I have a hunch what Harry thinks is good news won’t make me too happy.

      “I got you a date,” he proclaims, rubbing his hands together. “And she’s a hottie, bro. Killer body. Nice tits. Great ass. You’ll love her.”

      I sigh and shake my head. “Not happening,” I tell him.

      But Harry persists. “Hey, didn’t your therapist say you should start engaging with people more? This whole hermitic existence thing you’ve got going on, Jackson, has to come to an end sooner or later. You know I love you, but I can’t be your only connection to the outside world. You need to start interacting with people again.”

      “When my therapist said I should interact with people, I don’t think he meant going out on a date.”

      Harry shoots me a devilish smirk. “He would have, if he saw the body on this girl. Her tits are amazing. Trust me. If I wasn’t married, I would bang her myself. Anyway, you’re going to pick her up next Wednesday at 7pm. Her name is Tiffany Porsche. She’s a news anchor for one of those entertainment gossip channels. I made you dinner reservations at Balthazar.”

      “An entertainment news anchor, seriously?” I say, annoyed. “You know I hate that celebrity gossip bullshit. Cancel it. I’m not going.”

      I walk past Harry, frustrated, and take a seat in front of my blank canvas again.

      Harry walks over to me, determined. “I’m not going to cancel it. You’re going on this date.”

      “No, I’m not,” I reply like a petulant child.

      “Yes, you are,” Harry insists.

      I rise angrily from my chair. “You don’t tell me what to do, Harry! You work for me, remember!” I shout at him.

      I feel bad the second I say it. Harry is more than my manager / agent. He’s my best friend. I know he means well by setting me up on this date, but I’m just not interested.

      “Fine,” he says defensively. “Let’s keep this strictly professional then, Jackson. That’s even more reason for you to go on this date.” He points to the blank canvas. “You haven’t painted shit in nine months. If we pull out of this gallery exhibit, your brand is going to take a serious hit. Which means our business takes a serious hit.”

      There’s a long pause. As he looks at me, I notice the defensive look in his eyes change to one of concern. “I know how much you miss her, bro. I know she meant a lot to you. But you were a great artist before you met Ashley. And you’re still a great artist now that she’s gone.”

      “I was better with her by my side,” I tell him. “You know for a fact that she made me better. The paintings were stronger, more inspired. Now that she’s gone, the work will never be that good.”

      I walk away from the canvas, toward the large window in my studio that overlooks the nearby river.

      After a long moment of silence, Harry says, “I know you don’t want to hear this, but there are other women out there. Ashley was great, don’t get me wrong. And I know she had a profound impact on your work. But there are other women out there. Women just as amazing. Trust me, if you just get back into the dating scene, you’re going to meet somebody who will make you feel just as great.”

      “I don’t want to,” I mutter, observing the choppy waves of the nearby river. “I’ve been with enough women in my life to know how special she was.”

      There’s another long moment of silence.

      “Fine,” I hear Harry say. “Then let me put it this way: If you don’t go on this date with Tiffany Porsche, I will hereby stop functioning as your manager and your agent.”

      I turn around and stare at him with disbelief.

      “Seriously?”

      Harry looks at me and shrugs his shoulders. “You’re leaving me no choice, Jackson. I represent working artists. I don’t want to piss off Amanda at the gallery. She’s been very good to us over the years. I also have my reputation to worry about, you know?” He sighs and shakes his head. “I don’t like talking to you like this, because you know I love you, right? But this has to end, sooner or later, Jackson. You can’t keep torturing yourself like this. You have to check back into the human race. So go on this date… for me. Because if you don’t, you leave me no other choice but to stop representing you.”

      I can tell by the expression on his face, and the look in his eyes, Harry actually means what he says. He can be just as stubborn as I am. Although I no longer have much interest in painting, Harry remains my only connection to the “real” world these days. If I lose Harry, I really don’t have much else.

      “Fine.” I give in. Then I point my finger at him. “I’ll go on the date. Just this once. But you can’t do this to me again, Harry. You can’t threaten to quit if I refuse any more dates.”

      The serious expression on Harry’s face suddenly breaks into a wide smile. He walks over to me and grabs me by the face with both his hands. “That’s my boy!” he says with excitement. “I think you’re gonna like this chick. And do me a favor, try to get your dick wet. All right? A little pussy always helps a man get his head straight.”

      “Give me a break,” I reply.

      Harry drops his hands from my face and shrugs his shoulders. “What?! It’s true! Studies have shown that it’s not good for a man to go too long without getting laid. It can really do a number on our brain.”

      Harry turns and walks toward the door.

      “Remember. Next Wednesday. 7pm. Balthazar. I’ll text you her address.”

      Before leaving, he turns to me and says, “Who knows, maybe this chick will get you inspired again. I’ll talk to you later, bro.”

      He opens the door and walks out.

      Once he’s gone, I breathe a sigh of relief. But then I realize I have a date next week. I’m dreading it.
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* * *

      Harry was right. Tiffany Porsche did have an impressive body and even more impressive breasts. Too bad every inch of her had been sculpted by a plastic surgeon. I don’t think there was a single part of her body that hadn’t been altered somehow.

      I like my women natural and with healthy curves. I’m not interested in plastic.

      The second Tiffany got into my car and we headed toward Balthazar, I realized there was another reason I didn’t think Tiffany and I would hit it off. She was glued to her phone and taking selfies the entire car ride to the restaurant.

      “My branding manager says I need to update my Instagram account at least ten times a day to increase my traffic,” she informs me as she snaps another selfie, apparently not satisfied with how her hair looks.

      Then she insists on taking a selfie with me while I’m driving.

      “There’s no better way to improve your social media traffic than to take a picture with a hot guy. Smile, Jackson!”

      I begrudgingly smile as she snaps a picture of us.

      When we finally get to Balthazar, things don’t get much better. After we place our order with the waiter, Tiffany keeps responding to text message after text message.

      I miss the days when you could get to know someone without a phone interrupting your conversation every five-seconds.

      “I’m sorry,” she says as she shoots off another text. “Everybody’s freaking out about Bradley and Raquel.”

      “Bradley and Raquel?” I ask confused.

      She looks at me like I’ve been living in a cave. Which I guess I sort of have been.

      “They broke up!” she declares. “It’s like the biggest news of the century. Where have you been, Jackson?”

      “Why is their breakup such big news?” I ask, not understanding the magnitude of the situation.

      “Because they’re the hottest couple with the most Twitter and Instagram followers!” she replies. “Combined they have like a billion social media followers. I’m actually going to conduct an exclusive interview with Bradly and Raquel in two days to discuss the breakup.”

      “They’re going to do an interview with you on why they broke up?” I ask, still dumbfounded on why this is breaking news. “Why is it any of our business?”

      Tiffany looks at me like I’ve just spoken in a foreign language she doesn’t understand. “Because we live in the 21st century, Jackson. Everything is everyone’s business.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Sorry. I guess I’m old school. I like my privacy.”

      “That’s cute,” she responds as she sends off another text.

      The waiter returns and drops off our salads.

      “Yummy,” Tiffany exclaims as she takes a picture of her salad and uploads it to her Instagram account.

      I watch her, amazed. Does every moment in our lives now need to be documented? No matter how trivial?

      “You just took a picture of a salad?” I point out.

      Tiffany nods with a smile, “I take pictures of all the food I eat.”

      “Why?”

      She looks at me like I’m an alien from another planet. “Because, like I told you in the car, I need to update my social media feed at least ten times a day. Pictures of hot guys – like yourself – and food, always drive a spike in traffic.”

      I shake my head in bewilderment. I don’t understand the world anymore. And the longer I look at Tiffany, glued to her phone, I realize there’s absolutely nothing we have in common.

      “Excuse me,” I tell her as I place my napkin on the table. “I need to use the restroom.”

      Tiffany looks up from her phone and smiles. “Sure.”

      I get up from the table and head to the back of the restaurant. I was lying when I told her I needed to use the restroom. I just need to get away. When I step into the bathroom, I splash some water on my face and look at my reflection in the mirror.

      I know I’m being overly critical of Tiffany. But the thirty minutes I have spent with her have only reinforced in my mind how special Ashley was. I can’t picture myself on a series of dates with women like Tiffany. I just have nothing in common with them. I want someone with substance. Not someone obsessed with the frivolous, the superficial, the shallow.

      Maybe Tiffany isn’t the problem. Maybe it’s me. The world has clearly changed. I’m a painter living in a world of selfies. Maybe I just don’t belong anymore.

      As I stare at my reflection in the mirror, a dark dread and loneliness comes crashing down on me. The thought of returning to that dinner table and faking a pleasant conversation with Tiffany seems unbearable.

      I can’t fake anything right now.

      I’m just too miserable.

      I step out of the restroom and make my way toward the dining area. I stop when I see Tiffany sitting in her chair texting away on her phone. I know I’m being an asshole, but I just can’t muster the energy to go back and join her for dinner. We have absolutely nothing in common. I contemplate just walking out of the restaurant and leaving her there, but I realize that would be a really jerk move.

      I walk back to the table but don’t take a seat.

      “Is there something wrong?” Tiffany asks looking up from her phone.

      “I’m sorry, I’m really not feeling well,” I tell her. “I think I’m going to go.”

      She looks shocked and confused. “Oh. Really?”

      I nod. “I’m sorry. By all means, enjoy your salad. I’ll pay for dinner. I’m really just not feeling well.”

      I then turn and walk away from the table. I make arrangements with the waiter to charge everything to my credit card. I feel bad leaving Tiffany alone in the restaurant, but this wave of depression is slowly drowning me. It’s just too unbearable to fake my way through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      The hurricane completed its path of destruction, leaving my hometown devastated in its wake. Once the storm had passed, Todd told me to take some days off and visit my parents to make sure they were okay. I was very grateful and immediately booked a flight.

      In less than twenty minutes, the hurricane had ripped off the roof of my childhood home and flooded everything inside. Shock doesn’t begin to describe the feeling running through me as I stand in over a foot of water surveying the damage. Everything has been destroyed. The house is unlivable. It’s moments like these, that make you feel like the universe is against you.

      I plow slowly through the water in a stupor, heading toward the center of the living room.

      As I look down, a piece of drywall floats past my leg, then I see the cookbook. I reach down and pull the cookbook from the water. Although its pages have been damaged, they are still legible.

      It’s the cookbook my mother used to teach me how to cook. Every Sunday we would gather in our kitchen and prepare a recipe from its pages. It was our Sunday ritual – that is until her stroke. Then I did all the cooking by myself. But I always used this book. I didn’t bring the cookbook with me to the city because I secretly hope the symptoms of my mom’s stroke will eventually subside, and she’ll be able to cook from its pages once again.

      Holding the book firmly in my hands, I turn around. I slug through the water and leave the house. My parents are waiting for me in the center of the street. My father refused to go inside and survey the damage.

      “What’s the point?” he said to me. “It’s gone.”

      As I walk toward them, I notice my dad’s dazed and worried face as he grips the handles of my mom’s wheelchair. I glance down the street and watch our neighbors going through the same heart-wrenching experience as us. The entire neighborhood is still in shock. We are all standing in awe at the destructive power of Mother Nature. It’s impossible not to feel incredibly small and vulnerable at moments like these – when everything you own has been destroyed.

      A cool wind blows as I approach my mom and dad.

      “How bad?” mutters my dad.

      I look into his despondent eyes and slowly nod my head. “Bad.”

      I bend down and look at my mother. She’s been confined to a wheelchair for the last five years. The stroke paralyzed the left side of her body. She can still speak, but with difficulty. I show her the cookbook, and tears form in her eyes.

      “It’s yours,” my mother manages to say as tears stream down her face. I do everything in my power to fight back my own tears. I need to be strong at this moment, for my mother and father. They lost everything in the storm. Thankfully they are still alive, but the house they called home for over thirty years is gone. Their possessions, everything they worked hard for, has been ripped away.

      I look at my father, who is still standing behind my mom, gripping the handles of her wheelchair. He’s staring out into nothing, in a complete and total daze. I’ve never seen my father like this. No matter what happened to us – the bankruptcy of his business, my mom’s stroke – he’s always been the strong one, pushing through all adversity. He’s a fighter.

      “Dad?” I say, filled with concern at the defeated look I see in his eyes. “Dad?” I repeat.

      He finally acknowledges me. I’ve been standing right in front of him. “Hi sweetie,” he replies with the saddest smile I’ve ever seen.

      “Are you going to be okay?” I realize it’s a dumb question at a moment like this. How can anyone be okay after witnessing such indiscriminate destruction by a force much greater than us?

      My dad stares at me for a long time. It’s a look I’ve never seen from him before. It’s not the happy, comforting gaze I’m used to witnessing in his eyes. It’s a look of fear.

      “We should get going,” my dad says quietly as he turns my mother’s wheelchair. “Or you’ll miss your flight back.”

      Unfortunately, even though I’ve been in North Carolina for two days, it’s only now – a few hours before my flight back to the city – that we were finally able to access our street and home.

      My dad wheels my mother back to our car. I follow him, still holding the salvaged cookbook in my hands. When we get to the car, I help my father lift my mother into the passenger seat.

      Then we drive away.

      In the backseat, I stare at the other families experiencing the same sense of loss and disbelief. Many are holding each other and crying. I think it’s safe to say, every one of them is terrified of what lies ahead – the future. My hometown is a blue-collar town. And many of the families survive paycheck-to-paycheck. They can’t afford surprises like these.

      From the backseat of the car, reflected in the rearview mirror, I see the sadness in my father’s eyes. I then glance out the window as he navigates our car through the various trees still blocking some of the roads.

      “I can change my flight,” I offer. “Stay longer so I can help with the paperwork for the insurance company and FEMA applications.”

      My father shakes his head, his eyes fixed on the road. “There’s no point,” he mumbles. “You should go back to the city. You have a job. Don’t worry about us.”

      Although my father is telling me not to worry, the defeated tone in his voice makes me more concerned than you can imagine.

      “The insurance should cover most of the damage, don’t you think? You can rebuild. Or move into another home,” I tell them, trying to find a glimmer of hope.

      My father sighs. “We don’t have great coverage,” he laments. “After your mom had the stroke, I took out a second mortgage to help with all the bills. And from what I hear, we’ll be lucky if the insurance even covers 20% of the damage.”

      I had no idea my father took out a second mortgage on our house. I suddenly feel guilty. Growing up, my parents did everything they could to provide me with a great future. They even helped me out financially when I was out of college and moved into the city. I never realized the amount of financial stress they were under.

      We drive the rest of the way to the airport in silence. Fear of the future is palpable inside the car. Its uncertainty is terrifying.

      When my parents drop me off at the curb – outside the terminal for departing flights – I hug my father tightly. “It’s going to be okay, Dad,” I tell him, fighting back the tears.

      My father stares at me blankly, his face cut from granite. Slowly, he finally smiles and nods. “Thank you for coming, sweetie. Seeing your face was the only good thing to happen to your mom and me.” He leans forward and gives me a kiss on the forehead.

      Then I bend down and look at my mom. Her eyes are still filled with tears. “Love you, honey,” she says slowly, straining to say the words.

      “I love you too, Mom.” I caress her cheek and lean forward to kiss her on the forehead.

      Then I stand up straight and throw my backpack over my shoulder.

      “We’ll figure something out,” I assert, trying to stay positive. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay? I can change my flight.”

      My dad shakes his head. “You finally got the job you’ve always wanted,” he says. “Don’t put it in jeopardy.” He places his hand on my mom’s shoulder. “Your mother and I will be okay.”

      As I stare at my parents, I feel terribly guilty for leaving.

      “Your Aunt Vicki says we can stay with her as long as we need,” my father adds.

      I slowly nod.

      After another long silence, my dad says, “You’re going to miss your flight, Rebecca.”

      I don’t want to leave them, but I realize my dad is right. I give him and my mom another quick hug and then walk into the terminal.

      On the plane ride back to the city, I’m racked with nerves and a tremendous sense of guilt. I’ve been blessed to have such wonderful parents who sacrificed so much for me. And I can’t help but feel guilty for not being further along in my life. I suddenly wish I were a lawyer or an investment banker who made a ton of money, instead of a struggling chef’s assistant trying to pursue her dreams.

      Because right now, dreams can’t fix my parent’s house or buy them a new one. Dreams are just figments of your imagination. As I reflect on the devastation left behind by the hurricane, I realize what my mom and dad need more than anything is money. Money to rebuild their lives. And unfortunately, money is just something I don’t have much of.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      “Has anything happened since we last spoke?” asks my therapist, Michael, with a friendly smile.

      I’m sitting across from him, in his office. I’ve been coming to Michael since Ashley died. But lately, I’ve been wondering why I bother. These therapy sessions do nothing to improve my mood. And the pills Michael has me on don’t seem to have any effect. I’m just as miserable as I was nine months ago.

      “I went on a date,” I mutter, picking at the armrest of my chair with a nail.

      “How was it?” Michael asks as he writes something down in his notepad.

      “Terrible,” I mutter.

      “What made it so terrible?”

      I look at him, really not in the mood to talk. “Everything about it was terrible. Can we just leave it at that?”

      My blind date with Tiffany did nothing to better my mood. In fact, it had the opposite effect. I’m now in the dark grips of despair. That blind date only reinforced how truly special my relationship with Ashley was. It reinforced how much I love and desperately miss her.

      When Michael notices my reluctance to communicate, he says, “Jackson, talking helps. It helps break the feedback loop in your mind.”

      I stare at him, blankly.

      “Jackson, you’ve been isolating yourself for months. Was there any part of this date you found enjoyable?”

      I take a moment to respond.

      “Not really,” I finally tell him.

      Michael looks at me and slowly nods his head. I can hear him sigh quietly. He then places his notepad down. He eyes me through his glasses and then strokes his beard. “I’m going to put you on a different prescription,” he eventually says. “This new medication has shown to have better results than the pills you’re currently taking.”

      I simply shrug my shoulders. I have a hunch the new pills he’s prescribing will be just as ineffective. Nothing can lift me out of this black hole.
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* * *

      After another unproductive session with my therapist, I return to my studio and take a seat in front of the blank canvass. The window of time I have to produce the necessary work for the gallery exhibit is shortening with each passing day.

      Whenever I used to suffer a bout of depression, I would paint to get myself out of my funk. But the state I’m currently in is far different from any of my other battles with melancholy. This time, I can’t even muster the energy to lift my paintbrush and just play on the blank canvas in front of me.

      It’s like I’m paralyzed, unable to see the point in moving forward in any direction.

      My cell phone rings, shattering the endless feedback loop of negative thoughts running through my mind. I reach for my phone and see that it is Harry. I don’t feel like answering. I know Harry is probably upset with me for leaving Tiffany at the restaurant. I know it wasn’t a very nice thing to do. But in my current state of mind, other people’s feelings don’t really matter to me anymore.

      I let Harry’s call go straight to voice mail.

      But a few moments later, he’s calling me again.

      I realize if I don’t answer my phone, Harry will just keep calling and calling and calling. He’s really annoying like that. I guess I can’t be mad at him, though. He’s just worried about me. He’s probably the only person left on this planet – now that Ashley is gone – that still genuinely cares about my well-being. My mom passed away when I was a teenager. And I don’t talk to my father anymore. After everything he did to me growing up, you wouldn’t talk him either.

      “What?” I grumble as I answer Harry’s call.

      “It’s about time,” he says with a sense of relief. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I lie.

      “We’ll, you sure as hell don’t sound like it, Jackson.”

      “Tell Tiffany I’m sorry I skipped out on dinner.”

      “Who cares about her,” he replies. “She’s as interesting as plywood.”

      “If you didn’t think she was anything special, then why did you set me up with her?” I ask.

      “Because I’m fucking worried about you, bro. You’re in your head too much. I know that’s where creative people spend most of their time. But you can get lost in there. I thought going out on a date, and hopefully getting your dick wet, might snap you out of your funk. By the sound of your voice, I guess I was wrong.”

      “Guess so,” I mumble.

      There’s a long pause. I don’t really have anything else to say. Harry is the one who breaks the silence.

      “Ashley’s gone, Jackson. But you’re still trying to hold onto her. It’s not doing you any good. You have to move on.”

      Hearing the sincerity and concern in Harry’s voice throws me over the edge. I suddenly start crying and am overwhelmed with sobs. Knowing Harry is on the other line and listening to this emotional breakdown, fills me with embarrassment.

      “I’m coming over,” he says. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “No,” I finally manage to say. “I’m fine.” I dry my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “Bro, you are so not fine,” he replies. “I’m coming over.”

      “Dude, just let me be,” I insist. “I need to go through this.” I then add, “I just can’t believe how much I miss her.”

      There’s another long pause.

      “I know she meant a lot to you,” Harry eventually says. “But Jackson, believe me when I say that you’ll find someone else. It’s a big world.”

      “She was special,” I reply. “Women like her don’t just come around every day.” I take a deep breath. “Thanks for checking on me, Harry. I’ll be okay. Don’t worry.”

      I hang up the phone. Then drop it to the floor.

      I go back to staring at the blank canvas in front of me. It’s begging to be covered in paint – in bright reds and blues and oranges – all the colors of the world. The canvas is begging for an artist’s touch. For human expression.

      Unfortunately, I’m not the artist to take on such a task anymore. That part of me has died.

      I reach over to the small table near my easel. I snatch up the new bottle of pills that Michael, my therapist, prescribed. I uncap the bottle and remove one of the pills. I’m about to swallow it but then stop myself. As I stare at the small white tablet, I realize there’s no point to any of this anymore. Why try to get better when you have no reason to. I drop the pill to the floor and then pour out the rest of the bottle, as well.

      I’m suddenly overwhelmed with anger. I reach for my paintbrush and flip it around, so the wooden handle is pointing outward. I plunge the wooden handle into the blank canvass in front of me and tear it. Then I jump up from my chair and look around my painting studio, at all the paintings surrounding me – the ones adorning the walls and stacked in corners. I grab the nearest one, a painting I did two years ago of two children playing in a park. I tear that one up, too.

      I find another painting and destroy it as well.

      After destroying five more of my paintings, I take a step back and catch my breath. My rage begins to subside, overshadowed by something else. As I stare at the ruined paintings on the floor, I feel a numb feeling overtake me. It’s like I’m not in my body anymore. I’m a stranger to myself.

      My eyes survey the abundance of paintings still adorning my studio. I study all the different modes of expression they convey. It doesn’t feel like I painted them. They belong to a stranger.

      I slowly realize that my painting days are officially over. I have nothing else to say. When Ashley died, my desire to paint – and any inspiration I found in the world – died as well.

      I guess I shouldn’t complain. I’ve had a good run. Most artists don’t get recognized in their own lifetime. I’ve been incredibly lucky. I’m only forty years old, but some of my paintings are already hanging in museums, and many of them sell for millions of dollars on the open market.

      I have Harry to thank for that. He’s been instrumental in my success. If it wasn’t for him, and our chance meeting when I was hawking my paintings on a street corner, I probably would have never achieved any of this.

      I decide to leave all my paintings to Harry.

      I leave the instructions in a note next to my easel. Everything I created will go to him.

      Then I head out the door, into the night.

      It’s when I’m a block away from the river, that it slowly dawns on me – what I’m planning to do. I left a suicide note for Harry, but the entire time, I felt like I was in a daze. Not really in my own body.

      But now, as a cool night breeze caresses my cheek, I become more present, in the moment.

      I’m going to kill myself.

      I’m going to walk toward the bridge, a few blocks away, and jump into the river.

      As I make my way toward the bridge, I convince myself that it’s the right thing to do. The only thing to do. I don’t see a future for myself anymore. I’ve accomplished more in my life than I ever expected to. And I’ve loved a woman more passionately and completely than I ever thought possible.

      Many times, laying naked with Ashley in our bed, I considered myself fortunate and blessed to have experienced such a strong and powerful connection with another human being. The fact that she became my wife made it only more profound and beautiful. Perhaps, if Ashley and I had conceived the child we always wanted, I would have a reason to continue living.

      But I’m alone. Sure, I have Harry, but if I stick around, I will only become a nuisance to him. A petulant artist he constantly needs to babysit. Harry loves money, and when  I’m gone, my paintings will only become more valuable.

      As I cross the bridge, I hear the car traffic zoom by. I keep my eyes lowered so I don’t have to stare at any of the other pedestrians crossing the bridge. I don’t want to be reminded of humanity right now. I just need to stay focused on what I’m sure is the right course of action. As an artist, I have nothing left to say. And as a human being, I have nothing left to live for.

      When I arrive at the center of the bridge, I finally stop and turn. I lean over the concrete railing and stare into the choppy water rushing below. I gaze at the black cold nothingness for what seems like an eternity.

      I decide to wait for two teenage girls to pass me, before I leap over the railing and plunge into the river. When I feel that they are finally a safe distance away, I quickly swing one leg over the railing. I then lift myself and raise my other leg. Sitting on the railing, I take a deep breath as I’m about to push myself off.

      But then suddenly, someone grabs me from behind and yanks me back.

      Falling backward, I crash onto the pavement, and roll into the street. I hear a car blast its horn as it screeches to a stop. I look up, shielding my eyes from the car lights. I then turn toward the railing and see a young black man on a messenger bike staring at me. He’s the one who pulled me back. The one who stopped me from killing myself. He’s reaching for his phone, I suspect calling the police.

      “I’m going to get you some help, okay?”

      “Don’t bother,” I tell him as I get back onto my feet and quickly dart across the street, almost getting hit by another car. I hurry away, weaving in and out among the people on the sidewalk.

      My body is trembling, my mind racing. If that stranger hadn’t pulled me back, I’d be in the river right now, waiting to join Ashley.

      But now that my suicide attempt has been thwarted, I realize just how close I came to killing myself. It shocks me. A few moments earlier, I was in my painting studio, staring at a blank canvas, talking to Harry. How could I go from that place to almost killing myself so quickly?

      The mind is a dangerous trap.

      I need time to clear my head. I decide to spend the rest of the evening wandering the city. I have no destination in mind. I’m just trying to get away from myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never heard my dad so sad and despondent. What he feared came true. The insurance company won’t cover most of the damage. And since my parents don’t have much money saved up, they’re going to have a hard time paying for a place to live.

      “Dad, are you going to be okay?” I ask, cradling the phone to my ear.

      “Don’t worry about us,” he says, but the tone in his voice begs otherwise.

      “Do you want me to fly back?” I ask. “Maybe I can help. Maybe I can find a job in the area.”

      I know what I’m saying doesn’t make much sense. There aren’t going to be any jobs in that part of the state for a while. But I’m just trying to say anything that might improve my dad’s mood. I’ve never heard him like this. He’s always been such a fighter, but it sounds like he’s lost all hope.

      “Don’t be silly, Rebecca. Just stay focused on your job. I’ll figure something out. I got to go. Love you, sweetie.”

      “Love you, too.”

      He hangs up.

      I lower my phone and sigh. I’m filled with worry. What’s going to happen to my parents? They can’t live with my Aunt Vicki forever.

      Then the alarm on my phone goes off. I have to get going or else I’ll be late for work.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I arrive at The Blue Rose, my head is elsewhere. I’m still worried about my parents. I prepare most of the desserts in a daze, finding it hard to concentrate.

      “Where is the apple tart for table nineteen?”

      I look up from the flourless chocolate cake I am preparing. Rodrigo is staring at me with a look of annoyance on his face.

      “Apple tart for table nineteen?” I repeat, confused.

      Rodrigo rolls his eyes in frustration. “Yes! Apple tart! Table nineteen!”

      “It’s right here, chef,” says Todd as he comes to my side. He slides an apple tart over to Rodrigo. Rodrigo glances at the dessert. He looks at Todd, then at me.

      “Good,” he says with a curt nod and some suspicion. “Now, let’s just hope it’s good.”

      He walks away with the dessert.

      I turn to Todd, who is still standing by my side. “Thanks for covering for me,” I tell him. “I totally forgot about the apple tart.”

      “No worries,” Todd says with a sympathetic smile. “You’ve got a lot on your mind right now.”

      “That’s still no excuse,” I mutter. “I’m just finding it really hard to concentrate.”

      “Worried about your parents?” he asks as he adds the finishing touches to a strawberry shortcake.

      “Yeah,” I admit, stirring the bowl of ingredients for the flourless chocolate cake. “My dad called me earlier today, and as he suspected, the insurance won’t cover most of the damage from the hurricane.”

      “That really sucks,” laments Todd.

      “Yeah,” I reply. “I just wish there was some way I could help them. My folks don’t deserve any of this. They’re good people. Unfortunately, they’re good people that don’t have much money.”

      I spend the rest of the evening preparing desserts, but it’s hard to keep my mind from wandering back to my parents. I really wish there was a way I could help them.
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* * *

      When we finally close the restaurant, Todd and I leave together and walk down the block.

      “Thanks again for letting me take time off to visit my parents. Was Rodrigo annoyed?” I ask him.

      “No more than usual,” he says with a slight grin. He then shoots me a concerned look. “Where are your folks staying now?”

      “My aunt says they can stay as long as they need to with her,” I tell him. I then sigh, frustrated, as we continue walking. “I just wish I could help them. They’ve done so much for me. I got my love of cooking from my mom. Every Sunday we’d spend in the kitchen, trying all these new recipes. That is until she suffered her stroke.” I feel a lump in my throat. I try to suppress the emotion overtaking me. “She’s given me so much. Both of them have. I just wish I could help them out – now that they need it the most.”

      Todd looks at me with sympathy. “I know things look really dark right now, Rebecca. But don’t give up hope.” He pauses. “I know you’re worried about your parents, but I just want you to know that you’re doing a great job at the restaurant. You have a lot of talent. And If you ever need someone to talk to, don’t hesitate, okay?”

      I look at him and nod.

      “Well, I guess this is where we part ways,” Todd says with a soft smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I know it was tough, but you did a great job tonight.”

      “Thanks.”

      He crosses the street and enters the station. Todd lives with his boyfriend outside the city.

      As I watch him walk away, I realize I’m lucky to have Todd as my boss. I’ve heard horror stories about other pastry chefs. Todd isn’t temperamental like Rodrigo. He has a good heart, and there’s a lot I can learn from him.

      When the light changes, I cross the street and walk the several blocks to my subway stop. But for some reason, I don’t want to go home just yet. My mind is still spinning with worry. I wish there was a way I could make some fast money to help my parents. Maybe I could pick up some catering gigs when I’m not working at The Blue Rose?

      I realize my mind is just going to keep spinning all night, trying to find a solution to my money problems. So, I decide to walk a few more blocks to see if I can tire myself out before heading home. Fortunately, at this late hour, there are still several people out on the streets, so I feel relatively safe.

      I continue walking from block to block, in somewhat of a daze.

      As I rack my brain, trying to come up with more side hustles, I accidentally bump into someone.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say looking up. That’s when I see the most gorgeous man staring at me. He’s got dark hair and mysterious dark eyes. Then I slowly realize that I’ve seen this handsome man before. I recognize his stare – those deep, penetrating eyes. It’s that weirdo from the bar!

      I quickly walk past him.

      But then I feel his presence. He’s following me!

      “Would you like to have a drink with me?” he asks.

      “No, thanks,” I say, turning back to him and shaking my head. I hurry toward my subway station, a few blocks away.

      But he’s still on my heels.

      “Listen. I’m sorry I was so awkward at the bar the other night,” he says to me. “I didn’t mean to freak you out.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell him, trying to put some distance between us, but he’s still close behind.

      Then, much to my annoyance, I hit a busy intersection. I have to wait for the light to change before I can cross the street.

      He comes up beside me.

      “Just one drink,” he pleads.

      “I really don’t think it’s a good idea,” I tell him. “I’m having the day from hell.”

      “What a coincidence, so am I,” he replies. “Even more reason to have a drink with me. And I promise you, I won’t be so weird.”

      I look at him and I notice a strange look in his eyes. It’s not that same dark, intense stare from the bar. It’s the look of someone who could really use some company, someone to talk to.

      “Don’t they say ‘misery likes company’?” he adds with a suppressed, and somewhat sad smile.

      As I stare at him, I realize I don’t sense anything dangerous about him. If anything, he just seems lonely.

      “I promise, I won’t be weird,” he says again. “In fact, if I could, I’d love the opportunity to make a whole new first impression.”

      He really is incredibly attractive. And I’m not picking up that weird vibe from our previous meeting.

      “I know a nice little bar one block away,” he says, pointing down a street which is populated with pedestrians.

      I look at him again. Damn, he is hot.

      “You have to admit,” he says, still trying to persuade me. “It’s really coincidental that you and I bumped into each other in the wee hours of the morning, after we both had the day from hell.”

      He does have a point. It is a coincidence. Or maybe, as Kristi likes to say because of all the new age books she reads, It’s a sign!

      I give him another look and notice the unreserved expression in his eyes. I start to wonder if a drink with this handsome stranger might just be what I need to calm my worried mind.

      “What the hell,” I finally concede. Maybe this guy is right. Maybe we ran into each other for a reason.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      I’m so grateful she accepted my offer for a drink. I take her to a quiet bar in the area and find us a table in the corner so we can have some privacy.

      “I owe you an apology,” I tell her after the waitress drops off our drinks – mine a whiskey on the rocks, hers a cranberry and vodka. “I probably really freaked you out the last time we met.”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “No worries. It sounds like I really reminded you of someone.”

      I nod. “My wife,” I tell her. “You look a lot like her.” I reach for my cellphone and find a picture of Ashley. “See, except for your hair color. You’re practically identical.”

      I notice her shocked expression as she stares at Ashley’s picture. “That’s crazy. We even have the same eyes,” she says, looking at me.

      “I know,” I reply. “Ashley passed away nine months ago. I’ve been a little bit of a nutcase ever since. When I saw you in the bar, it freaked me out because you look just like her.”

      She’s still surprised by how much she resembles Ashley. She hands me back my phone and says, “I’m sorry for your loss.” I then catch her glancing at the TV hanging above the bar. It’s showing some news footage of damage from a hurricane. There’s a concerned look on her face.

      “Is everything all right?” I ask her.

      She looks away from the television and back at me. She sighs and then motions with her finger back to the TV. “That hurricane hit my hometown, where my parents live. They lost everything. I’m not sure what they’re going to do. How they’ll survive.” She looks down at her glass of cranberry and vodka. “I wish I could help them somehow. But I’m barely making ends meet working at my restaurant.”

      “Won’t insurance cover a lot of the damage?” I venture.

      She looks at me and I see sorrow filling her eyes. “My dad says it doesn’t look like it will cover much. I just wish I made more money so I could help them.”

      She grows quiet. I can sense the regret filling her body. It’s clear as day that she loves her parents very much and would do anything to help them.

      That’s when the craziest idea I’ve ever had enters my mind.

      As I witness her sorrow, I slowly realize she might be able to alleviate my own. It’s bizarre how my mind was concocting a way to kill myself only a short while ago and is now formulating a plan for my salvation.

      “What if I could help?” I blurt.

      She glances away from the coverage of the hurricane and back at me.

      “How?”

      I take a deep breath and tell her what I’m thinking.

      “What if I gave you $200,000?”

      Shock doesn’t begin to describe the look on her face. Then, I notice suspicion creep into her eyes.

      “People don’t usually go around offering strangers $200,000 for nothing in exchange.”

      “That’s true,” I respond with a nod. “There are strings attached.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Such as?”

      I take another deep breath. I realize how insane and disturbed my idea will sound the second I say it out loud.

      “I want to hire you to play my dead wife.”

      The words hang in the air. Her face is frozen, expressionless.

      “Excuse me?” she finally says, completely confused.

      Now that I’ve vocalized my idea, I lean forward across the table, more comfortable. “I know it’s crazy. But you see, I’m a painter. A very successful one. Ashley was my muse. Since she died, I can’t paint. I hardly want to eat, not to mention sleep. Before I ran into you, I almost killed myself by jumping off a bridge.”

      “Mister,” she says getting up from her chair. “You need some serious psychiatric help.”

      Before she can walk away, I blurt, “What about your parents? Don’t you want to help them?”

      She stops and slowly turns around, still looking at me with trepidation.

      “I know it sounds crazy,” I admit with a shrug. “But I think it might work. Except for your hair, you look exactly like her. I’ll pay you $200,000 dollars if you pretend to be my wife for five weeks.”

      “Why five weeks?” she asks.

      “Because I have a gallery showing in five weeks and still have to deliver a bunch of paintings. I just can’t seem to do anything since Ashley died. I’m hoping if you agree to my proposal, I’ll start painting again.” Then I realize something else. “This might also help me get the closure I need to move forward. I never got a chance to say a proper goodbye.”

      I can tell she’s still unsettled by my offer.

      “Look at it this way,” I tell her. “This will give your parents the money they need to rebuild their lives, and you’ll also be helping me rebuild mine. This is a one-time offer. I never expected to see you again after that night in the bar. It’s sort of crazy how we bumped into each other again – especially when we’re both in such dire need of help. Maybe we’ve been brought together so we can help each other.”

      She thinks about what I said in silence. I sense the conflict brewing inside her. What I suggested is beyond strange. But I can tell that the love she has for her parents is making her at least consider my proposal.

      “When you say ‘pretend to be’ your wife, what exactly do you mean?”

      I motion to the empty chair across from me. She sighs and walks back to our table and takes a seat.

      I lean forward and tell her exactly what I’m thinking. “Ashley and I created a lot of wonderful memories together. Memories that I cherish now more than ever. I want to relive those moments. I want to go back in time and feel alive again… in love again. I’ll give you a sketch of those memories, sort of like a script, and we’ll meet and re-enact them.”

      She shakes her head. “But I’m not an actress. You should probably be talking to my roommate Kristi. She’s a really great actress. She was sitting with me at the bar when you came over and talked to me.”

      “No. It has to be you,” I insist with a quick shake of my head. “You look exactly like her.”

      There’s a long moment of silence as she looks down at the table, then at the television showing the hurricane damage.

      She finally turns and looks at me. “These memories, what do they involve exactly?”

      I know what she’s really asking by the look in her eyes. I slowly nod. “Ashley and I had a very passionate relationship. Some of them involve sex.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m not a whore,” she whispers back to me.

      “I never said you were. But if we do this, and I’m going to pay you $200,000 for five weeks, then part of the deal has to include sex. It played a very important part in my relationship with Ashley.”

      There’s another long pause. I can tell there’s a battle raging inside her mind and soul. She’s debating what to do.

      I give her all the time in the world. I realize how tough a decision it is. I’m asking her to embark on a crazy experiment with me. There’s no telling where it might go.

      “Can I get half the money upfront?” she suddenly asks.

      I look up from my glass of whiskey and stare into her eyes – the same beautiful sapphire–blue as Ashley’s. I slowly nod.

      “Then I guess we have a deal,” she says without any hint of a smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      “I’m almost done,” says Kristi as she finishes washing out the dye from my hair.

      With my head hanging over our bathroom sink, I answer nervously, “I hope it doesn’t look too bad.”

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” she assures me. “I always thought you’d look great as a blonde.”

      Kristi finishes towel-drying my hair, then starts to blow dry it. When she’s done, I look at the results in the bathroom mirror.

      “Talk about sizzle!” she exclaims with a grin.

      I stare at my reflection in disbelief. My chestnut-brown hair is now a bright, shimmering champagne blonde.

      “You’re sure it looks okay?” I ask nervously.

      “Are you kidding me?” Kristi replies. “You look hot!” She shoots me a playful smirk as she stands behind me, grabbing my shoulders. “And you know what they say Becca: blondes have more fun.”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course, you would say that,” I answer back. Kristi has been a natural blonde her entire life.

      Kristi then drags me out of the bathroom. “Okay. Now onto phase two. We have to try on her clothes.”

      “I still can’t believe I’m doing this,” I fret as we walk into my bedroom.

      “I think it’s exciting,” Kristi proclaims. She plops down on my bed and holds up the purple cardigan and t-shirt that Jackson sent over for me to wear on our first “date.”

      I point to the ensemble. “You don’t think there’s anything creepy about me wearing a dead woman’s clothes and pretending to be her for her grieving husband?”

      Kristi looks at the clothes and shrugs. “There are worse ways of earning two hundred thousand dollars in five weeks.”

      I mumble, “I guess.” I get undressed and try on the clothes.

      Besides looking like Ashley, I also have her exact build. Her clothes fit perfectly. It’s really bizarre.

      As I stare anxiously at my reflection in the full-length mirror that hangs from my closet door, Kristi mentions how we better go over my lines. I will be acting in my first “memory” for Jackson tomorrow at the museum.

      “What are you doing for lunch today?” asks Kristi, reading from the script that Jackson sent over.

      I stare at my reflection and try to recall my response. “Nothing?” I reply, completely forgetting my lines.

      Kristi shakes her head. “You reply: ‘I haven’t given it much thought. To be honest with you, I wandered into this museum because I just found out I didn’t get a part in this film that I really wanted. I don’t think I would be very good company during lunch. I’m sort of in a sad mood’.”

      My shoulders slump in defeat. “How am I going to remember all that?” I whine.

      “By going over it again and again and again, until it becomes second nature,” lectures Kristi. “Let’s keep going. Jackson looks at you, and with his sexy and devastatingly handsome good looks, says: ‘Then even more reason for me to treat you to lunch.’”

      Kristi looks up from the script, waiting for me to deliver my line.

      I rack my brain. Then I look at her sheepishly and say, “You really haven’t done this before?”

      Kristi smiles and nods. “Very good, Becca. Then Jackson, who grows even more handsome with each passing second that you look at him, says, ‘What?’”

      I turn to Kristi and place my hand on my hip, the next line coming to me easily. “Approached sad, lonely girls in museums who are admiring your artwork and then ask them out for lunch.”

      Kristi nods with approval. “Jackson then looks deep into your eyes, and all you can think about is how you desperately want to kiss his delicious, lush lips. He says softly, as your heart beats with anticipation, ‘You’re the first.’”

      I roll my eyes. “Kristi, the script doesn’t say any of that. You’ve been narrating too many romance books.”

      Kristi shrugs her shoulders. “Maybe.” She stares at me with envy. “I’m so jealous. You’re going to have so much fun! Especially when you get to his studio.”

      I’m not convinced. “Maybe this would be less terrifying if I were an actress, like you,” I point out. “But this whole acting thing is as foreign to me as baking is to you. I don’t know if I can pull this off.”

      Kristi puts down the script and gets up from the bed. She joins me by the mirror and gently grabs my shoulders. We both stare at my reflection.

      “Becca, you got this. You just got to keep telling yourself how the money is going to help your mom and dad get back on their feet.”

      “You’re right,” I reply, slowly nodding. Then I confess to her what is really giving me anxiety. “I just don’t know how I’m going to handle what happens in his studio, when he paints me. I’ve never done anything like that before.”

      Kristi stares at my reflection with a sexy smirk. “I know. That’s going to be hot. I’m so jealous.”

      “You’re jealous,” I gripe. “Meanwhile, I’m a nervous wreck just thinking about it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      “What are you thinking?” I ask her as she sits naked before me.

      “About your cock,” she answers seductively. “I hope we get to meet sometime soon.”

      Standing behind the canvass, I add another stroke of red paint, then shoot her a smirk. “You will, Ashley. You will.”

      But I have to paint her first. Now that Ashley is back in my life, I need to capture her beauty and essence on my canvas. Even though every part of me wants to make love to her, I force myself to stay focused.

      My eyes savor her perfect, beautiful face and body, as my paint brush dances across my canvas, sprinkling it with color and life. As I paint her, I feel my very spirit being uplifted. My inner voice – which has been silent these last several months – is starting to speak again. It’s getting louder and louder with each passing moment in Ashley’s presence.

      I thank the universe for bringing her back into my life. I’ve been lost without her.

      Working feverishly with my brush, I stay focused on my duty. I was placed on this earth to capture the strength, the frailty, the suffering, and the beauty I see all around me. But it was only when I met Ashley that I truly felt a rush of inspiration flood my entire being. I continue to glance at her and then back at my canvas. I’m trying to capture the fear and desire I see reflected in her eyes. I notice a sexual confidence mixed with insecurity that has always intrigued me.

      Then – for a split second – I’m reminded that it’s not actually Ashley sitting naked in front of me. It’s a woman named Rebecca. I realize the day we spent in the museum and at lunch, before coming to my studio, was an illusion. I orchestrated the whole thing to relive a beautiful memory about the woman I love.

      But reality only penetrates my illusion for a few seconds, because I force it quickly away. Reality has no place here. I feel alive lost in my illusion. Even though it’s Rebecca sitting naked in front of me, all my heart and mind sees is Ashley.

      She’s back from the dead and back in my life.

      Her cheeks are flushed, and her body is much more relaxed. The pleasure I brought her with my fingers has only intensified her desire. I can see her life force burning brightly in her eyes. She wants to fuck. I can sense it. The sexual tension, as it permeates my studio, is palpable.

      I desperately want to be inside her – and to taste her mouth and cunt.

      I want to ravish every inch of her body.

      But I must restrain myself.

      I have to finish painting her first.

      Which is no easy task, especially when my cock is aching for her.

      Especially when my heart and body want to embrace her in my arms and kiss her, then embark on a passionate dance of sexual expression.

      I want to fuck you, Ashley, like you wouldn’t believe. I want to make love to you until I’m drained and exhausted. I want to fuck you until you’re truly satisfied and made complete.

      But I can’t. Not yet. I have to paint you first.

      An hour passes without me even noticing the time. I’m so lost in the act of creation, trying my best to express the inner beauty I see in the woman sitting before me. I feel like I’ve entered another realm of existence. I feel like the universe is communicating through me as I paint. I’m in the zone, just like an athlete gets in the zone. I’m riding the wave of inspiration that has sprung inside me. An inspiration that materialized the second Ashley re-entered my life.

      After another hour of painting, I step back from the canvas, exhausted, and study my work. I glance at Ashley, who hasn’t moved a muscle the entire time. Her eyes are still fixated on me. I glance back at the canvas, at my clumsy attempt to capture her beauty.

      I haven’t even come close.

      My painting doesn’t do justice to the incredible woman sitting before me.

      I adjust my crotch. My cock has remained hard for her this entire time.

      As I look back at my painting, I realize it doesn’t capture everything I wanted. I’m not satisfied with my work, but then again, I never am.

      But I’ve done all that I can right now. Any further painting might ruin what I’ve tried to express.

      I breathe a sigh of sadness as I place my brush down. I have finished the painting, which means this memory is now over.

      I glance at Rebecca, still sitting there, her blonde hair sparkling from the sunlight streaming through the large window behind her. She looks radiant. Alive.

      “We’re finished,” I say out loud, a sadness creeping into my voice as I realize this memory is now truly over.

      She scoots off the chair and quietly gets dressed. She then timidly walks toward me and the canvas. When she sees the painting, her jaw drops.

      “Oh my God. That’s beautiful!” she declares.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you mind if I take a picture?” she asks.

      I’m jolted back to reality. The illusion is over.

      Ashley never asked to take a picture, because her phone battery had died.

      “Sure,” I shrug.

      Rebecca quickly takes a picture of the painting. As she puts away her cell phone, she looks at me.

      “You’re really an incredible artist,” she says.

      “I just paint what I see,” I tell her.

      “Well, what you want to see,” she replies, staring at the portrait again.

      She glances at me with those brilliant deep-blue eyes that remind me so much of the woman I love.

      “When do you want to see me again?”

      “Next week,” I reply. “I’ll send you another script.”

      She nods and smiles timidly. “Okay. I’ll see you next week.”

      I watch as she leaves my studio, closing the door behind her. Then I turn and stare at the portrait again.

      As I study the painting, I realize something is off. I thought I was painting Ashley, but on closer inspection, I notice that this painting is slightly different from the one I created years ago in this very same studio. There are more hints of red and purple in this painting. There’s also a softer tone to it, although it’s still very passionate. I also realize this portrait doesn’t contain the hints of sadness that the original painting I did of Ashley had.

      That’s when I recognize the truth: Even though I thought I was painting Ashley, the person I captured on this canvas was Rebecca.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      As I ride the subway home, my body begs for a release. I still can’t believe I sat naked, in front of him. But most importantly, I can’t believe I let him play with me like that! His touch felt so good. And the way he talked to me, made me feel so beautiful and attractive. I’ve never had a man make me feel that way – so wanted. My body responded, enjoying the new experience. As he softly rubbed my clit, and whispered those naughty things into my ear, I couldn’t believe how turned on I got!

      My body was like an instrument expressing a long-hidden song under his masterful hand. But just as that song was about to reach its crescendo, he stopped! He returned to his painting! And I was left sitting there, exposed, starving for more of his attention.

      When I finally get to my apartment and step through the door, I see Kristi standing in the kitchen having a cup of coffee.

      “Are you okay?” she asks. “You look a little flushed.”

      I smirk and nod, trying to hide what I’m feeling. “I’m fine.”

      Then I show her the picture I took of the painting. Kristi’s jaw drops, just like mine had. “This is amazing. You look amazing!”

      Kristi had rehearsed the script with me, so she knew what was going to happen once we arrived at his painting studio. She cocks an eyebrow and looks at me mischievously.

      “And was Mr. Jackson Miller as good with his hands in another areas?” she teases.

      I nod vigorously, biting my lip.

      Kristi shoots me a concerned look. “You look like you’re about to explode from all that pent-up sexual energy.”

      “I am,” I blurt.

      “Well, the apartment is all yours,” she informs me. “I just got called in last minute for a recording session. Whoever they hired before got sick. It’s some radio commercial for a new air purifier, or something like that. I forget. They’ll tell me when I get there. Anyway, I gotta run.”

      Kristi finishes off her coffee, gives me a kiss on the cheek, and heads to the front door. Before leaving, she turns to me and says, “I think this is good for you, Rebecca. I always thought you needed to let your inner goddess out. Just don’t disturb the neighbors.” She flashes me a devilish smile and finally leaves.

      The minute the door closes, I rush to my bedroom and throw myself on the bed. I hike down my jeans and slip my fingers under my panties. I vigorously start rubbing my clit as I picture Jackson standing close to me, saying all those dirty things. He’s so incredibly hot. And the fact that he’s such a talented artist only makes him even more attractive.

      How did he know saying those things would get me so horny and wet?

      Granted, he wasn’t exactly saying those dirty things to me. He was saying them to her. But right now, I want to believe he was saying those things to me, only me.

      I’m a relatively conservative person when it comes to matters of sex, but his words really turned me on. And undoubtedly my body enjoyed everything he was saying and doing with his hand. My pussy didn’t want him to stop! And I’ve got to admit, neither did the rest of me!

      But he did stop.

      Just as I was approaching orgasm.

      So now it’s up to me to finish the job. As I continue rubbing myself, I feel a warm wave wash over me. Then the muscles in my body begin to tense up. Since I’m home alone now, I let myself moan out loud, giving vocal expression to the joy rushing through my body. When the orgasm finally arrives, I can’t help but shriek with delight as I rock back and forth on the bed.

      When I finally calm down, and catch my breath, I look around my tiny bedroom in disbelief. I’ve never experienced an orgasm like that on my own, while masturbating. But then again, I’ve never had someone as attractive and handsome as him say things like that to me.

      Lying in bed, I replay the events of the day over in my head – our encounter in the museum, our lunch date, then sitting exposed for him in the studio. Did all this really happen? It feels like some kind of strange dream.

      Then I receive a notification on my phone.

      Jackson has sent me the next memory he wants to relive. As I read through the script, my cheeks flush again with nervous excitement. If I thought what I experienced today was hot and adventurous, the next memory I’m going to reenact with him will be even naughtier…and riskier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      The music is blasting in the club. The DJ is mixing some get-down-and-dirty hip-hop with hot Latin music. The dance floor is packed. And everywhere I look, bodies are grinding up against one and other. Everyone is having a good, sexy time.

      But no one in this place is as lucky as I am. I’m with the hottest chick on the planet. And as I feel her warm skin pressed against mine, the scent of her perfume filtering through my nostrils, I have to remind myself we’re in a public place. I can’t really do what I want to do…to her.

      So, instead, we just keep dancing. Her hot body grinding against mine. Ashley drapes her arms around my neck while I squeeze her ass. Slowly, she moves her hands over my chest and down my stomach. I can feel my cock coming to life, growing inside my pants.

      Ashley looks so fucking hot in this tight black dress. It should be illegal. A man can’t control himself around a woman this attractive. All I want to do is rip off her dress and tug on her nipples with my lips. Then taste her sweet, juicy cunt. As I imagine all the possibilities, she seductively sways her body to the music. I pull her closer to me, whisper into her ear, “How does it feel to be the hottest woman in this club right now?”

      She offers me a sexy smile, then whispers back, “It would feel a lot better if I was getting fucked by the hot guy in front of me.”

      I give Ashley a surprised look. After I painted her portrait, Ashley said I had stirred her to life, awoken her sexual hunger. I guess she wasn’t kidding. The woman dancing with me now is in full control of her feminine power.

      That’s what I love about Ashley. She knows how to make me feel like a man. She knows how to say just the right thing to get me excited, to get my testosterone flowing.

      As I drink her with my eyes, savoring every inch of her body, Ashley sways back and forth. She turns seductively so I can appreciate her ample hips and incredible ass. When she faces me again, I realize the words she whispered to me weren’t just sexy banter. She really does want to get fucked. Reflected in her eyes, I can see the lust and desire boiling inside her. She leans forward and whispers, “I’m getting tired of dancing.”

      “Do you want to go home?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and shoots me a coy look. “Don’t be silly,” she says. “I thought we could find someplace in the back where you could give me what I need?”

      She steps away from me, her eyes now reflecting my burning desire. She then turns and walks off the dance floor, briefly glancing over her shoulder to see if I’m following her.

      Watching her seductively walk away, I realize something: Ashley not only makes me feel like a man, she makes me feel like a lion! Being with her, awakens the alpha in me. I don’t just want to fuck her. I want to possess her. I want her to beg me to never stop fucking her. Why? Because I want to give her the best orgasm of her life. I want to prove to her, every time that we’re together, how much of a stud I can be with my cock.

      Speaking of cock, I can feel mine tugging at the inside of my pants. It wants to be inside her. I hungrily follow Ashley off the dance floor toward the back of the club.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      I’m nervous as I hold his hand and lead him toward the back of the club. Can I really perform the next part of the script? Ashley’s so much more confident than I am. She’s bold and adventurous, especially when it comes to sex. I’m nothing like her in that regard.

      But when Jackson and I were on the dance floor – his body pressed against mine, his hands on my hips then caressing my bottom – I felt something strange start to happen. I began to feel more comfortable in the role I was playing, more at ease with the woman I was pretending to be. The lines I had to deliver came to me more naturally. And as I wrapped my arms around his neck, and whispered into his ear the naughty things I wanted, I felt strangely comfortable in my own skin.

      I guess when you’re dancing with someone as strikingly handsome as him, it’s hard not to feel a rush of sexual energy. But what I have to do next will be taking this performance to a whole new level.

      I’m suddenly anxious. Can I really do what’s asked of me? Part of me wants to cancel the arrangement we have. But there’s another part of me, speaking to me with a voice that I never knew I had, that wants to keep going.

      Deep down, in the dark recesses of my soul, I always wanted to be someone like her – someone adventurous, bold; someone whose comfortable in her body and knows how to enjoy it.

      Just like Ashley discovered the power of her sexuality when Jackson painted her portrait, I too am finding a change taking place inside me. It’s like there’s a naughty part of me that I never knew existed. And the more time I spend pretending to be Ashley, the more confident that side of me becomes.

      When we finally arrive at the unisex bathroom, that strange sense of calm I felt on the dance floor returns.

      I want to move forward. I want to test the boundaries of who I thought I was.

      My next lines of dialogue fall naturally from my lips. They don’t sound like something scripted for me to recite.

      “I need to get fucked, Jackson. I need you to fuck me hard. I’ve wanted this ever since you painted me in your studio. Let’s see if you’re as good with your cock as you are with your hands.”

      My words had their desired effect. I can see the lust emanating from him.

      As I push open the bathroom door, I’m shocked to see several people mingling around. This is like no other bathroom I have been in. There are men and women talking and laughing. Then I notice a few people snorting lines of coke off the bathroom counter.

      According to the script, I’m supposed to find an empty stall. I swallow, as a nervous tension quickly rises inside me.

      I’m about to become someone I never imagined.

      And I’m about to do something in public I never had the courage to even fantasize about.

      The last bathroom stall is available.

      Jackson and I step inside.

      He closes the door behind him.

      I can hear the other people in the bathroom talking above the music blasting from the dance floor. Jackson and I exchange a heated look as I prepare myself for what comes next. This is the part when I truly cross a line. This is the part when I stop being me and transform into her.

      I take a deep breath, realizing the only way to move forward and continue with the scene is to just plunge in.

      I shove Jackson against the wall and begin kissing him passionately. My hands run down his broad chest and over his flat stomach, ripping open his shirt. One of the buttons from his shirt flies off. For a split second, I almost apologize. But then I realize Ashley never apologized. She just took what she wanted. And she wanted him.

      I do too.

      I run my hands over his imposing chest and flat stomach. If I didn’t know Jackson was a world-famous artist, I would’ve thought he was a model. He’s that handsome and physically fit.

      “I need you inside me,” I breathe into his ear. I fumble with his belt and finally slide it off his pants. I then unzip his fly and reach for his stiff cock. I tug on his member. As it grows larger in my hand, I can’t help but be impressed by his girth. I’ve never been with a man so large, so blessed.

      I wonder what it’s going to feel like to have such a massive cock inside me.

      But Jackson has other plans.

      “Not so fast beautiful,” he whispers. He gently pushes me back, away from him. He kisses me and I savor his tongue inside my mouth.

      “I want to taste you first,” he says in a low growl.

      He drops to his knees. I look down. He’s staring at me with intense desire and lust. His hands slowly glide up my legs and lift the hem of my tight black dress over my hips. He presses his nose against the fabric of my panties and sniffs. “You smell wonderful,” he says looking up at me. “And I bet you taste even better.”

      He glides my panties down my hips until they drop to my ankles. He presses his mouth against my sex and begins licking me. The sensation of his tongue against my throbbing clit is instantaneous. I lean my head back against the stall wall and press his head forward, urging him on. My body begs for more of his touch. I’m so enjoying the sensation of his mouth between my legs, that for a brief moment, I forget that I am actually an actress playing a role.

      As Jackson holds onto my waist and makes love to my pussy with his mouth, I utter my next line of dialogue. “I love your mouth, Jackson. But now I really, and I mean really, need your cock.”

      Jackson gives my clit a tender kiss and then slowly gets back on his feet. When our eyes meet, he crushes my mouth with another long passionate kiss.

      “If my cock is what you want,” he growls. “That’s what you’re gonna get.”

      Jackson reaches down and lifts my legs so they wrap around his waist. As he stares deep into my eyes, I feel the head of his cock press against my swollen entrance. He then eases himself forward and fills me.

      I gasp. He’s so big.

      But I want every inch.

      As he slowly pushes all of him inside me, he leans forward and kisses me again.

      “You feel good,” he breathes heavily.

      “You feel better,” I gush.

      He increases his thrusts, so my backside slaps against the bathroom stall. Some of the people in the bathroom giggle as they hear what’s going on. I suddenly feel a little embarrassed, but as Jackson continues pounding away inside me, any sense of shame quickly vanishes.

      It feels so good that I can’t be self-conscious.

      I decide to just let myself go and enjoy the role he has hired me to play. After all, what is there to complain about? I’m getting fucked by one of the hottest, most talented men on the planet. Kristi is right. Things could be a lot worse.

      “Don’t stop fucking me,” I gasp. “Don’t ever stop fucking me, Jackson.” I say it loudly so everyone in the bathroom can hear.

      Jackson lets out an appreciative growl. “You feel so fucking good, Ashley.”

      At the sound of her name, I realize this is all an illusion. But as he continues to drive himself inside me… filling me with his manhood… taking my body to a joyous plane of existence that I’ve never experienced… I realize I don’t care.

      This may be an illusion, but it feels fuckin’ amazing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      I feel alive again. As I paint a lush–red line across the canvas, an exuberant joy rushes through me. I haven’t felt this sensation in so long. In fact, I thought it had disappeared forever. I never imagined I’d be able to pick up my brush and face a blank canvas again.

      But everything has changed.

      Ashley’s back.

      I know it’s not really her, but when we reenact those memories, I’m too lost in the illusion to realize it. I know that sounds crazy, but it is nevertheless true. I miss making love to Ashley, and now that she’s back, I never want to stop.

      I’m so grateful I ran into Rebecca. We were brought together for a reason. Because of her, I can live again. I know what I’m doing is strange. Some may even consider it creepy. But I don’t care. I’m happy again. And more importantly, painting again. That’s all that matters.

      Someone bangs on my door. The landlord really needs to get the front lock fixed so people can’t just come in and knock whenever they want.

      The banging continues.

      I take a step back from the canvas and admire the work I’ve done so far. It’s not that bad, especially considering I haven’t picked up a brush in months.

      It’s gonna take some time to get the rust off.

      More knocking.

      “I’m coming!” I shout.

      I walk toward the door, annoyed.

      “Who is it?” I ask before opening it.

      “Jackson, it’s Harry, let me in.”

      “Don’t you think you should’ve called first,” I tell him through the door.

      “I’ve been calling you for days!” Harry shouts back. “You don’t answer your phone. I thought you were dead. Now, let me in.”

      I forgot that I placed my phone on do not disturb a few days ago and never switched it back. When I glance at my phone, I see several missed calls from Harry. I place my phone back in my pocket and finally open the door.

      Harry storms in.

      “Sorry about that,” I tell him. “I’ve been sort of busy.”

      Harry shoots me a look of relief. Then he notices my painting.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” he exclaims. “I love it. It reminds me of that painting you did a couple years ago – Girl On The Street Number Three.”

      I raise a quizzical eyebrow. “You mean Girl Walking Her Dog Number Three.”

      “Yeah, yeah. That one. We sold that one for seven hundred and fifty-thousand. Remember? That’s when I realized my investment in you was really paying off.”

      I simply shrug my shoulders. I learned long ago when Harry sees my paintings, he doesn’t necessarily appreciate the art. He’s more focused on how much money the painting could fetch on the market. I guess I shouldn’t complain. After all, in a very short amount of time, Harry has made me a very rich man.

      I know this last year has been brutal for me, but I’ve only begun to realize how difficult it must have been for Harry as well. I’m his biggest client. And since I’ve stopped painting, the money hasn’t been rolling in the way it used to. When the money stops flowing, Harry gets very, very nervous.

      “I love the reds and the blues you are using in this, and the hard lines,” he says as he closely inspects the painting.

      “It’s not done yet,” I tell him. “I don’t even know if I’m going to finish it,” I admit. “I’m just fucking around.”

      Harry turns and looks at me sternly. Then he points his finger at me. “Finish the fucking painting, Jackson. Or just let me take it as is. This is good. I can get somebody to buy this. Amanda will like this for the gallery.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t take this one. I can do better,” I boast.

      Harry steps back and looks at me with some amazement.

      “What the fuck happened?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask him.

      “The last time I talked to you, you were a fucking wreck. I thought you might jump off a bridge or something. That’s why I’ve been calling you non-stop.”

      Harry then turns his attention back to the painting. “I’ve been begging you to paint something for the last nine months. So, what happened?”

      I look down at the floor and shrug. “I don’t know. I met someone.”

      “Get the fuck out of here!” Harry shouts, playfully shoving me. He then points his finger at me. “See. Didn’t I tell you that you just needed to get your dick wet? Sorry I couldn’t deliver with that Tiffany bitch, but it looks like it doesn’t matter. You found your own pussy. Good for you.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “Do you ever stop and listen to yourself?”

      Harry ponders it for a moment and then shakes his head. “What’s the point in that?”

      I simply shake my head.

      “Give me details,” he says. “Does she have big tits. Does she give good head?”

      “I’m not giving you details, Harry.”

      “Fine. Be a gentleman. Fucking boring. Anyway, these are all good signs. You got your rocks off and now you’re painting again. Can you at least tell me this angel’s name? After all, she’s responsible for saving our business.”

      I look at him and sigh. “Rebecca.”

      Harry clasps his hands together and looks up at the ceiling. “Thank you, Rebecca. Because of you, we can go back to making money.” Harry looks at me with a gleam in his eyes. “When are you going to see her again?”

      “Next week.”

      “Good, very good,” says Harry with a vigorous nod. “When you’re not fucking her, I want you painting, do you understand? We got momentum. We can’t lose it now. You keep up this quality of work and our gallery showing is going to set the art world on fire. You know what that means, don’t you?”

      “Enlighten me,” I respond sarcastically.

      “I get to buy another Lamborghini, and you get to upgrade that sailboat of yours,” Harry brags.

      Then he steps up to me and pats my shoulder. “You know I was worried sick about you, Jackson. I’m glad you’ve finally rejoined the human race. Now keep fucking that pussy. It’s the medicine you need. I’ll get out of your way now. I came by to make sure you weren’t dead. Now that I know you’re alive, and painting again, all is right in the world. I’m going to tell Amanda we’re on track to deliver all the paintings we promised.”

      I watch as Harry walks toward the door, making a phone call. “Amanda! It’s Harry. Our star is reborn!” Harry gives me a quick wave as he leaves.

      Once he’s gone, I turn my attention back to the canvas. I pick up the brush and dab it in some yellow paint. This painting may not be the greatest, but I don’t care. It just feels good to be working again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      The taxi drops me off in front of the gallery. When I step onto the sidewalk, I straighten my purple mesh skirt. I peer through the gallery window and see him sitting in the center of the room, his back facing me. He’s dressed in a white button down and dark slacks. A bottle of champagne rests on the floor beside him. Jackson lifts the bottle, takes a huge gulp of champagne, then places it back on the floor. Except for him, the gallery is empty. I guess Jackson used his connections and arranged to have it at our disposal.

      Still standing outside, on the sidewalk, I take a deep breath and go over my lines. Like my experience with Jackson in the night club, this memory will be just as sexual. But it will also have an undercurrent of anger and intensity that I’ve never experienced with a man.

      If I’m being honest with myself, I’ve never experienced any of this stuff before. What Ashley and Jackson had was so passionate and visceral. It’s a shock to my system. I don’t recognize myself when I’m pretending to be her.

      But then again, at the same time, I do. It’s really weird.

      As I finish going over my scripted lines, I take one more deep breath and push open the door to the gallery.

      He remains seated, his back to me.

      My heels click on the floor as I approach him.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I apologize.

      “I’m surprised you even bothered to show up,” Jackson mutters. He picks up the bottle of champagne and takes another sip. He still hasn’t turned to face me.

      “How did it go?” I ask, clasping my clutch purse in my hands, glancing down at the floor.

      “Why do you care?” he replies.

      “Someone’s grumpy. Why are you in such a bad mood?” I answer back.

      He finally turns in his chair and glares at me. He then rises. “What’s wrong with me?” he repeats, anger in his voice. “You’re three hours late! Everyone was asking where you were. You promised me you would be here!”

      “I sent you a text,” I reply. “I got called into an audition last minute. I had to go.”

      He shakes his head vehemently. “No, you didn’t. I told you how important this was to me. And you promised me you would be here.”

      “And I told you,” my tone defensive. “I got called last minute for an audition. I had to go.”

      “This was more important,” Jackson asserts, visibly angry.

      “Not to me,” I snap back. “Don’t you get it, Jackson? I’m not like you. I’m not successful. Not yet. I’m still a nobody. Your friends are only nice to me because I’m your girlfriend. But otherwise, I’m nobody in their eyes.”

      “That’s not true,” he replies.

      “It is true,” I counter, my voice rising. “Most people, when they see me, they just see a wannabe actress who’s dating a really successful painter. To them, I’m just one of those girls that finds a guy with money and latches on. And I refuse to be that. I want to be able to stand on my own two feet and have people respect me for who I am. But that’s not going to happen until I make a name for myself. That’s why I decided to go to this audition. Because I still need to prove myself. Until I do, nobody is going to take me seriously.”

      I glance at the half-empty bottle of champagne resting on the floor. I wonder if Jackson’s starting to feel its effects?

      Then I take a deep breath and continue with my lines.

      “I’m not going to be with you, if I can’t be my own woman. I’m never going to be happy or satisfied just being your girlfriend. I need to be my own person and prove to the world what I’m capable of doing.”

      He shakes his head in frustration. “You’re acting like I’m some asshole who doesn’t support you, Ashley. And that’s not what this is about. I don’t want you to just be some trophy girlfriend, hanging on my arm at these stupid gallery events. I wanted you here because I needed you here, as my partner. You promised me you’d be here, and then you didn’t show up. I looked like a fool. It pissed me off.”

      I can sense the anger and tension in his body. It’s strangely turning me on, just like it did Ashley.

      “Well, Jackson,” I reply with a teasing look. “Sometimes we don’t get what we want.”

      He steps forward, my last line of dialogue getting him even more agitated.

      “Are you trying to get me angrier than I already am?” he seethes.

      I prepare myself for the tornado that is about to hit.

      I look into Jackson’s eyes and slowly nod. “Maybe I am? I like seeing you a little pissed off. I like seeing you on edge like this.”

      Jackson moves in closer. I can smell him and sense the testosterone coursing through his veins.

      “Oh yeah,” he hisses. “You like seeing me like this?”

      An exciting shiver runs through me as the sexual tension builds between us.

      I lean forward and whisper into his ear, “If you’re so upset with me, Jackson, maybe you should punish me.”

      I lean back and stare at him. His eyes are on fire, and I can feel the heat radiating from his tense, muscular body.

      Jackson suddenly grabs my wrist and pulls me forward. I crash into his broad chest and look up, into his dark, fiery eyes.

      I anticipate his kiss but then he suddenly turns me and shoves me against a wall. Not hard enough to hurt me, but enough so I know he means business. His strong, firm body leans into me. I turn my head, so my cheek is flush with the wall. I feel Jackson’s hands run up my legs and pull my skirt over my hips. He rips my panties off.

      I nervously glance at the front window of the gallery. The few pedestrians walking by are focused on their cellphones and don’t bother glancing in our direction.

      “Do you want to be punished? Or fucked?” Jackson whispers into my ear. He gives me a hard, firm slap on my bare bottom.

      I flinch, then respond, “You know what I want, Jackson. So, give it to me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      I quickly unzip my fly, yanking out my stiff hard shaft. I can hear my blood pulsating through my veins. Ashley’s got me so riled up – so hot for her – it’s insane.

      I ease myself forward. I’m surprised by how wet she already is.

      “Don’t be gentle,” she breathes.

      I take charge and push myself inside her. She gasps as I fill her with my thick cock. I thrust forward, ramming into her backside, reaching into her core.

      I quickly glance at the front window of the gallery, to see if any of the pedestrians outside happen to be watching us. They’re all glued to their cellphones, oblivious to their surroundings. I continue to drive myself inside her, crushing her body into the wall. I smack her ass repeatedly and firmly.

      “Yes,” she gasps. “Yes!”

      I love being inside her, but my cock craves something more.

      I pull out of her and step back.

      She quickly turns and looks at me, her hair disheveled.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, trying to catch her breath.

      “I want you to suck me off,” I order her. “I want you to take my entire cock in your mouth.”

      She hungrily drops to her knees and wraps her lips around my shaft. She takes all of me inside her mouth. It feels amazing. As she bobs her head, I feel myself about to come and immediately have to pull her back. I don’t want to come in her mouth. I want to come inside her. I want to fill her with my seed.

      I get down and join her on the floor. I press my mouth to her lips and then climb on top of her, spreading her legs wide to accommodate my big dick. I ease myself inside her once again.

      Her tight, slick pussy clenches my shaft. She feels so fucking good. This is where I belong – inside her.

      Ashley then rips open my shirt and begins scraping her nails across my back. I enjoy the painful sensation and crush her mouth with a deep intense kiss. There’s only one thing better than being inside her and that’s tasting her luscious lips.

      “You drive me crazy, you know that?” I mutter in between kisses.

      “Crazy is good,” she breathes into my ear. “It’s better than being boring.”

      We continue fucking on the floor of the gallery. I reach for the top of her dress and tear it, exposing her breasts. I notice the champagne bottle resting on the floor from the corner of my eye. I reach for it and pour the remainder of the champagne over her breasts. I lick the bubbly liquid off her pert nipples. Then I slowly glide my tongue up her neck and meet her lips. I whisper, “I’m in love with you, Ashley. I’m so fucking in love with you.”

      She returns my kiss, savoring the taste of champagne on my lips. “That’s good, baby. Because I’m in love with you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      “I knew you had a naughty side,” says Kristi as we walk through the city’s main park on a beautiful, sunny day.

      “I still can’t believe I had sex with him in the bathroom of the club,” I gush. “And then right there in the middle of the gallery. Somebody could have seen us!”

      Kristi laughs. “I know. It’s hard to believe the shy, introverted girl I met my freshman year has transformed into a full-blown sex fiend.”

      I shake my head, embarrassed. “I’m not a sex fiend.”

      “That’s right,” teases Kristi. “You’re an actress, just like me.”

      I look at her in disbelief. “It’s still crazy to contemplate how I got here. Up until a few weeks ago, the craziest thing I had ever done was give a guy a blow job in the back of his car. And that was years ago, during my senior year in college. Remember? What happened last night far exceeded any of my other sexual adventures.”

      “You’ve turned into a tiger,” jokes Kristi.

      “What’s even crazier,” I confess. “Is that sometimes I forget I’m playing a role. It’s like I become her. It’s really weird. I stop thinking about my lines, and everything just feels natural. But then when the ‘memory’ ends I’m reminded that it was all pretend. That it wasn’t real.”

      “You’re playing the role of a lifetime,” remarks Kristi. “I’m jealous. I narrate romance novels for a living, but you’re actually living one.”

      “You know what I’m jealous of?” I tell her. “Their relationship. Jackson and Ashley were so passionate, so sexual, so visceral. I never thought a relationship like that could actually exist. I just thought it was something you saw in the movies.”

      “It’s so hot and wicked!” Kristi proclaims. “I just love a good romance!”

      “I don’t know if you could call this a romance,” I counter. “He’s not falling in love with me. He’s just reliving moments he had with his dead wife. It’s really creepy when I say it out loud,” I confess. I stop walking and turn to her with some trepidation. “Kristi, is what I’m doing wrong?”

      Kristi looks at me for a long moment and finally shrugs her shoulders. “From an ethical and moral standpoint, I don’t know. You know me, I like to have a good time. I’d look at it this way, Rebecca: Jackson is providing your parents with the money they need to get back on their feet. And in exchange for that money, you get to have mind-blowing sex with a really hot guy. I would just enjoy the ride and not think about it too much.”

      “He is really hot,” I confess. “And so passionate. And strong, but you can tell he has a tender side too…”

      Kristi stops walking and shoots me a curious look. “Oh boy!” she jokes. “You’re falling for him! You’re falling in love with Jackson!”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I say vehemently shaking my head. “All I’m saying is that he has a way about him… I feel really sexy and confident in his presence. I’ve never felt that before.”

      “Taking on Ashley’s persona broke you out of your shell,” says Kristi, finishing my thought. “That’s why I like to act,” she adds. “By stepping into another person’s head, you learn more about yourself.”

      “I guess you’re right,” I admit.

      Kristi then places her hand on my shoulder and looks me squarely in the eyes. “And let’s not forget. By pretending to be Ashley, you’re getting in touch with your inner sex freak. I knew you had it in you.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re unbelievable.”

      Suddenly, my phone buzzes.

      “Is it him?” asks Kristi excited.

      I nod. “He just emailed me our next memory.”

      Kristi grabs the phone out of my hand and rushes toward a nearby park bench.

      “Kristi! Give me back my phone!” I shout after her. I then join her on the bench. “That’s for my eyes only,” I remark as I attempt to get my phone back.

      “Rebecca, I’m your acting coach,” she states in a mock serious tone. “I need to know the context of the scene you’re about to perform so I can give you proper instruction.”

      I realize there’s no point in arguing with her. I lean over her shoulder as she scrolls through the new script on my phone. As we read the scene together, we both exchange a look of surprise.

      “I thought this whole role-playing thing between you and Jackson was just about sex,” comments Kristi. “But it looks like it’s going to be about a lot more.”

      As I continue reading the script, I realize Kristi’s right. My arrangement with Jackson is about to take me into uncharted emotional terrain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      “You look a lot happier than the last time I saw you,” says Michael.

      I shrug my shoulders. I’m in another therapy session. A lot has happened since the last time I was here.

      “Has anything changed since we last saw each other?” asks Michael, sitting back in his chair, his notepad propped on his lap.

      A lot has changed, I tell myself. But I don’t want to give Michael any of the details. I shrug my shoulders again and simply reply, “I’m working again.”

      “That’s great,” he responds with a wide grin. He quickly jots something down in his notepad. “Do you think the new medication I prescribed is helping you?”

      I don’t want to tell him that I threw away the pills.

      “I don’t know, maybe,” I lie.

      Michael looks up from his notepad with a hint of suspicion. He can tell I’m holding something back.

      “Jackson, is there anything else that might have helped you feel inspired to work again?”

      I’m really not comfortable revealing my arrangement with Rebecca to him. But I realize I have to say something. After all, I started seeing Michael a few weeks after Ashley passed away. So, he knows firsthand how depressed I’ve been. He knows I’ve been unable to work for months. It’s a big deal that I’m painting again. Michael just wants to know if something might have triggered it. I have to tell him something.

      “I met someone,” I finally admit after a long silence.

      He slowly nods his head. He scribbles something on his notepad again. “It’s good that you’re connecting with other people,” he remarks in a serious tone. “You’ve been isolating yourself for far too long. Do you want to tell me anything about this person?”

      “You mean, what she’s like? Her personality?” I ask.

      “More or less,” he says with a slight grin.

      I suddenly tense up. I’m feeling really uncomfortable now. I realize I can’t cut this conversation short like I did with Harry and not provide any details. After all, I just started this therapy session. It’s only been ten minutes. We have to talk about something while I’m here.

      Michael senses my hesitation. “Jackson, what about this woman lifted your depression? What qualities does she possess that propelled you to finally break out of your cocoon and join the human race again?” He stares at me for a long time, both inquisitively and with compassion. I can tell that Michael is genuinely happy to see me in a better place. But I don’t think he’d be too thrilled to find out the circumstances behind my better mood.

      “I don’t know,” I shrug. “She’s just cool.”

      Michael laughs. “Come on, Jackson. You’re an artist. You have no problem communicating your emotions – unlike some of my other clients. We’ve been meeting every week for the past nine months. You’ve been suicidally depressed. And now, for the first time in nine months, I see you genuinely happy and in good spirits. This woman has had a profound impact on you. There must be something about her that resonates deeply with something inside you.”

      He keeps staring at me, and I realize there’s no easy way out of this. I have to figure out what to tell him, so I can get him off my back.

      I pick at the armrest of the chair and glance at the rug. “She’s actually a lot like Ashley,” I mumble.

      There’s a long silence before Michael finally responds, “I see.” I hear him sigh as he scribbles more notes in his pad. “In what way is she like Ashley?” he prods.

      I keep my eyes lowered to the floor, avoiding Michael’s gaze. I don’t answer his question. But Michael refuses to accept my silence.

      “Jackson, in what way is this woman similar to Ashley?” he asks again. “Does she look like her? Does she act like her?” he ventures.

      “Both,” I finally admit.

      “I see.”  Michael sighs once again and then leans back in his chair.

      I finally look up and see the concerned look in his eyes.

      “You know what I’m going to say, don’t you?”

      Suddenly I become defensive. “I thought therapists weren’t supposed to offer their opinion?” I reply. “I thought I was just supposed to come here and talk, and you’re supposed to sit there quietly, nodding your head, and scribbling your stupid notes.”

      “Maybe some therapists are like that,” Michael shrugs. “But you’re paying me a lot of money. More than my other clients. So, I think it’s appropriate to offer my opinion once in a while. Especially, when I think you might be placing yourself in real jeopardy. And now might be one of those times, Jackson.”

      Now, it’s my turn to sigh. I look away and focus my attention back on the rug. I already know I’m not going to like what he’s about to say.

      Michael inches forward in his chair and begins voicing his concerns. “This woman you have connected to, Jackson, you can’t compare her to Ashley if you hope to have a meaningful relationship. I know Ashley meant a lot to you. I know she had a profound impact on your life, and work. But this new woman isn’t Ashley. You’re going to have to accept her on her own terms. You can’t view her through the lens of your deceased wife.”

      He keeps talking, but I tune him out. I know Michael is probably right, but he doesn’t comprehend what’s happened to me. I feel alive for the first time in months. I’m finally inspired to paint again. That’s the most important thing. That’s why I was put on this earth – to create. For months, I’ve woken up every day feeling like I was dead. Feeling like life wasn’t worth living.

      Now, for the first time in ages, I feel a rush of energy and excitement pouring through my veins. What I’m doing might be wrong by most standards – and most definitely from a psychiatric viewpoint – but it feels right to me.

      “Jackson, are you even listening to me?”

      I look up from the floor and see Michael staring at me intently.

      “Can we talk about something else?” I ask.

      Michael stares at me silently for a long time. He finally leans back in his chair, accepting defeat. “Fine,” he mutters with some annoyance. “What else do you want to talk about?”

      I shrug. “Politics?”

      “Really? Politics? Fine, Jackson. Let’s talk politics,” he replies, frustrated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      I just wired my father the money Jackson sent me. He calls me immediately.

      “How on earth did you get all this money?” he asks over the phone.

      “Dad, don’t worry about that,” I tell him. “I’ll be sending you another $100,000 in a couple of weeks.”

      “Another $100,000!” he shouts over the phone. “Rebecca Ann Wilson, how did you get your hands on $200,000?” he demands.

      I can’t tell my dad the truth, because I know he wouldn’t approve. I rack my brain trying to come up with a believable lie. I can’t come up with anything, so I decide to dodge the question.

      “Dad, don’t worry about that. Just take the money and use it to either rent a house for you and mom or to start rebuilding your old home. But listen, I gotta go, I’m running late for an appointment.”

      My father sighs. “You’re going to have to tell me sooner or later, Rebecca, how you came into so much money,” he repeats.

      I know he’s right. But I’d rather tell him the truth later and not right now.

      “Will do, Dad, I promise. Send mom my love. I’ll call you later.”

      I hang up on him and breathe a sigh of relief. I don’t know how I’ll gather the courage to tell them the truth, but I know I’ll have to one day. I’ve never been very good at lying to my parents, unlike Kristi. She almost makes it a habit of telling her parents one or two fibs whenever she talks to them. I’m not like that.

      I cross the busy intersection and search for the address that Jackson sent me. Yesterday, he had a messenger drop off a set of keys at my apartment. They’re the keys to the painting studio where we acted out our first scene.

      When I finally find the address, I discover that the lock to the front of the warehouse building is broken. I let myself in and nervously climb the stairs to the first landing. I use the keys to unlock the door to the apartment.

      Unlike the other memories I have performed for Jackson, this one will be different. It will be much more dramatic.

      As I step into the painting studio, I have flashbacks to my first experience here. I remember sitting on that chair next to the large window, naked, while Jackson painted the most incredible portrait of me. I recall watching him work, in awe, as inspiration rushed through his body. He looked like a man possessed – his paintbrush feverishly working the canvas as he tried to capture everything he saw and felt. That was my first time seeing an artist at work, and it was enthralling.

      As I walk around the studio, I marvel at the paintings adorning the walls, and at the ones stacked in corners of the room. There are so many paintings, and they are all unique and beautiful in their own way. Jackson is truly a gifted man, in more ways than one.

      As I admire his artwork, I slowly realize I better get prepared. According to my phone, Jackson will be arriving soon. When he gets here, he is supposed to find me upstairs, in the loft that serves as a bedroom. He expects to see me in a state of emotional distress.

      As I climb the wooden staircase up to the loft, I rehearse my lines. In this scene, according to the script, Jackson and Ashley have been living together for over a year.

      As I repeat my lines, I remember Kristi’s advice regarding this emotional scene. It’s more important to focus on Ashley’s feelings than anything else.

      I take a seat on the bed as I look around the room. This will be another new experience for me. Unlike the other memories, this one will have a powerful undercurrent that will force me to explore some crazy emotions. But it will also be just as exciting as the others. Because in a few moments, when Jackson walks through that door and comes upstairs to the bedroom, we will engage in a dramatic and heartfelt connection.

      I take a deep breath and continue to rehearse my lines, hoping that I can do justice to this memory.

      Then I hear the door to the studio crack open. Jackson has arrived and the scene has begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      I step into the studio and walk upstairs to the loft where our bedroom is located. She’s sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at her phone, a distraught look on her face. She glances at me as I walk into the room. I notice tears in her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, concerned.

      “Nothing,” she responds, shaking her head. “I was just reading a review of my performance last night.”

      “And?” I’m excited to find out how her performance was received. After years of acting in off-off-Broadway shows, Ashley finally got cast in an important role for a highly respected theater company in the city.

      “They said I suck,” she mutters. She tosses her phone in my direction; it plops near the edge of the bed. She then turns away from me and lies down, covering her face with one of the pillows.

      “I’m sure it’s not that bad,” I tell her as I take a seat on the bed and reach for her phone. I scroll through the review and my heart begins to sink. The critic is really tearing Ashley’s performance apart. I feel terrible for her.

      “It’s just one review,” I say, trying to stay positive.

      “The other ten are just as bad,” she mutters from underneath her pillow.

      I breathe a heavy sigh. No one likes getting terrible reviews after working so hard on a project. And when you’re still trying to get a foot in the door, terrible reviews like this one can really deal a blow to your confidence. If I’m being honest, even when you’ve achieved some success – like I have – terrible reviews still hurt.

      “So, they didn’t like you in this play. You’ll knock them dead with your next performance.” I try to boost her confidence.

      She peers at me from underneath her pillow. “There’s not going to be a next performance,” she snaps. She then throws the pillow at me.

      “You can’t quit over some bad reviews,” I implore.

      “They’re not just bad reviews,” she shouts, tears streaming down her face. “They’re terrible reviews. Most of them say I don’t belong on stage. I never should have listened to you. This is all your fault,” she hisses at me.

      I stare at her dumbfounded. “How is this my fault?”

      “Because if you hadn’t pulled some strings, and asked your director-friend to cast me in this role, I would never be in this position. I knew deep down that I wasn’t ready for it. I knew in my gut I wasn’t right for the part. If you hadn’t asked your buddy for a favor, he probably wouldn’t have cast me in the first place.”

      She storms out of the bedroom and heads downstairs.

      I follow her.

      “What kind of mind fuck is this?” I ask, joining her downstairs. “How can you be mad at me for getting you a shot at a great role with a respectable theater company?”

      She wipes her eyes then points her finger at me. “Because I didn’t belong on that stage. I wasn’t right for the part. And because of you, I got these terrible reviews and will probably never get cast in anything decent ever again.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “You can’t be serious? All I did was call a friend of mine – who’s a great theater director – and scheduled an audition for you. That’s it. I didn’t force him to cast you. He gave you the role because he thought you were right for the part. All I did was help you get a break, just like I got a break starting out.”

      An emotional thunderstorm erupts in her eyes. “So, you agree with the critics that I’m a terrible actress – that I don’t belong on stage.” She hangs her head and lowers her gaze. Sobbing.

      “Whoa. Now, I really have no idea what’s going on here,” I say out loud. “Where did you get that from? I never said you’re a terrible actress. All I said was I called a friend of mine and got you an audition. I gave you a shot at a great role. That’s it.” I’m totally confused on how any of this is my fault.

      She raises her head and looks at me. “You gave me a shot at a great role, Jackson, and I blew it,” she weeps. “I finally got my big break, and I blew the opportunity. I didn’t deliver. I bet when you were starting out, and you got your first gallery showing, you stepped up to the plate and delivered. You didn’t blow the opportunity of a lifetime – like I did.”

      She begins to sob uncontrollably. I realize how gut wrenching and truly heartbreaking this moment is for her. She’s lost all confidence in herself. I hurry toward her and wrap her in my arms.

      “What am I going to do with my life?” she cries. “If I’m not good at this, what’s going to happen to me? I just want to be good at something.”

      She’s falling apart in my arms. When you bear your soul through your artwork and it’s met with indifference, or worse – scathing criticism – it can cut you like a knife.

      “Fuck them,” I whisper in her ear. “These critics don’t know anything.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” she mutters into my chest. “You actually have talent.”

      I cup her face in my hands. I raise her head so I can stare into her eyes. I can see how anxious and fearful she is right now. She’s lost all confidence and is terrified of the future.

      “You’re wrong,” I tell her.

      “Wrong about what?” she sniffles.

      “My first gallery showing,” I state. “The reviews were terrible. They called my work derivative, uninspired, and juvenile. If I remember correctly, one asshole even said his daughter – who was a seventh grader –  had more talent than me.”

      “Really?” she mutters softly.

      I nod. “Really.”

      “So how do you get over the negative reviews. How do you keep going?”

      “You have to remember why you are doing this in the first place,” I reinforce. “You’re doing it for you, not for them. And besides, most critics are just wanna-be artists themselves, but they don’t have the courage to bear their soul in front of strangers. So, you got some terrible reviews. So what. Fuck them. You keep going. You keep acting. You fight for the roles you want. Why? Because it feeds your soul. You’re not doing it for the reviews. You’re doing it for you. Because when you’re on stage, you feel alive, right? Just like I feel alive when I’m painting.”

      As I stare into her eyes, I notice a change. My message is getting through. I give her a quick kiss on her trembling lips.

      “You really love acting, right?”

      She nods quietly.

      “Then that’s all that matters,” I assure her. “You keep doing what you love and eventually the rest of the world will wake up and notice. Sometimes it just takes a while. You know why?”

      I sense a calm returning to her as she shakes her head. “Why?”

      “Because the world is filled with assholes, and a lot of stupid people who don’t know good work when they see it. You just have to bang them over the head with it until they realize how good you really are.”

      We share a long, quiet look. Her body is no longer trembling, and her breathing has returned to normal.

      “Thank you,” she says with a tender smile. “I needed to hear that.” She then leans forward and kisses me. As our lips touch, I feel a tender bond form between us. She wraps her arms around my neck as we continue to kiss.

      “I’m so happy you’re in my life,” she whispers to me in between kisses.

      “Not as happy as I am,” I confess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      He embraces me in his arms and kisses me tenderly. I feel a comforting sensation wash over me. I’m safe with him. He wants what’s best for me. He’ll always have my back. And when times get tough, he’ll be in my corner providing his support. As I savor his warm, comforting kisses, I’m quickly reminded that all those encouraging and wonderful things he said were meant for Ashley, not me. After all, Ashley was the actress. Although, I guess in these rare moments together with Jackson, I too, am an actress.

      As he continues to embrace me tightly, I recognize how lucky Ashley was to be with a man like Jackson. He’s strong, yet tender; passionate and thoughtful.

      I hope when this arrangement is over, I get to meet someone as wonderful as him. I hope I’m as fortunate as Ashley.

      Unlike previous memories – where we’ve engaged in hot, passionate sex – this time, as we return to his bedroom loft, it’s different. As his strong, firm hands caress my body, I feel tenderness and care, not just unbridled lust.

      Looking deep into my eyes, as he slowly unbuttons my shirt, Jackson says to me, “You’ve got more to offer than you realize.”

      I smile in response, and press my forehead against his. “I’m so happy to be here with you, right now,” I reply. Although that line has been scripted for me, it’s the truth. I may be playing a role, but there’s honestly no other place I would rather be than here, with him.

      Jackson slowly pulls my shirt over my shoulders. I unfasten my bra, exposing my breasts. He bends down and cups both my breasts in his capable hands. He gently licks and sucks on my pert nipples. I press his head against my chest as I enjoy the tingling sensation.

      Jackson then unbuttons my jeans and pulls them down. I slide off my panties and fall back on the bed, naked.

      He stands at the foot of the bed, looking down at me. I notice his mood change.

      “I never want you to leave me,” he says, suddenly looking vulnerable. I see the honest worry in his eyes.

      “I would be a fool to,” I answer back.

      My words please him and he softly smiles. He then lifts up his T-shirt and takes it off, exposing his ripped chest. He unbuckles his pants and slips off his jeans and boxers.

      As he stands naked at the foot of the bed, I marvel at his perfect body. Jackson is an artist, who captures the beauty in his subjects. I wonder if he has ever posed for another artist. Because he is without a doubt, an example of masculine perfection. Michelangelo couldn’t have sculpted a more impressive physique.

      But what makes Jackson truly captivating, isn’t just his good looks and strong physical stature, but the honest and passionate look in his eyes. He’s a man who appreciates beauty and sees the good in other people. At least that’s the impression I have of him from our few encounters together.

      I hope I get to experience something as passionate, honest, and tender with someone in my own life, and not just when I’m pretending to be her.

      But enough of this introspection.

      As Jackson bends down and slowly moves over me, I realize I have more important things to focus on – such as another beautiful and intense lovemaking session.

      Jackson begins to kiss the inside of my thighs as his hands glide toward my breasts. As he pinches my nipples firmly, I feel his tongue caress my clit. The dual sensation sparks my body to life. It feels so good.

      I wrap my legs around his head as he continues making love to my sex with his mouth. I let out an appreciative groan.

      “You keep working your tongue like that,” I declare. “And I’ll definitely never leave you.”

      It’s a brazen line of dialogue, one I would probably never say in real life. But, even though it has been scripted for me, it perfectly describes how I feel.

      Jackson kisses my stomach and slowly moves up my chest, sucking on my nipples once again. I can feel the tip of his hard cock grace my entrance. I eagerly anticipate the moment when his impressive shaft will be inside me.

      Jackson then kisses my shoulders and neck. When our eyes meet, I see the most beautiful expression on his face.

      “Falling in love with you, Ashley, is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      He kisses me softly, and I wrap my arms around his neck.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I assure him in between kisses. “Now get inside me, Jackson, where you belong.” With my arms wrapped around his neck, I raise my legs and wrap them around his waist. I pull him toward me, forming a tight bond. As his cock fills me, I crane my neck and gasp. “It’s incredible how good you feel.”

      With a sensuous growl, Jackson thrusts himself inside me. After several long and deep drives, I urge him onto his back.

      I want to get on top. I want to mount him.

      I grip the base of his cock and slowly lower myself onto him. An appreciative grin spreads across my lips as I feel his girth spread me wide. I rock my hips back and forth, grinding against his crotch. I place my hands against his firm chest for balance. Then the tip of his cock smacks against my G-spot and I howl with delight.

      Once I regain control, I kiss his lips and smirk.

      “You fuck me so good. I love every second of it.”

      Jackson squeezes my breasts as I continue grinding on top of him. Then he grabs my ass and gives it a nice firm squeeze.

      With our eyes locked, the orgasm starts to build.

      “Ashley, I want you to come all over my cock,” he growls, squeezing my ass even tighter.

      “That won’t be hard,” I gasp as I arch my back and feel the tingling sensation rush through my body. I rock myself back and forth at a more feverish pace, setting the rhythm. Within seconds, I’m groaning loudly. The muscles in my legs and back tense up. Then I grip onto Jackson’s chest when I’m suddenly overwhelmed by a thunderbolt of joyous bliss.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” I gush as my body ricochets with delight. I clasp my legs tightly against Jackson’s waist, rocking back and forth. When I finally come, I shut my eyes as my body shivers with intense pleasure.

      When the heavenly sensation finally subsides, I catch my breath and open my eyes. I see Jackson staring at me with warmth and love.

      I fall forward and collapse onto his strong chest. He kisses the top of my head as he wraps his arms around me. He’s still inside me, and I never want him to leave.

      I enjoy his musky scent as it filters through my nose.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to him, raising my head and giving him a soft kiss. “I needed that.”

      “Good,” he responds. “I’ll give you some time to catch your breath before we go for round two.”

      “Round two?” I say with delight. I lay my head back against his chest and exclaim, “I’m the luckiest woman alive.”

      I hear Jackson’s heart pounding underneath the mass of muscle. With his strong arms wrapped around me, I realize what I said is true. Ashley was the luckiest woman alive.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I don’t know how long I was asleep for. I guess the next three orgasms I experienced must have really worn me out. Jackson not only promised me a round two, but then surprised me with a round three, and round four. My hunger has been satiated. I feel warm, fuzzy, and complete.

      As I turn over in bed, I notice that Jackson is not lying by my side. I sit up and see a note on the night stand beside the bed.

      Hey Beautiful, Didn’t want to wake you. Went out to get some painting supplies. Just lock up before you leave. I’ll send you the next memory later today.

      I smile as I read the note. I still can’t believe how comforting and wonderful this latest memory was. I’ve never experienced anything so passionate yet tender.

      As I slowly get out bed, I notice I’m a little sad that this memory is over and that I have to go back to being me, Rebecca. I get dressed and head downstairs. I glance at Jackson’s paintings as I walk toward the front door.

      I hope one day I master the art of cooking the way Jackson has mastered the art of painting. I still have a long way to go.

      When I open the front door to leave, I’m startled to see a man standing outside in the hallway. His back is to me.

      “I was just about to knock,” he says with a grin as he turns around and faces me. Then the grin on his face disappears and he turns pale white.

      “Ashley?” he says, like he’s staring at a ghost.

      I lower my eyes and shake my head, avoiding his gaze.

      “No. I’m Rebecca.”

      I can feel the stranger, who appears to be in his mid-forties, still staring at me.

      “But you look just like her,” he mutters.

      I finally look up and shrug, not sure how to respond.

      “You even have the same eyes and hair.”

      I’m starting to feel really uncomfortable as he keeps staring at me with a shocked expression. “Jackson stepped out. He’ll be back shortly. I gotta run.”

      I try to move past him, but he grabs my arm.

      “It’s like you’re her twin,” he says, studying every inch of my face. “Who are you?”

      I glance at his hand, holding onto my wrist. “I told you, I’m Rebecca. Please let go of me.”

      “Rebecca what?” He insists on knowing.

      I don’t want to tell him anything more. I feel really awkward. “Just Rebecca. Now please let go of me.”

      He releases his grip.

      I quickly dart down the stairs and head out of the building.

      Out on the street, I quickly call Kristi and ask her if she wants to meet. She agrees and we make plans to me at a café near a recording studio where she’s narrating another commercial. As we sit down at a table, Kristi takes one look at me and asks, “What’s wrong?”

      I look at her and confide, “I just got a little freaked out. I ran into a guy, who I guess is a friend of Jackson’s, and he was staring at me like I was a ghost.”

      “Well, isn’t that the whole point of this arrangement, that you look a lot like Ashley? That’s to be expected,” Kristi speculates.

      “I guess,” I concede. “It just made me feel weird. Sometimes I wonder if I’m going to go crazy the longer I keep doing this.”

      “Do you mean having all this incredible sex is going to turn you into a sex addict? You’ll start prowling the city streets on the hunt for men,” Kristi teases.

      I shake my head. “It’s more serious than that,” I admit. “Doing this last scene, acting out that memory, it was strange. I felt like I was really losing myself. I kept forgetting that I was playing a role; I was so in the moment with him. I couldn’t tell what part was me and what part was her.”

      “That’s good,” Kristi suggests. “That’s what acting is all about. It’s what every actor strives for, to lose themselves in a character.”

      “But I’m not an actress, Kristi. I’m not like you. And what I’m talking about is a little different. This isn’t a role in a play or movie. It’s real life, but then it’s not real at the same time. I don’t know how to explain it. All I know is that it’s really weird.” I let out a heavy sigh and open up my menu.

      “I think it’s easy to explain,” says Kristi. “You’re getting freaked out because you’re falling in love with him.”

      I put down my menu and whisper across the table. “I can’t fall in love with him. What’s happening between us isn’t real. That’s what freaks me out. Because there are these moments when it feels like it is. There are these moments when he’s looking at me, that I forget that I am pretending to be her. It feels like he’s actually looking at me. But he’s not. He’s looking at her, but my body can’t tell the difference. It feels the same. I keep forgetting that he’s not really seeing me when he looks into my eyes, he sees her. When he says he loves me, he means he loves her. This is really crazy and weird.”

      Kristi ponders what I just said. “Let me just ask you one question.” She leans forward, “When you’re in these moments with him, are you enjoying yourself?”

      “Yes,” I admit. “He makes me feel like I’ve always wanted a man to make me feel. If this wasn’t so crazy, I could easily see myself falling in love with him – under different circumstances, of course.”

      Kristi slowly nods her head and then leans back in her chair. “Then I would stop worrying so much. Enjoy the ride. Most people go their whole lives without ever finding true love.”

      “But this isn’t true love,” I reply, exasperated. “None of this is true. I’m pretending to be his dead wife. This is all an illusion.”

      Kristi simply shrugs her shoulders and responds, “I’d take an illusion that includes an orgasm over reality any day.”

      “You’re such a hedonist!”

      “Guilty as charged,” she acknowledges.

      “I just don’t know how I’m going to survive this without going crazy,” I muse. “Maybe the next memory won’t be so intense. I mean their relationship can’t be this passionate all the time. It can’t last, right?”

      “It doesn’t last,” comments Kristi. “She dies, remember, Rebecca? That’s why he hired you to play her.”

      Kristi then peruses her menu. “Do you want to get some dessert?”

      “Okay,” I nod.

      When the waitress returns with a slice of carrot cake, Kristi grimaces with disappointment after taking one bite.

      “Your carrot cake is so much better, Rebecca.”

      I’m still too busy thinking about Jackson – and our peculiar arrangement – to appreciate her compliment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      My inspiration is at an all-time high. When I’m not with her, all I want to do is paint.

      As I add the finishing touches to another painting, I hear a knock at my front door. I take a step back from the canvas and admire my work one more time. The knocks continue to grow louder. I hate being interrupted while I work. Annoyed, I put my brush down and walk toward the front door.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s Harry.”

      I unlock the door and see him standing in the hallway. He has a serious expression on his face as he steps inside my studio. He walks toward the center of the room and looks at the painting I’m working on.

      “What do you think?” I ask, standing beside him.

      “It’s good.”

      I can tell Harry has something on his mind.

      “To what do I owe the visit, Harry? If you’re worried about not having enough quality paintings for the gallery exhibit, don’t be. I’ve been working like a madman. We’ll have plenty to choose from.”

      “That’s not why I’m here,” Harry explains, distracted. “I got a call today from DJ Mendacity.”

      I shrug. “Never heard of him.”

      “He’s one of the hottest DJ’s in the country right now.”

      I guess I really have been living under a rock lately, I tell myself. Because his name doesn’t ring a bell.

      “Anyway, he’s a big fan of yours. He’s willing to pay three million for a Jackson Miller original. If you want, you can just give him one of the paintings you don’t want to send to Amanda. I don’t think it really matters. As long as it’s an original. That’s all he cares about.”

      I notice Harry’s subdued demeanor. “I thought you’d be a lot happier about making an easy three million dollars.”

      Harry sighs and finally looks at me. “Maybe I would be if I hadn’t stopped by the other day, looking for you, and bumped into a woman named Rebecca.”

      I avoid his concerned look and walk toward a sink in the corner of the room. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I say with a shrug. I start to wash off my brushes and set them to dry.

      “I think we should,” Harry insists. “She looks exactly like Ashley.”

      He’s staring at me with the most serious expression.

      “Like I said, I don’t want to talk about it.” I dry my hand with a towel and walk away from him, but Harry is close behind me.

      “I thought I had seen a ghost, Jackson. She’s the spitting image of Ashley. Same eyes, same hair, everything.”

      “It’s just a coincidence,” I snap.

      “That’s bullshit!” Harry shouts. “What the hell is going on, Jackson?”

      “Leave it alone, Harry.”

      “How did you find her?” he pesters.

      I turn and finally face him. “We found each other.”

      “What does that even mean? ‘We found each other,’” Harry repeats mockingly. “You don’t just find someone who looks exactly like your dead wife and start sleeping with her. That doesn’t just happen, Jackson. Somebody orchestrates something like that. Have you told your therapist about this?”

      I notice the tension in Harry’s body, the frustration in his tone.

      “Why do you care, Harry? So, I met someone who looks like Ashley and started seeing her. Why does it bother you so much?”

      “Why does it bother me?” Harry repeats in disbelief. “Because it’s fucking crazy, Jackson! It’s not normal. It’s not healthy.”

      “But I’m painting again,” I remind him. “I thought that’s all that matters. You just came by to tell me that this DJ Hypocrisy wants to pay us three million dollars for an original. Isn’t that all that matters? That I’m painting again and we’re making money?”

      Harry shakes head. “First of all, his name is DJ Mendacity. Not Hypocrisy. And money isn’t the only thing that matters here.”

      I let out a sarcastic laugh. “Give me a break, Harry. Money is the only thing you care about.”

      I can tell I’ve hit a nerve. “That’s not true,” Harry replies, his feelings hurt. “I’ve had your back, Jackson, for years. I’ve been in your corner this entire time. This isn’t about money. This is about you being with someone who looks exactly like Ashley. And that’s fuckin’ crazy.”

      “Are you happy that I’m painting again?”

      “Of course, I’m happy that you’re painting again,” Harry replies. “That’s not the point.”

      “That’s the only point!” I shout angrily. “Painting is the only point. I’m finally working again. After months of being suicidally depressed, I’m happy and working again.” I take a moment to calm down. “Why don’t you just worry about the business, Harry, and let me worry about my personal life.”

      There is a long moment of silence as we both stare at each other. Harry and I have been friends and business partners for years. This is the first fight I can recall us ever having.

      “Doesn’t this seem a little crazy to you, Jackson?” he asks softly.

      As I stare at my agent/manager and best friend, I admit the truth, “I don’t care if it’s crazy, Harry. It feels right.”

      Harry doesn’t know how to respond. The silence lingers. I sense his worry and concern for my well-being, but what I told him is true. I don’t care anymore if what I’m doing with Rebecca is crazy. I finally feel alive again, and I’m happy to be working. That’s all that matters.

      “If you don’t mind, Harry, I’d really like to get back to work.”

      Harry stares at me and slowly nods. I see the hurt feelings in his eyes. He then turns and walks toward the door. “I’ll call DJ Mendacity and schedule a time for him to come by and pick up a painting,” he mutters.

      “Sounds good,” I tell him, following him to the door.

      “I’m just looking out for you, Jackson,” he reiterates as he steps into the hallway.

      “I have this under control.”

      I then close the door and listen to Harry’s footsteps as he descends the stairs.

      I let out a heavy sigh and walk back toward the center of the studio. I stare at the multiple canvases I have breathed life into these last few weeks. Harry doesn’t understand that I’ve entered another plane of existence, taken my craft to a higher level. My work is more powerful and inspired than ever before.

      I have her to thank for that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      After a late night working at the restaurant, Rodrigo invited Todd and I out for a drink. He’s been a nervous wreck all night. Earlier this evening, Nicholas Turner, one of the city’s premier food critics, dined at The Blue Rose. Now, we’re waiting for him to post his review of the restaurant. Rodrigo is on pins-and-needles because a good review from this critic could really help business.

      Mr. Turner ordered the roasted Brussels sprouts and apple salad to start, followed by a pomegranate braised pork shoulder with quince, and then a butternut squash and mushroom lasagna. He ended his meal with an apple and blackberry polenta cobbler prepared by yours truly. Todd and I don’t think Rodrigo has anything to worry about. He’s a first-rate chef and his other restaurants have consistently received stellar reviews. That’s why it’s so surprising to see Rodrigo – who is constantly berating us and acting tough – so anxious regarding a review from Nicholas Turner.

      “He’s such an overrated food critic,” complains Rodrigo as he checks his phone for the 100th time to see if the review has posted. “He’s a know-nothing jerk. I bet he can’t even fry an egg.”

      “Then why does it matter what he thinks about The Blue Rose?” asks Todd, taking a sip from his beer.

      Rodrigo shoots Todd a look. “Because even though Nicholas Turner may be a know-nothing jerk who can’t fry an egg, he’s a know-nothing jerk that people listen to. If he writes a negative review for our restaurant, people stop walking through the door. It’s so annoying how society listens to idiots all the time.” Rodrigo takes a sip from his martini to calm down. “This martini is too dry,” he gripes.

      I’ve been quietly nursing my cranberry and vodka while we’ve been waiting for the review to post. The bar we were lucky enough to get a table at is packed with a bunch of hipsters. As Todd and Rodrigo go back and forth about how the city food scene is changing, my mind wanders.

      I replay the tender moment I shared with Jackson in my head. I still get goosebumps thinking about the affectionate look in his eyes.

      But then I’m filled with conflicting emotions. The longer I pretend to be Ashley, the more I sense my own identity slipping away. I feel like I’m losing my center. I find myself increasingly envious – if not flat-out jealous – of her sexual confidence and relationship with Jackson. It’s all I can think about.

      I never envisioned myself talking to a man the way she talks to Jackson. She’s so dirty, so in charge of her sexuality. And never in my wildest dreams did I ever think a man like Jackson could truly exist – someone with a good heart and an incredible capacity to love and comfort. When you combine that with the hottest body and most gorgeous face on earth, you have a killer combination. That’s why I’m starting to freak out about our arrangement. The more time I spend with Jackson, the more I’m growing to like him. Who am I kidding? I’m falling in love with him! Which is insane because I’m pretending to be his dead wife!

      I’m so jealous of what he and Ashley shared.

      “Yes! Finally!” shouts Rodrigo from across the table.

      “Is it the review?” asks Todd.

      “Of course, it’s the review,” snaps Rodrigo. He begins scrolling through his phone reading the review to himself.

      “Read it out loud,” Todd pleads. “So we can all hear it.”

      “Fine,” replies Rodrigo.

      “This evening, I had the distinct pleasure of dining at Chef Rodrigo Morales’s Blue Rose for the first time. At his other restaurants, I’ve always been impressed with his presentation and the quality of his food. Chef Morales prides himself on using the freshest and most intriguing combination of ingredients. After dining at his other establishments, I expected a similar dining experience at The Blue Rose. I was not disappointed. Rodrigo has outdone himself once again. The roasted Brussels sprouts and apple salad tasted as though their ingredients were picked from the garden moments before arriving at my table. And the pork shoulder that followed melted off the bone. Its quince and pomegranate infusion hypnotized me with its aroma. I savored every tantalizing morsel. Then came the lasagna. Forget your standard lasagna, Rodrigo’s ability to mix the seasons into a traditional Italian dish with my favorite fall vegetables was not only creative but meticulously crafted. At The Blue Rose, you are dining in the hands of a true artist. But let me not forget to mention the dessert. To take simple fall fruits and blend them with a non-standard dessert ingredient like polenta resulted in a warm and fruity cobbler that was nothing short of heavenly.”

      Todd gently shoves my shoulder and whispers in my ear, “I told you your cobbler was awesome. Even one of the top food critics in the city thinks so.”

      Rodrigo finishes reading the review and then places his cell phone down. He throws back his head and smiles.

      “Thank God,” he cheers, looking at us. “I told you Nicholas Turner is the only food critic in the city who knows what he’s talking about.”

      Todd and I share an amusing look.

      “We need more drinks!” Rodrigo exclaims. “Same thing?” he asks Todd and me.

      We both nod.

      Rodrigo gets up and steps to the bar, not wanting to wait for table service. While he’s gone, Todd turns to me and says, “Thank God that was a good review. If it wasn’t, I was worried Rodrigo might have a nervous breakdown.”

      “I know,” I reply with a smirk. I finish taking the last sip of my cranberry and vodka and prepare for another round. I’m really happy my dessert got well reviewed.

      I notice Todd looking at me with a curious expression.

      “What?”

      “Are you seeing anyone?” he asks. “I mean dating. Because my boyfriend has a friend who I think you might like. He’s a doctor. Very smart and very good-looking.”

      I take a moment to respond. I don’t think with everything that’s going on between me and Jackson – with our arrangement – I could handle dating someone else right now.

      “I sort of am, seeing someone, I mean.”

      Todd raises an eyebrow. “Sort of?”

      I sigh. “It’s kind of complicated,” I confess. “I don’t really want to go into the details, if you don’t mind.”

      Todd nods. “No worries. Although I must admit, it does sound intriguing,” he teases playfully.

      “You have no idea,” I reply.

      “Well, if your complicated relationship doesn’t work out, let me know. I’ll set you two up. I think you guys might hit it off.”

      “Will do,” I nod.

      Rodrigo returns to the table with our drinks.

      “Cheers,” he grins as we clink glasses. “You two are doing a great job.” He then turns back to his normal, threatening self. “But don’t let it get to your heads. You still have a long way to go, so don’t fuck it up.”

      Todd and I share another playful look and enjoy our second round.

      Then I get a notification on my phone. It’s from Jackson. He has sent me the next memory.

      “Is that your complicated boyfriend?” jokes Todd.

      “Yeah.”

      I’ll have to read the scene later, when I get home. I continue enjoying my time with Rodrigo and Todd. But in the back of my mind, I’m anxious to read the next memory. Will it be as emotional and hot as the last one?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      “I think we need to talk a little more about this woman you’re seeing.”

      I guess Harry isn’t the only one who’s concerned about my arrangement with Rebecca. I’m sitting in my therapist’s office for our next session, and I can see the worry on Michael’s face as he sits across from me.

      I shrug my shoulders. “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to explore a little further why you’re attracted to her?” Michael begins. “Are you truly seeing this woman for who she is? What characteristics does she have that remind you of Ashley?”

      As Michael waits for a response, I straighten up in my chair and debate how to answer. I realize I can’t dance around this issue with my therapist any longer. I really don’t want to have another conversation with him about politics, which is how we ended our last session. I hate politics. And it’s also sort of ridiculous to be lying to your therapist when you’re paying for the sessions. Besides, everything between Michael and I is strictly confidential, so I don’t have to worry about him telling anyone else about my strange arrangement. I decide to tell him the truth about Rebecca.

      As I give Michael all the details, the look on his face grows more serious and grave.

      “She even dyed her hair the same color?” he asks

      I nod.

      “And you’re paying her $200,000 to pretend to be Ashley?”

      I nod again.

      Michael furiously jots down some notes and then puts his notepad and pen to the side. He looks at me and slowly sighs. “This isn’t healthy, Jackson.”

      “Is being suicidally depressed any better?” I ask somewhat sarcastically. “Before this arrangement, you had me on a bunch of pills that did nothing to improve my mood. And even though I was seeing you every week – talking nonstop about my feelings – I still couldn’t paint or even face the day without a tremendous sense of dread. All I know,” I tell him, my voice strong and firm. “Is that since I started this arrangement with Rebecca, I’m happy and excited. I’m also working again. So, I’m not sure what your definition of healthy is?”

      Michael shakes his head in disbelief. “Your relationship with this woman isn’t real, Jackson. You’ve created an illusion for yourself to cope with your sense of loss. At some point, you’re going to have to accept reality. Ashley is gone. But you’re still here. You have to keep moving forward with your life.”

      “Don’t talk to me about reality,” I reply, angrily getting up from my chair. “Nobody lives in fucking reality anymore. People see what they want to see. Everyone is glued to their cell phones, not paying attention to the people around them, obsessed with their Facebook or Instagram account. None of that shit is real.”

      “That’s not a reasonable argument,” criticizes Michael.

      “We don’t live in a reasonable world,” I shout back. “You keep telling me to live in reality, but reality sucks. We live in a society where you can eat anything you want, watch anything you want, communicate with anyone you want, but everyone I see is still fucking miserable. Who wants to live in a world like this? I’d rather live in the world I’ve created.”

      Michael leans back in his chair and keeps staring at me in disbelief. “What’s the end game here, Jackson? How long will this charade go on for?”

      “Until my gallery opening,” I inform him.

      “And you think it’s going to be that easy for you to let this girl Rebecca go?”

      “Sure,” I reply with a shrug – although I haven’t really thought about it. I don’t want to because I love having Ashley back in my life again. I love reliving those honest real moments with her.

      “As a trained medical professional, I’m telling you, Jackson, that this isn’t going to end well. It’s not healthy for you or for this young girl.”

      I stare at him, angry and annoyed. I’m tired of people like Michael and Harry telling me what makes me happy isn’t healthy.

      “If that’s how you feel, Michael, then maybe it doesn’t make sense for me to see you anymore,” I declare. “Consider this our last session.”

      I turn and leave. As I walk out of his office and take the elevator back to the lobby, I’m not only angry but extremely frustrated.

      Why does everyone want me to live in reality? All the real world has done for me these last several months is caused me nothing but pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      I need to buy some boneless pork chops, parmesan cheese, and Italian breadcrumbs. I check the cookbook to make sure I’m not forgetting anything. That’s when I discover that the recipe also calls for some rubbed sage. I remember cooking this recipe years ago, when I was still a senior in high school, with my mom, back in our kitchen in North Carolina. Fortunately, I salvaged this cookbook from the flood. So, I can always use it as a reference in case I forget any of the ingredients.

      I scan the aisles of the uptown supermarket I am shopping in. In this part of town, where the rich live, not only are the ingredients more expensive but everything is fresh and organic. As I order some pork chops from the butcher in the store, I go over my lines for the next memory. According to the script I received, the next memory takes place two years later, when Ashley and Jackson have moved into a new apartment uptown. The apartment is around the corner from the food market I am in right now. I decided to stop here – before venturing over to the apartment – because in this encounter I cook dinner for Jackson.

      I guess Ashley must not have been a very good cook because Jackson makes no mention of the meal she prepared that evening. I find that surprising since he’s been so specific with everything else regarding these memories. I realize this is an opportunity for me to express a little bit of who I am, instead of just losing myself in her. I can showcase my talent in the kitchen, and I’m really excited about that. My enthusiasm, however, is somewhat tempered by the fact that this next encounter will be extremely emotional. Not for me, but for Jackson.

      Even more reason to cook him a great meal, in my opinion. There’s nothing like a good meal to mend a broken heart.

      As the butcher hands me the fresh pork chops, I plop them into my shopping cart and head toward the checkout. I carry the bags out of the food market and make my way toward the luxury apartment building. As I lug my groceries, I continue going over my lines.

      I approach the luxury high rise building as a doorman opens the door for me. When I get closer, I notice the shocked look on his face.

      “Mrs. Miller?”

      He must think I’m Ashley. I shake my head and smile awkwardly. “I’m her twin sister,” I lie.

      I don’t know what else to say. I wasn’t expecting to run into anyone who knew Ashley.

      “I’ve come to drop off some things,” I tell him.

      He slowly nods, the look of shock still on his face. “Yes. Of course. Do you want some help with your groceries?”

      I nervously shake my head. “That’s okay. I can manage.”

      As he holds the door open for me, he remarks, “I never knew that Mrs. Miller had a twin sister.”

      I don’t respond to his comment and simply nod. I make a beeline toward the elevators.

      As I ride the elevator to the fifth floor, I breathe a sigh of relief. I still get freaked out when people – other than Jackson – think I’m Ashley.

      When the elevator opens onto the fifth floor, I walk the long hallway toward the apartment. As in our previous scene – at the warehouse studio – Jackson has sent me a set of keys in advance so I can enter the unit and prepare for his arrival. When I finally reach unit #515, I search for the keys.

      After I unlock the door and step inside, I switch on the lights. I quickly realize a lot has changed for Jackson and Ashley in this new memory. Gone are the days of living in a warehouse loft in a sketchy part of town. This apartment is luxurious and massive. All the amenities are modern and state of the art.

      The walls in the foyer are covered with framed pictures. In every picture, Jackson and Ashley are beaming for the camera. In one picture, they are smiling together on a trip to Bali. Then another photo shows them on an African Safari. And lastly, the largest image is a portrait of them on their wedding day. They look so happy.

      Staring at the pictures is really spooky. It’s like I’m staring at myself but feel no connection to the image. It must be similar to what someone suffering from amnesia or Alzheimer’s experiences when they see themselves in pictures, but don’t recall the experience of being there. The picture from their wedding also makes me a little sad…and strangely jealous. I realize I’m being ridiculous and tell myself to focus on preparing dinner and getting my lines straight.

      I continue walking through the apartment and step into the kitchen.

      My jaw drops.

      This kitchen is awesome! Stainless steel appliances, massive counter space. It has everything a chef could want, and makes my kitchen back home – the one I share with Kristi – look like a broom closet.

      I plop my groceries onto the counter and fetch the cookbook from one of the bags.

      I leaf back to the page with the recipe for Parmesan Sage Pork Chops.

      Although the pages in the cookbook are stained from the flood, they are still legible. I’m so grateful I didn’t lose this cookbook. I cherish what it symbolizes. I really miss cooking with my mom on Sundays. Hopefully, when my mom and dad get settled into a new home, I can spend some time cooking with her again. She may not be able to help me the way she used to, but just having her in a kitchen with me would make me happy…and I’m sure her as well.

      Any awkward feelings I experienced staring at those pictures quickly vanishes as I prepare to cook. I belong in a kitchen and feel right at home. I only have an hour and a half to prepare everything. If I focus, and don’t waste time, everything will be ready when Jackson walks through the front door.

      As I begin chopping the mushrooms and preparing the chicken, I continue to go over my lines for the scene. This memory will definitely be an emotional roller coaster. But as I mentioned earlier, it will be Jackson – and not me – who will be experiencing intense feelings. Part of me wonders why he wants to relive such a painful memory? Maybe it’s because during such a difficult period in his life, he could count on Ashley for support.

      I combine the bread crumbs, parmesan cheese, sage, and lemon peel in a shallow dish. As I gently press the pork chops into the mixture, I realize just how jealous I am of Ashley. I really hope one day I get to fall in love with a man like Jackson. Each memory I experience, draws me closer to him. But after reading this new scene, it’s going to be really hard not to fall for him completely. I have to remind myself that it’s not me he sees when we are together, but her. Even though, deep down, I wish that weren’t the case.

      I glance at the clock hanging on the kitchen wall. I have to stop letting my mind wonder. Jackson will be arriving soon. And this time, as he relives this memory, I want him to always remember the wonderful meal I cooked for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      I prepare for what lies ahead as I walk down the hallway toward our old apartment. As I take the hesitant last steps toward the front door, I take a deep breath. This memory is the one I struggled the most to include. Why? Because that evening, many years ago, I realized just how grateful I was to have Ashley in my life. But it was also the night that I realized how vulnerable I truly was. I needed someone in my corner that I could trust. Thankfully, Ashley was there for me.

      As I remove my keys and unlock the door, I recollect how my hands were shaking the last time I tried to enter this apartment. But this time things are different. I know she’s waiting for me inside.

      Then I smell something… something wonderful. There’s a delicious aroma emanating from inside the apartment. Ashley was never a very good cook, even though I loved that she tried. This tantalizing smell is something new, something I don’t remember.

      I insert the key and turn the doorknob. Then I step inside. And just like that, as I cross the threshold of the doorway, I step back in time. I’m about to relive one of my most painful and vulnerable moments.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I say to her as I step into the kitchen. She’s sitting at the table in the corner. A full meal is prepared and waiting for me.

      I take a seat at the kitchen table and marvel at the incredible, delicious display before me. Rebecca has clearly taken some liberties and cooked a wonderful dish of pork chops and risotto. For a split second, the mouthwatering aroma overwhelms me, and I temporarily forget that I am here to relive the past.

      “You could’ve called,” she says annoyed, spreading a napkin across her lap.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Let’s just eat, before it gets cold,” she mutters.

      I pick up my fork and knife and cut into the juicy pork chop. As I take a bite, I’m inundated with delightful flavors. Then I try the mushroom risotto. It’s spectacular. I simply cannot ignore how delicious this all tastes.

      “This is really good… incredible,” I confess out loud, veering off script.

      “Thank you,” she replies with the hint of a smile.

      We share a moment, staring at each other.

      Then she remembers the next line in the script, and we fall back into the memory.

      “I just don’t understand why it’s so difficult to call when you know you’re going to be late,” she states with just the right amount of annoyance as she cuts up her pork chop.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologize once again. “I was just in the zone, and I lost track of time.”

      She takes a sip from her glass of red wine and shoots me a look. “I just thought we agreed that nothing would interfere with our plans tonight. It’s been a while since you and I have spent any time together – just the two of us. Lately, you spend every hour at the studio. And when you’re not there, we have all these stupid social engagements to go to. I feel like we never talk anymore, one-to-one.”

      I look at her and see the concern and slight resentment in her eyes.

      “I’ve just been busy,” I declare. “I promise I’ll make it up to you. Let’s make plans for next weekend.”

      “Why bother?” she snaps angrily. She gets up and grabs her plate. She carries it to the trash bin, disposing of the half-eaten meal. What a waste, I think to myself. This food is delicious.

      “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” I comment, still seated at the kitchen table.

      She turns around and leans against the kitchen counter, staring at me. She lowers her head and sighs. When she finally looks up, I see the worry in her eyes.

      “Are we okay?” she asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Us,” she says softly. “Are we okay? You and me?”

      “We’re fine,” I reply.

      She laughs sarcastically and runs her fingers through her hair. “Fine,” she mutters. “Things don’t feel fine to me,” she admits with a shrug, her eyes back on me.

      With a heavy sigh, I get up from the kitchen table and join her by the counter.

      “I’m sorry I screwed up our plans tonight. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” I grab her by the shoulders and give her a kiss.

      She sighs. “Lately, I just feel like there’s distance between us.” She looks at me and says something I do not want to hear. “Jackson, I just feel like ever since your dad died three months ago, you’ve closed off. You’re just working like a madman in the studio. I never see you. And we haven’t been the same. I just want you to know that I’m here for you. If you want to talk about your dad, I’m here for you. But if you’re keeping your distance because there’s something wrong between us, you have to let me know. Because these last three months, I’ve been really lonely. We’ve just been going through the motions of being a couple. We’re not connecting the way we used to. Maybe we’re drifting apart.”

      I step away from her and walk into the living room. She’s forcing me to confront something that I’ve been avoiding for months.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We’re not drifting apart,” I insist. “I’ve just been busy with work. We’re fine. And once this next exhibit is over, we’ll be back to normal. Everything will go back to the way it was.”

      “I don’t think it’s that easy,” she says following me into the living room. “You can’t just flip a switch and everything suddenly goes back to normal, Jackson. And I don’t believe you, when you say the only reason you’ve been distant is because you’re busy. You’re always busy. You’ve been working hard since the day I met you. This is different. If you’re falling out of love with me, just tell me.”

      “I’m not falling out of love with you,” I reiterate, somewhat annoyed.

      “Then is this about your father?” she asks. “After his funeral, we haven’t talked. If you’re still struggling with his loss, I understand. Just let me know that’s what’s going on. Because otherwise, I’m worried it might be us. But if you still want your space because you need to mourn his loss, I totally understand that.”

      I laugh bitterly to myself. “Mourn his loss,” I repeat sarcastically.

      She nods. “Jackson, he was your father. And now he’s gone. You can’t act like it didn’t happen. I was watching your face at the funeral. I’ve never seen you like that before. There was no emotion. It was like you were made of stone.”

      I stare out the window of our apartment, down at the street below. “I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction,” I mumble softly.

      Ashley joins me by the window. She places her hand on my shoulder. “He’s gone,” she says delicately. “You have to allow the grieving process to happen, Jackson. You have to accept his loss and deal with those emotions.”

      “He was an asshole,” I reply, finally looking at her.

      “He was still your father,” she says with a slow nod. “And he’s gone now.”

      I move away from her, trying to find solace somewhere in the room. I feel like a caged animal. The same emotions I felt years ago – after my father’s passing – are boiling to the surface. It’s as though no time has passed. It’s like I’m reliving his death all over again. The wound is still fresh and painful.

      “You can’t avoid your feelings,” Ashley continues. “It’s not healthy. I know what he did to you growing up wasn’t right…”

      “Wasn’t right?!” I burst out loud, cutting her off. “He beat the shit out of me, Ashley! I still have the fucking scars from the cigarette burns on my arms! I fucking hate him, Ashley.” I take a moment to calm down. Then I confess what is truly upsetting me. “But what I hate more than anything is that I actually miss that asshole. Now that he’s gone, part of me misses him. What the fuck is that all about? How can I miss someone who did nothing but belittle and terrify me my whole life?”

      I’m now in the grip of that memory. I’m reliving all the uncomfortable feelings I have about my father. It’s incredible how some wounds never heal with time.

      “I fucking hate the fact that I’m sad that he’s dead. Can you explain that to me, babe? Can you, Ashley? Why am I sad that he’s gone? I should be popping a bottle of champagne. Biologically, that asshole might’ve been my father, but he was a bully and a jerk to me my entire life. And I hate him for it. So why the fuck am I sad that he’s gone?!”

      I feel tears streaming down my face. I’m crying for him now. Crying over his death. That asshole is making me cry even though he’s finally dead.

      “I don’t want to feel this way about him,” I protest. “I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of crying right now, just like I used to when I was a kid.” I sob uncontrollably. “I don’t want to miss him. I just want to keep hating him like I did my entire life. I don’t want to miss him.”

      I’m breaking down now, crying uncontrollably, like I never have before. Ashley rushes toward me and wraps me in her arms. I cry into her shoulder.

      “It’s okay to feel this way,” she whispers into my ear. “Honey, it’s okay to feel this way. Even though he was an asshole, he was still your father. It’s okay to miss him. Don’t hate yourself for missing him. Maybe you’re missing him because even though he was a jerk, and didn’t deserve you as a son, he was still your father.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve been distant,” I confess. “I just don’t know how to handle this. I’m shocked that he’s turned me into this. – into a crying fucking mess.”

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” Ashley says tenderly. She kisses my cheek and raises my head to hers. She kisses my lips and stares lovingly into my eyes. I’m so grateful to have her in my life. Losing my father has only reinforced how lucky I am to have someone who is caring and affectionate standing by my side.

      “I don’t know what I would do, if I ever lost you,” I mutter quietly as I press my forehead against hers. “I love you, baby.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      “I love you too, baby. And you’re not going to lose me,” I whisper back.

      Embracing him in my arms, I give him the comfort and support he needs. Seeing him so raw, so tender, makes me want to cry too. I feel his pain and anger regarding his father’s death.

      I also feel his love. He’s so grateful to have me in his life.

      In my head, I know this is an illusion. But I can’t help but fall in love with him at this moment.

      He’s the kind of man I want to be with. The kind of man I always dreamed of marrying.

      He’s a strong man who can be vulnerable when he needs to be. He’s also a man with a tremendous capacity to love. He’s not afraid to express his needs. And what he needs right now is me.

      There’s no other place I’d rather be than right here, holding him, loving him.

      “I feel like such an idiot crying like this,” he mutters into my shoulder.

      I raise his head and stare into his eyes once more. “You’re a man mourning the loss of his father. You’re not made out of stone. It’s okay.”

      He leans in and kisses me, his saliva mixing with his tears. I savor the sensation of his lips against mine. We stand like this for what seems like hours, in a tight embrace, just kissing, grateful for each other.

      Slowly, this tender and loving moment translates into something else. Love soon transforms into passion. His hands begin to explore my body.

      Before my mind has a chance to process what my body craves, our clothes are already coming off. As I unbutton his shirt, he unbuttons my blouse. I quickly unzip my pants and slip off my panties. With our eyes locked on one another, Jackson finishes taking off his jeans and boxers.

      We’re now both standing naked in front of one another. Naked in body and in spirit.

      I walk toward him and place my hand on his chest, feeling his heart beat. He places his hands on my hips as we continue staring into each other’s eyes. We kiss again.

      “I want to have a family with you, Ashley.”

      Hearing him say her name, wounds me. I had forgotten I was playing a part. I lost myself in the moment and truly believed it was me he was seeing, me he was kissing, me he was saying all those honest, beautiful things to.

      But it’s not me, it’s her. It’s always her.

      I hide my hurt feelings. After all, he has done nothing wrong. This is part of the arrangement. I was the foolish one for losing myself in his presence… and in his arms.

      With a warm, affectionate look, he waits for my response.

      Forcing myself to suppress my awkward emotions, I try to remember my next line of dialogue.

      I lean forward, kiss him, and say, “I want to have a family with you too, baby. Why don’t we get started right now?”

      The joy in his eyes is quickly reflected in a wide grin. He wraps me in his arms and kisses me passionately. Then, unexpectedly, he lifts me off my feet and carries me to the bedroom.

      He gently lowers me onto the bed and begins to kiss my neck and cheeks. “You are my addiction, Ashley,” he says softly. “You are the only one I ever want. You’re the only woman I want to fuck. I want to grow old with you. I want to love you until I die.”

      He declares these beautiful things with the most unguarded look in his eyes.

      I have to fight back the tears. Why? Because he’s not saying these words to me. He’s saying them to her.

      To hide my anguish, I press my lips against his. I glide my hand down his chest and toward his manhood.

      “Promise me you’re not going to get tired of my pussy?” I ask, delivering my next scripted line.

      He shakes his head and kisses me again. “Never.”

      “Good.”

      I tug on his shaft and guide it between my legs.

      As he slowly enters me, I wrap myself around him. We rock back and forth gently.

      We make tender love. We’re both grateful to be in each other’s presence, our bodies united into one. This time, it’s not about having a mind-blowing orgasm. It’s not even about sex. It’s about our connection, our union.

      This time, when I orgasm, it arrives quietly. It takes its time… slowly ringing through my body like a sustained note of music. I’m more than satisfied. I am fulfilled. When we’re done making love, I lay my head against his chest.

      My bliss, however, is soon tainted by sadness when I remind myself that it wasn’t me he was making love to.

      Ashley, I tell myself. You have no idea how lucky you were to have found a man like Jackson.

      “If you could choose, would you want a boy or a girl?” he asks, running his fingers through my hair.

      “I don’t care,” I reply. “Just as long as it’s yours.”

      We lay like that for a long, quiet moment, then I fall asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wake up the following morning and turn over in bed. He’s standing by the window, fully dressed, staring at me.

      I wasn’t supposed to have fallen asleep. The script doesn’t mention that I sleep over.

      I apologize to him.

      “Don’t be silly,” he says with a subdued smile as he looks at me.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I ask him.

      He shrugs, the morning light shining on his handsome face. “A while.” He then admits, “I didn’t want to wake you. You looked peaceful.”

      I slowly nod. Then I realize I should get going. After all, the memory is over. There is no longer a part for me to play… until next time.

      “I’ll get out of your way,” I tell him, sitting up in bed.

      “You don’t have to leave,” he says shaking his head. “You can stay here as long as you like. I, on the other hand, have to go downtown for a meeting. DJ Mendacity wants to see the painting I did for him.”

      “That’s so cool that you did a painting for DJ Mendacity,” I reply. Kristi and I saw him last summer at a concert festival in the park.

      He simply shrugs as he crosses the room. “I guess.”

      He then turns to me and says, “Just lock up when you leave.”

      “Will do.”

      As he’s about to walk out of the bedroom, he suddenly stops and turns to me.

      “That dinner we ate last night. Did you cook that?”

      I nod.

      “Have you ever thought about owning your own restaurant one day?”

      “Yes, more like a cafe,” I admit.

      He stares at me with a kind grin. “Well, Rebecca, I think you should do it. That meal was delicious. One of the best meals I’ve had in a long time.”

      I can’t help but smile from ear-to-ear. Not only because he complimented my cooking, but he said my name. Not hers. I love hearing him say my name.

      “Thank you,” I reply. “That means a lot coming from you.”

      “Well, I mean it,” he affirms. “You have a lot of talent.”

      We stare at each other. And for the first time, I feel like he’s really looking at me. Not her.

      The moment lingers for a long time, until he realizes he’s going to be late.

      “Well, like I said: stay as long as you want, just lock up when you leave. And I’ll send you the next memory later.”

      “Great,” I reply. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      It’s the truth. Jackson has no idea how much I’m looking forward to the next memory. From now on, I will eagerly anticipate every moment I get to spend with him. The fact that he’s acknowledged me by my name just now, has made me even more attracted to him – if such a thing were possible.

      We share one last look. Then he finally turns and leaves the room. I hear the door open and close behind him.

      I lay in bed for another half hour, reliving the memory of last night – how he broke down in tears and I comforted him. Then how we made sweet, tender love in his bed. As I’m reliving that beautiful moment, I notice the painting hanging over the bed. It’s similar to the portrait Jackson painted of me in his studio, but this one is slightly different. I notice different shades of color.

      This must be the original painting Jackson did of Ashley, the one from our first memory. Seeing her staring back at me weirds me out, so I get out of bed and get dressed.

      I decide to freshen up and apply some lipstick before leaving the apartment. As I get ready in front of a dresser mirror, I think about my arrangement with Jackson.

      When I first started this, I thought it was crazy. What kind of psycho wants to reenact the memories he shared with his dead wife by hiring someone to pretend to be her? But now, after multiple ‘performances’, I understand why Jackson went to such great lengths to relive these memories. Who wouldn’t want to experience true love all over again, if given the chance? After I finish applying my lipstick, I place it down on the dresser. Then it accidentally rolls off, falling to the floor.

      I watch, annoyed, as it rolls behind the dresser.

      “Great,” I mumble.

      I kneel down and reach under the dresser, to see if I can retrieve the lipstick, but it’s too far back. It’s rolled up against something. The only way to get it is to slide the dresser out a little.

      I push the dresser a few inches away from the wall and notice that my lipstick has rolled up against a book that is on the floor. I retrieve my lipstick and the book.

      As I leaf through the book, I realize it’s not just any book. It’s a diary. Her diary.

      “Who keeps a diary anymore?” I wonder to myself. After all, most people these days advertise everything they are thinking or doing online for the world to see. But as I flip through the pages and read, I discover why Ashley wanted to keep the contents of her diary secret.

      It threatens everything Jackson believes about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      “This painting is the bomb.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” I tell DJ Mendacity.

      “Like it,” he exclaims, patting me on the shoulder. “It’s incredible. I love what you did with the purple and blues. And I’m really digging the collage technique.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you were going to like that,” I concede. “It’s a little different from what we discussed over the phone.”

      I decided to create an original painting for DJ Mendacity. I just didn’t feel right selling him one of my older works – like Harry suggested.

      “Hey, what do I know about painting?” DJ Mendacity admits with a grin. “You went with your instincts. And they were right on the money. I’m going to hang this beauty right in the foyer of my Miami mansion.”

      “That sounds like an appropriate place,” adds Harry, who’s standing beside us, but has been strangely quiet this entire time.

      “I can’t thank you enough, man, for doing this for me. It means a lot,” says Mendacity. “I’ve been a fan of yours for a long time. When I finally hit the big time, after I got the mansion in Miami, I said my next big splurge was going to be a Jackson Miller original. And you delivered.”

      “I’m happy you’re pleased.”

      “So, how does this work?” he asks. “Should I have my people swing by and pick it up.”

      Harry shakes his head. “I’ll have someone from my office arrange the shipment to your address.”

      “Perfect,” he says as his phone begins to ring. He glances to see who’s calling. “Shit, I have to take this,” he tells both Harry and me.

      “No worries,” I reply with a shrug.

      He steps aside and answers his phone. As he walks to a corner of the room for privacy, I turn and look at Harry. “You’re awfully quiet today.”

      Harry simply shrugs.

      “I thought you’d be a little more excited about making an easy million,” I tease.

      Harry stares at me with annoyance. He asks in a serious tone, “Are you still seeing that girl?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes. And I’m going to keep seeing her.”

      “I don’t have a good feeling about this, Jackson.”

      “Really?” I say surprised. “Because of her, you’re going to make millions of dollars. If I wasn’t seeing her, I wouldn’t be painting. That means no more money for our little business.”

      “This isn’t about money,” Harry whispers to me. “What you’re doing just isn’t right.”

      “I’m tired of people telling me what is right,” I hiss to him, trying to make sure our conversation isn’t overheard. “And since when do you not care about money?”

      “Come on,” Harry responds. “Don’t be an asshole like that.”

      “I’m not being an asshole. I’m just doing what I need to so I can work again.”

      Harry scoffs. “Come on, Jackson. This isn’t about the work. You might be telling yourself that, but it’s bullshit. You’re obsessed with Ashley. You’re no different from an addict. She’s become your addiction. You can’t let her go.”

      Harry and I are locked in an intense stare.

      I finally shrug my shoulders. “Can you blame me? Ashley was perfect.”

      “She wasn’t perfect,” Harry mutters.

      “What are you trying to say?” I ask him. But Harry doesn’t get a chance to respond, because DJ Mendacity interrupts our conversation.

      “Sorry about that,” he shouts from across the room as he puts away his cell phone. “That was my agent. He wants me to give a lifetime achievement award at the Grammys. Anyway, where were we?”

      Harry breaks our stare and turns to him. “I was just telling you that my office will arrange the delivery of the painting.”

      “Perfect.” DJ Mendacity then looks at both of us with a wide grin. “Well, now that all the details have been discussed, what do you guys say we grab a drink and celebrate me being the proud owner of a Jackson Miller original?”

      I shoot Harry a suspicious look. “What do you say, Harry? You feel like celebrating?”

      Harry looks at me and then at DJ Mendacity. “Sure,” he says with a shrug.

      But I can tell that Harry is still annoyed with me. My arrangement with Rebecca really gets under his skin. I’m not sure why.

      “Great,” says DJ Mendacity as he pats both our shoulders. “There’s a bar in Midtown that I’ve been told is the bomb.”

      The three of us leave my studio and head out to celebrate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      After I finish reading Ashley’s diary, I immediately call Kristi. She just finished a recording session and is able to meet me near the apartment. When I tell her what I discovered in the diary, Kristi is just as shocked as I am.

      “Do you think Jackson knows?” she asks.

      I shake my head as we walk around the upscale neighborhood. “Why would he want to relive all these memories if that actually happened?” I tell her. “I don’t think Jackson knows any of this.”

      We cross several blocks in silence. Then Kristi finally says what I don’t want to hear. “You have to tell him.”

      I stop walking and stare at her, conflicted. “I don’t want to hurt him that way. This will destroy him. Kristi, I don’t think you understand just how much he loves her.”

      She understands the tough spot I’m in. We continue to walk several more city blocks.

      “It’s a real bummer,” Kristi comments. “Based on everything you told me, I thought what they had was real. I guess it was too good to be true.”

      “It was real,” I reply. “From Jackson’s point of view, at least. I really believe that. Everything he felt for her was genuine.”

      Kristi sadly shakes her head. “Poor fool.”

      “I don’t know how I’m going to tell him,” I ponder. “He’s going to be so heartbroken.”

      “It’s better to have your heart broken,” remarks Kristi, “Than live a lie.”

      She abruptly stops walking and turns around. She runs back up the block.

      “What is it?” I ask chasing after her. I join her in front of an empty storefront window. There is a For Lease sign hanging in the window of what appears to be a vacant bakery.

      “Check it out, Rebecca,” says Kristi as she peers through the window. “This used to be a small bakery. You should see how much it leases for and finally open up your own place,” she suggests with a smile.

      As I peer through the window, I realize Kristi is right. This used to be the location of a small bakery, and I can see the semblance of a mini industrial kitchen in the back.

      “I can’t afford the lease on a place like this, especially in this neighborhood,” I remark taking a few steps back from the window. “The reason I have this arrangement with Jackson in the first place is because I don’t have enough money to help out my parents, remember?”

      Kristi turns from the window and faces me. “I know. But you have to visualize yourself owning this space. Because if you visualize it happening, it will.” She darts to my side and grabs me by the shoulders.

      “Close your eyes and visualize yourself having your very own cafe, right here, Becca.”

      I shoot her a suspicious look. “You’re getting all New Age on me again. What gives?”

      Kristi shrugs. “Sorry. I just finished narrating one of those ‘Get Rich Quick’ self-help books.”

      “Taking a break from the romance novels?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m going to narrate another steamy romance tomorrow. But I think this self-help book might have a point. If you can’t visualize yourself being successful, chances are you won’t be.” Kristi squeezes my shoulders. “So, what I want you to do, Becca, is look at that empty storefront and picture your name over it. Becca’s Bakery and Cafe.”

      “I thought you hated that name,” I quip. “Didn’t you prefer Buns-in-the-Oven?”

      “Don’t be a pain-in-the ass,” Kristi replies. “Just imagine owning this space. And all these people sitting inside, enjoying your desserts. I’ll do it with you.”

      She grabs my hand as we both stare at the empty storefront. She wants me to imagine this empty space transforming into the cafe I always dreamed of owning.

      “Can you see it?”

      “Not really,” I admit. “I’m still thinking about Jackson.”

      Kristi hangs her head and sighs. “I knew you were falling in love with him.”

      “I can’t help it,” I confess. “It’s impossible not to fall in love with him. Now, I have to break his heart. And I don’t want to.”

      We leave the empty storefront and continue walking in silence. I’m disheartened, but I know Kristi is right. I have to tell Jackson what I discovered in Ashley’s diary.

      But I’m dreading it.
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          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      Shit. I think it might rain. I can smell it in the air. When I look up, I see dark thunderclouds blanketing the evening sky. It can’t rain. It didn’t rain years ago when I first experienced this moment. It can’t rain now. The weather can’t ruin this memory. I won’t let it. This is too special a moment.

      I force myself to forget about the weather and instead focus on the memory I want to relive.

      Taking a deep breath, I step back in time. I recall that beautiful evening when Ashley and I were walking, hand-in-hand, through the city park at night. Ashley had just captivated an audience with her performance in a highly regarded theater production in the city’s park. She had the lead role in the play.

      I was so proud of her.

      It’s hard to believe that only a few years ago she almost gave up acting because of some bad reviews. Now, years later, Ashley is being lauded as an incredible actress with a bright future. There were many celebrities in attendance at this evening’s performance. I couldn’t help but look around whenever she was on stage to gauge their reactions. Everyone was enthralled by my beautiful wife’s talent.

      “You really blew everyone away tonight,” I rave.

      “Thank you,” she says turning to me with a smile. I notice the exuberant afterglow in her eyes and face – the joy that comes from walking off stage to thunderous applause. She leans her head against my shoulder as we continue walking along a narrow pathway. It’s like we’re the only people in the park this evening, no one else is in sight. I look up at the sky and try to pretend I see the full moon shining above us, just like it did years ago. I grimace at the dark thunderclouds that are blocking my view. It better not rain, I mutter to myself.

      “You played a big part in my success tonight,” she comments, snapping me back into the moment.

      “Me?” I say confused. “I didn’t have anything to do with your success tonight. You were the one up on stage. You were the one captivating everyone with your performance.”

      She stops and looks at me with those beautiful sapphire-blue eyes. “But if it wasn’t for you believing in me all these years – building up my confidence after every terrible review – tonight would never have happened. If I didn’t have your support, I probably would’ve given up on my dream a long time ago.”

      I look into her eyes and see gratitude. But she’s giving me far too much credit.

      “You know you’re tougher than you think,” I point out, still holding onto her hand.

      She smirks and looks down at the ground. We continue walking along the winding pathway – underneath trees, alongside a babbling brook. It doesn’t feel like we’re in the city right now. The park is quiet, except for the few birds I hear rustling in the trees.

      I stop walking and pull her close to me.

      “You know how happy you make me?”

      She looks at me and smiles. “The only thing I know,” she says softly, “Is that you make me happier.”

      I lean in and kiss her, savoring the taste of her lips against mine. I embrace her in my arms and hold her tightly. “All your dreams are coming true, Ashley,” I whisper. “And you deserve it.”

      I push a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. I marvel at the beautiful woman I am lucky enough to call my wife. And hopefully, soon, I can also call her the mother of my child. We haven’t had any luck getting pregnant – not yet – but I’m praying that we’ll soon be welcoming a child into our lives.

      We just need to keep having sex until it happens. Which, lucky for me, I can never get enough of with Ashley.

      I kiss her again, and soon that same desire I felt years ago in this park comes rushing back. And just like that moment years ago, I can’t hold back the relentless need to love her – right here, right now, in the park.

      “Where are we going?” she asks as I lead her off the paved walkway, into a secluded spot near a quiet stream. I lean her against a tree and kiss her again. My hands cup her breasts through the fabric of her dress. Then they start trailing downward toward her bare legs.

      “I need to be inside you,” I growl into her ear.

      “Then what are you waiting for,” she whispers back. She searches for my belt in the darkness and quickly unclasps it. She unzips my pants and grabs hold of my cock. She gives it a nice firm tug, springing it to life. I let out an appreciative growl. I slide my hands underneath her dress, and slip her panties off so they drop toward her ankles. She steps out of them and quickly turns around. I lift her dress over her hips, exposing her bare bottom to me. I press one of my fingers into her sex. It slides in so easily. She’s wet and ready for me.

      “I’m going to need more than your finger,” she begs, looking back over her shoulder with a wicked smirk.

      She knows just what I like to hear. I look around to make sure no one can see us. There’s no one in sight. It’s just us, in the park, in the middle of the night. I grab hold of the base of my cock and step forward. I gently press myself inside her. She widens her stance to accommodate my girth.

      “After all these years,” she says with a groan, “I still love having you inside me.”

      I grab onto her hips and begin thrusting myself inside her. She leans forward, against the tree. With each successive thrust, her moans grow more pleasurable…and louder.

      “You feel amazing, Jackson. Don’t stop,” she gushes.

      There’s nothing better than fucking outdoors, in public. I love being surrounded by nature – and doing the most natural thing on the planet, which is making love to the woman I adore. The only thing I might enjoy more is having sex with Ashley on my sailboat– out in the middle of the ocean. I can’t wait for that memory. But let me enjoy this one first.

      Ashley’s pussy is so sleek that it turns me on even more than I already am. I continue filling her with my manhood. She pushes her hips back, so she can feel every inch of me inside her.

      “I fucking love your cock, Jackson,” she groans.

      “Good,” I moan. “Because it belongs to you.”

      We continue pressing our bodies against each other, a mutual orgasm building between us.

      But then things take an unexpected turn.

      I hear a loud thunderclap.

      I look up.

      The heavens have parted.

      It starts pouring rain! Within seconds, Ashley and I are drenched to the bone.

      This isn’t what happened years ago! This isn’t part of the memory! It never rained! This isn’t what I remember!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t stop! Don’t stop!” I gush as I feel the damn inside me about to break. He feels amazing. His cock is perfect. And any second now, I’m about to be in the grips of another earth-shattering orgasm.

      Then I hear the roar of thunder from up above – and suddenly – it starts to rain…hard! But I don’t care. All I care about is how wonderful he feels inside me and the orgasm I’m about to experience…any second now…any second now. It’s coming. I can feel it about to shoot through my body.

      Then he stops. He pulls out. And the tide recedes. The bliss I was eagerly anticipating dissipates – gone, melts away. I was so close to coming.

      I quickly turn around, wondering what’s wrong. He’s never stopped like this before. Usually, Jackson fucks me until I orgasm – not just once, but two or three times. I don’t want to sound greedy, but I was so close!

      Then I notice the look in his eyes. He’s frustrated. Angry even. I’ve never seen him like this.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask as the rain pours down on us. I notice my nipples peeking out from underneath my soaked summer dress.

      “What’s wrong?” He repeats sarcastically. “This!” He waves to the sky and the rain that is drenching us to the bone. “This isn’t how I remember it. Everything is ruined,” he mutters. He buckles up his pants.

      “We don’t have to stop,” I plead. “It’s just rain.”

      He vehemently shakes his head, really angry. “It didn’t rain when we were here. This isn’t how I remember it. This isn’t what happened!”

      “We can create a better memory,” I beg him as I lift up my panties.

      He shakes his head again. “No. Things have to be exactly the way they were. They have to be perfect. Just like her.”

      When I see the tortured look in his eyes – his anger over something as innocent as the rain – I finally realize how dangerous this is for Jackson.

      All night, I’ve been conflicted about when to tell him the truth – when to tell him what I discovered in Ashley’s diary. I’ve hesitated because I don’t want what we have to end. I love being with Jackson. But seeing him this upset over something that’s uncontrollable like the weather, has made me realize I have to tell him – now. I care about him too much to see him this tortured. It’s just not healthy.

      “She wasn’t perfect,” I shout.

      “What?” he shouts back above the rain.

      I run to him and tug on his shirt. I look into his dark, penetrating eyes.

      “Ashley… she wasn’t perfect.”

      “What are you talking about?” he asks.

      I look down at the ground and take a deep breath.

      “I found her diary.”

      He shakes his head. “Ashley didn’t keep a diary.”

      “I can show it to you. It was behind your dresser. Jackson, she was hiding something from you.”

      “Ashley didn’t hide anything from me. We had an open and honest relationship.”

      I take another deep breath and continue. “It’s all there in her diary. She wasn’t the person you thought she was.”

      As I get closer to revealing the truth, I feel a queasy feeling overwhelm me.

      “What are you talking about?” he repeats, gripping my shoulders.

      I don’t want to continue but I know I must. I can’t let Jackson continue to live a lie. As the rain continues pouring down, I finally muster the courage and tell him the truth about Ashley.

      “That’s bullshit!” he roars. “Ashley wouldn’t do that.”

      “It’s in her diary,” I sigh. “She wrote it all down. She was cheating on you for a long time.”

      Jackson doesn’t know how to respond. I watch as a violent storm of emotions overwhelms his face and eyes.

      “You’re lying!” he shouts back at me.

      I see how hurt he is, and it makes me want to cry. I shake my head and whisper, “I wish I was.” Then I take another deep breath. I need to tell Jackson the whole truth. “That’s not all she was lying about,” I confess.

      Jackson stares at me with that wounded, hurt expression. This is breaking his heart. I can see it. He doesn’t want to hear any more…but he has to know everything, no matter how painful it may be.

      “What else?”

      When I tell Jackson the other secret I discovered in the diary, his fists clench.

      He’s glaring at me – angry and hurt to have finally discovered the uncomfortable truth about his wife.

      “It can’t be,” he seethes.

      “I’m so sorry.” I try to embrace him in my arms. But Jackson doesn’t want me anywhere near him. He pushes me away and turns around, storming off into the night, into the rain.

      I watch as he disappears, leaving me in the park, alone.

      I don’t know where he’s going or what he’s going to do. All I know is I needed to tell him the truth, no matter how painful it must be. His memories weren’t accurate. They were built on lies.

      I lower my head and quietly make my way out of the park. The rain starts to lighten up, but it’s already too late. I’m drenched to the bone, and my dress is soaked and clinging to my body.

      After several failed attempts, I finally manage to hail a taxi and go home.

      I step into my apartment. Kristi is sitting on the couch and watching a movie. She’s enjoying one of the muffins I recently baked. She takes one look at me and realizes things did not go well.

      Before joining her on the couch, I walk to the bathroom and get undressed, wrapping a dry towel around me. When I head back to the living room, Kristi breaks off a piece of her chocolate chip muffin and hands it to me.

      “You did the right thing,” she says. “He had to know the truth.”

      “Then why do I feel so awful?” I admit.

      “Because sometimes doing the right thing doesn’t make you feel good.” She comforts me with a big hug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      When I step out of the park, the rain is still pouring down. I don’t bother waving down a taxi or calling a car service. I need to walk. I need to prepare myself before I get to my destination. I must look like a madman, but I don’t care. As I slug through the city, I keep replaying what Rebecca told me over and over again in my mind.

      Did Ashley deceive me? Were my memories built on lies? I don’t want to believe what Rebecca told me. I loved Ashley so much… but what if it’s true? Could I have been in love with someone I never really knew? Rebecca says there’s a diary. Why would she make that up? I remember the honest look in her eyes as she delivered the painful news. She didn’t want to tell me any of this, but felt she had to.

      There’s only one way to confirm all of this.

      As I keep walking, deep down – in my core – I slowly start to accept what Rebecca revealed. Maybe one day I’ll thank her for it, but right now I’m too angry…too hurt.

      After twenty minutes, I arrive at my destination. I press the button on the intercom and wait.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me. Let me up.”

      The door unlocks and I head straight toward the elevator. I punch the button calling the elevator several times because it takes forever to arrive. When it finally opens on the lobby floor, an older woman steps out and notices my appearance. I’m soaked to the bone and dripping water everywhere.

      “Looks like you really got stuck in it?” she teases.

      I ignore her and step into the elevator. I punch the number to the fourteenth floor.

      The elevator is painfully slow. When I finally arrive on the fourteenth floor, I hurry toward Harry’s apartment. I bang on the door.

      “Haven’t you heard of an umbrella?” Harry says jokingly when he answers the door.

      I don’t bother with a response. I just jam my fist right into his jaw. He falls back onto the floor, in the foyer of his apartment. His wife and twelve-year-old daughter suddenly run out of the kitchen.

      “Oh my God,” cries his wife. “Harry, what’s going on?”

      Harry looks up at me, nursing his jaw. I point my finger at him. “Is it true?” I yell at him.

      “Dad, is everything all right?” his daughter asks, standing beside his wife.

      “Everything’s fine,” Harry says to them. “Jackson and I just need to have a little talk.”

      Harry slowly gets up on his feet and approaches me. “Let’s talk outside,” he says in a hushed tone.

      We leave his apartment.

      “Is it true?” I shout at him as we step into the elevator.

      “Let’s just talk when we get outside,” Harry insists. “I don’t want to make a scene where I live.”

      “Fuck that,” I yell at him. “Is it true, Harry?”

      Harry takes a moment to respond. Then he hangs his head and nods.

      My stomach drops.

      “How did you find out?” he asks, finally looking up at me.

      I shake my head as a wave of nausea hits me. I think I’m going to be sick.

      The realization that Ashley was cheating on me with my best friend is just too much to bear. My heart almost stops beating.

      “How did you find out?” Harry asks again.

      I glare at him. Then grab him by the shirt and shove him against the wall of the elevator. “Why does it matter how I found out? You were sleeping with her. How could you do that to me?!”

      Harry doesn’t say anything, he just looks away.

      “For how long?” I ask, slamming him against the wall again. A lump is forming in my throat as the painful truth overwhelms me.

      “Two years,” he mutters. “On and off.”

      Two years! Ashley was cheating on me for two years, and I never suspected a thing!

      But that’s not the worst part.

      I now need to confirm the other secret Rebecca revealed to me. If true, then everything I believed in will be shattered. I almost don’t want to know. Because if it’s true, I don’t know how I’m going to handle it. But deep down, I know I can’t hide from this.

      “And when she died in that car accident…” I ask Harry. “Was she headed to an abortion clinic?”

      Harry looks at me. I see the awkward, uncomfortable expression in his eyes. He slowly nods.

      I release him as I double over. I can’t breathe. I grab a rail in the elevator for balance. My head begins to spin. I feel like I’m suffocating.

      “She didn’t know what to do,” Harry blurts.

      Then he delivers the final blow. “She didn’t know if she was pregnant with your child or mine.”

      He places his hand on my back for comfort. I quickly shove it away.

      “Why did she tell you and not me?” I glare at him.

      He shrugs. “I don’t know, Jackson. But it was her decision to get the abortion. I never pressured her. She came to that decision on her own. I just helped her find a doctor outside of the city. That’s the only thing she asked of me. And that’s when she died, in that car accident on the way to the doctor.”

      I still can’t believe this is happening. How could Ashley keep all of this from me? How could I have been so blind and never suspected any of this was going on?

      “I’m sorry.”

      I snap back into reality and stare at Harry. I fucking hate him. In this fucked up world, I counted Harry as my only friend. And he backstabbed me. And worst of all, he’s let me live a lie all these years. He never wanted to own up to the truth. Tonight, if Rebecca hadn’t told me what she discovered, how long would this illusion have continued?

      The elevator finally arrives at the lobby floor. As the doors open, I vow to Harry, “I never want to see you again. No more business together. Nothing. You’re dead to me.”

      I’m about to turn and exit the elevator, when I decide to leave Harry one last parting gift.

      I slug him again, harder this time.

      He collapses to the floor. I step out of the elevator as the doors close on him.

      I leave his building and head back into the night. I don’t know where I’m going. I don’t want to go home. I just want to get as far away from myself – and my life – as I can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      Kristi and I spend the rest of the evening sitting on the couch, watching cheesy romantic comedies on Netflix. But I’m not really paying attention to the television. I’m thinking about Jackson. “I hope he’s all right,” I mumble out loud.

      Kristi reaches over and squeezes my hand.

      “I wonder if he’s ruined me for other men,” I sadly muse.

      Kristi shoots me a puzzled look. “How do you mean?”

      I shrug. “I just can’t imagine someone loving me as much as he loved her. Most of the guys you and I meet, Kristi, aren’t like him. Jackson’s special. He wasn’t afraid to really love someone, to open himself up that way. And the fact that I just destroyed the memories he had of Ashley makes me feel terrible.”

      “You did the right thing,” Kristi affirms. “And I promise you, you are definitely going to meet a guy who’ll love you just as passionately and unequivocally as he loved her. I know it.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Kristi flashes me a smile. “Because if you visualize it, it will happen. Just like with your bakery. You just have to imagine the perfect man for you.”

      “There’s only one problem with that,” I confess to her. “When I close my eyes, and picture the perfect man, I see Jackson.”

      My phone rings. I reach toward the coffee table and pick it up.

      Jackson’s name appears on the screen. “It’s him,” I say nervously to Kristi.

      I quickly get up and take my phone into the bedroom.

      I take a deep breath before answering. “Hello?”

      He takes a moment before speaking. “Rebecca, I want to let you know that our arrangement is over.”

      The tone of his voice is sad and heartbroken.

      “I understand,” I reply softly.

      “I’ll still pay you the full amount,” he then adds.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to,” he insists. “I’m also going to give you a little extra for embarking on this crazy experiment with me. I know it must’ve been really weird for you. Thank you for helping me.”

      I can’t believe he’s thanking me for breaking his heart and destroying the memory he had of his wife. It only reinforces how truly special he is.

      There’s a long moment of silence.

      “Are you going to be okay?” I ask concerned.

      “I don’t know,” he confesses. “Before I saw you in that bar, weeks ago, I was in pretty bad shape because of Ashley’s death. Now I feel worse.”

      “I shouldn’t have told you,” I let escape from my lips. “Maybe it’s better to go through life believing in an illusion than recognizing the truth?”

      I hear him take a deep breath. “You did the right thing. It hurts like fuck, but I’m glad you told me. I’m going to go now and disappear for a bit. It was great knowing you, Rebecca. Take care of yourself.”

      I don’t want to get off the phone with him. “Where are you disappearing too?” I ask quickly.

      He sighs. “I have a boat. The next memory was actually going to take place on it. Anyway, I always wanted to sail around the world with Ashley, but it looks like it’s something I’ll do on my own now.”

      “Sailing around the world sounds like fun,” I reply. Then I suddenly realize how stupid I sound. I’m just so nervous and concerned about him that I don’t know what to say. “Jackson, before you disappear on your boat, I think there’s something you should know.”

      He takes a moment before responding. “What?”

      I cradle the phone to my ear and tell him what I’ve discovered from our time together. “Ashley was the lucky one. She was the one who should have been grateful to have you in her life. I know she meant a lot to you, but she didn’t deserve you. You’re a great guy, Jackson, and any woman would be blessed to have you in her life.”

      I finally told him what I’ve always wanted to, but all I hear is silence.

      He eventually says, “Thanks, Rebecca. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Take care of yourself.”

      He hangs up.

      I lower my head as I realize Jackson is gone from my life.

      I slowly walk back to the living room and join Kristi on the couch. Sadness overwhelms me. I feel terrible and worried about him.

      “He canceled our arrangement,” I divulge to Kristi.

      Then I start to cry.

      Kristi envelops me in her arms. I’m not crying for myself, but for him – for the pain that he’s going through. Jackson already suffered the loss of his wife, and now – because of me – he’s suffering the loss of his memories of her.

      Then, I receive a notification on my phone. I wipe my eyes and glance at it.

      “What is it?” asks Kristi when she sees the shocked look on my face.

      I show her the message I just received from my bank. Jackson has deposited $1 million dollars into my account.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      
        1 year later

      

      It’s impossible to escape the truth.

      I know because I have tried.

      For the last year, I’ve been sailing around the world, trying to get as far away from myself – and my memories – as I can. I’ve been to Australia, the coast of Africa, and am now standing on my sailboat, staring out at the French Riviera. A full moon is shining brightly in the night sky. And from the distant shores of Monte Carlo, I can hear the faint revelries of the rich and elite celebrating their good fortune. As I watch the ocean waves gently rock my sailboat back and forth, I contemplate the same question that’s been dogging me all these months at sea: why go on living?

      A year ago, I attempted suicide because I missed Ashley so much. I couldn’t imagine living my life without her. Now, I’m thinking about killing myself again because the one thing I truly believed in has turned out to be bullshit: Love.

      I lived my life for love only to discover it doesn’t exist.

      Learning the truth about Ashley – and the illusion I was living under – has destroyed the one thing that gave me hope in this miserable world: Love. No matter how down in the dumps I got, no matter how depressed my days grew, at least I had experienced love. I knew what it felt like to be in communion with another human being. But it turns out, I was kidding myself. That wasn’t love that I experienced with Ashley. It was nothing but a lie.

      I really don’t see the point in living anymore. I don’t see the point in painting or breathing. The world has nothing left to offer me. I have punctured a hole in the mirage and discovered that there is nothing behind it.

      Once again, I hear the distant laughter and music emanating from the shores of Monte Carlo. I was preparing to dock my sailboat and venture into one of its many fabulous casinos. But what’s the point? I could get drunk again, like I have in many other port cities I have visited this year. I could find an easy woman and try to fuck my way to feeling better. But I know that none of it works. I’ve done it all. Nothing helps fill the empty void I carry deep inside me. The one thing I believed in – love – has turned out to be a marketing gimmick. And for me, there’s nothing as meaningful to replace it.

      I look up at the full moon shining above me, and then down into the dark, deep mysterious ocean below me. Not too long ago, I tried jumping off a bridge. If it wasn’t for a stranger suddenly appearing on the scene, and yanking me back at the last possible moment, I would have succeeded in killing myself.

      But as I look around me, and hear the waves gently lapping against my sailboat, I realize I am truly alone. There’s no one to stop me from stepping into the place which you cannot return from.

      Maybe it’s finally time I cross that line – into the realm of the unknown – and escape the loneliness and misery I’ve been carrying with me all these months at sea.

      Then, as the courage to kill myself begins to build inside me, the most alarming sound echoes in my ears. My cell phone suddenly let’s out a jingle. I’ve received a message.

      I decide to ignore it, but then receive another notification.

      I’m baffled as I reach for my cell phone. I assumed I didn’t get any coverage out at sea. But perhaps I’m near enough to the shores of Monte Carlo that one of its cell towers was able to reach me.

      When I glance down at my phone, I’m shocked to see who the message is from.

      
        Rebecca: Hey Stranger, I hope you are well. I just wanted to thank you again for all the money you sent me. Because of you, my parents have a new house and are back on their feet! And because of you, I’ve been able to realize my dream of opening my own cafe! It’s a wonderful success! I have you to thank for that. I miss you. I know that sounds a little crazy because of our weird relationship. But it’s true. I miss you and hope you are doing okay.

      

      She included a picture of her cafe with the message. It’s called Becca’s Bakery & Cafe. There’s a line around the corner.

      I can’t hold back my smile. Then I realize it’s the first time I have smiled in months. I’m genuinely happy for Rebecca. As I stare at the picture of her successful cafe, I begin to realize something else: I don’t really know Rebecca. Even though we have spent several intimate moments together, she is still very much a stranger to me.

      But the little I do know of her – the ‘real’ her – is intriguing and attractive.

      Then I have a moment of clarity. It almost knocks me off my feet.

      What if this whole time, I’ve been misreading the signs?

      When I couldn’t enter the apartment I shared with Ashley, who did I meet at a bar? Rebecca.

      After my failed suicide attempt – trying to jump off that bridge – who did I bump into on the street? Rebecca.

      And now, when those dark thoughts have entered my mind again, who has reached out to me – even though I’m half way around the world? Rebecca!

      The universe has been sending me all these signs, but I’ve been misreading them this entire time!

      I shake my head in disbelief. I’m such an idiot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      I switch off the mixer and inspect the bowl to check on the consistency of the batter. “You want to make sure you don’t over-mix the batter because that will leave you with a dense cake. But you also want to make sure the batter doesn’t have any chucks of butter or sugar left in it because that will cause pockets of caramelization. You want to avoid that too.”

      “Sounds like a tricky balance.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it,” I assure my new assistant. Her name is Amy and I hired her last week to help in the kitchen. Due to the surprising success of my cafe, I’ve had to double my staff in a matter of weeks just to meet the insane demand for my pastries and desserts.

      It’s been a little crazy these last few months, but I’m not complaining. My dream has come true: I’m now the proud owner of my own bakery and cafe. I never imagined it would be so successful right from the start. By the end of our third week, we already had lines around the corner. Probably because that food critic, Nicholas Turner, called my new cafe “one of the crown jewels of the city’s dessert scene.”

      The minute that review came out, I called my dad and told him the good news. Because of the generous amount of money I received from Jackson, my mom and dad were able to rebuild their house and moved in a few weeks ago. Unfortunately, many other families weren’t so lucky.

      My parents couldn’t be prouder of my successful cafe – especially my mom. After all, she introduced me to the art of baking and cooking when I was younger.

      “Okay, now let me show you how to properly grease and flour a pan,” I say to Amy.

      “Rebecca, you need to come out front immediately!”

      I look up. Kristi is standing in the doorway to the kitchen. She’s incredibly excited.

      “In a minute. I just need to show Amy one more thing,” I reply.

      When she’s not narrating audio books, Kristi helps out at the cafe manning the counter. I really appreciate her help while I go through the process of hiring more staff.

      “This can’t wait. You need to come right now.” Kristi hurries toward me and whispers excitedly, “He’s here.”

      I look at her confused. “Who?”

      “Him,” Kristi broadcasts with a smirk.

      I roll my eyes. “Kristi, who is him?”

      She tilts her head and motions toward the front of the cafe. “You know, Mr. Wonderful. Man of your dreams.”

      “Jackson’s here?” I reply, suddenly nervous.

      Kristi nods enthusiastically then declares, “And he’s looking even hotter than I remember him. He’s got the most perfect tan. He’s like a Greek God,” she adds dreamily. “I’m so jealous.”

      I quickly take off my dirty apron and ask her, “How do I look?”

      “Honestly? Like you’ve been in a kitchen for hours,” Kristi replies as she wipes some flour off my face.

      “Shit,” I mutter under my breath.

      Kristi then grabs me by the shoulders and shakes her head. “Don’t worry about that. Just get out there.”

      “I just wish I looked a little more presentable,” I gripe.

      Kristi leans in and whispers. “He’s already seen you naked…many times. He obviously likes what he sees.”

      “Good point,” I acknowledge. I look at her and take a nervous breath. “Okay. Here I go.” Before stepping out, I turn to Amy and instruct, “Start greasing that pan, Amy, and then pour in the batter, and make sure the oven is set for 350.”

      “Yes, Chef,” she replies with a curt nod and gets to work.

      I’m still getting used to people calling me chef. After all, only a few months ago, I was an assistant, just like Amy. Before stepping out of the kitchen, I turn to Kristi one more time.

      “Why do you think he’s here?”

      “Because he heard you made great desserts, so he decided to stop his cruise around the world to try one of your muffins,” she replies sarcastically. “He’s here to see you, Rebecca. Now get out there.”

      Kristi points with her finger toward the front of the cafe.

      “Right,” I nod nervously. I take another deep breath and step out of the kitchen and walk toward the front room.

      He’s standing in front of the register, a long line of people behind him. The minute our eyes meet, I feel that familiar tingle rush through my body. Kristi wasn’t lying. Jackson looks even hotter, if such a thing were possible. He’s got a warm golden-bronze tan from his months at sea. He smiles as I approach the counter.

      “Hey,” he says, his dark eyes fixated on me. His stare isn’t as intense as I remember. In fact, his entire presence appears more relaxed.

      “Hi, stranger,” I grin.

      He motions to the long line behind him. “You weren’t kidding when you said there were lines around the block.”

      “It’s all because of you. The money you gave me financed this place and also helped my parents rebuild their lives. I can’t thank you enough.”

      He stares at me through friendly eyes. “I’m glad to hear your parents are doing okay and to see you in such a good place.” He then notices my hair. “You changed your hair back. It looks good.”

      I push one of the loose strands of my hair back in place. “You think? Kristi says I should go back to being a blonde. She’s convinced I was more fun as a blonde.” I don’t know why I mentioned that last bit. I’m just so nervous and not sure why. I guess I’m just so happy to see Jackson again, but I’m unsure what his re-appearance signifies. Does he want to hire me again? Or is he here for another reason?

      “I like the chestnut brown. It’s who you are.”

      “Thanks,” I reply, looking at him. Our eyes lock in a quiet, warm stare.

      “Would you two mind taking this conversation elsewhere,” a woman behind him suddenly says. “I’m late for work and I can’t get through my day without one of Becca’s muffins.”

      “Sure. I’m sorry,” I say to the customer and motion for Jackson to follow me to a corner of the dining area – where we can talk in private. Kristi returns from the kitchen and shoots me a playful look as she takes the woman’s order.

      “So, what brings you back to town?” I ask Jackson, hoping the answer is me.

      “I have an exhibit.”

      “Oh,” I say a little disappointed. “That’s exciting.”

      “I want you to come to it. I did a painting of you.”

      “You mean her,” I correct him.

      He shakes his head. “No. You.”

      “Really?”

      He slowly nods, his eyes still staring at me in that unguarded, honest way he has. “I hope you like it.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I confess. “I like everything you do.” On the canvass and off, I think to myself.

      “It’s this Friday night. I’ll text you the address. Will you promise me you’ll be there, Rebecca?”

      I feel the butterflies flitter in my stomach. I love hearing him say my name. I begin to realize this is one of the few ‘real’ conversations we have had together. Most of the other times we’ve talked, I was pretending to be her.

      “I promise,” I assure him. “I’ll be there.”

      His face breaks into a wide grin. “Great. I’m really looking forward to seeing you there.”

      “Me too.” Just being in his presence is making my body warm and tingly all over. It’s incredible the affect he has on me.

      “Well, I guess I should let you get back to work. I’ll see you Friday.”

      He offers me one last smile and then turns and walks out of the cafe. I follow him with my eyes through the glass display window. He’s so fuckin’ hot. And with that bronze tan he’s even more tempting than one of my desserts.

      “What did he want?” asks Kristi when I join her behind the counter.

      “He invited me to a gallery opening this Friday night. He said he did a painting of me.”

      “That’s so romantic,” Kristi whispers. “You got to wear something hot to the gallery.”

      “Like what?”

      “Don’t worry. I got this,” Kristi assures me.
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* * *

      I step out of the Uber wearing a burgundy colored spaghetti strap, backless dress.

      “You sure I look okay?”

      Kristi nods her head vehemently as she joins me on the sidewalk, pulling down the hem of her short skirt. “Jackson won’t know what hit him the second he sees you,” she swears.

      I’ll have to take Kristi’s word on this. I’ve never been very good at being fashionable.

      We walk toward the gallery. The paparazzi are standing outside, filming and snapping pictures of the celebrities and elite. I take a nervous, deep breath as I approach the man in charge of letting people in.

      “Rebecca Wilson,” I say to him as he checks for my name on a list. “And guest.”

      “Enjoy your evening, Ms. Wilson.” He removes the velvet rope and motions me and Kristi inside.

      When I step into the gallery, I take another deep breath. Everywhere I turn, I see a who’s who of the media and entertainment world.

      “Oh my God, that’s DJ Mendacity talking to Channing Davis,” whispers Kristi excitedly. She then snags two glasses of champagne from a nearby waiter and hands one to me.

      I take a sip as I survey the crowded room, looking for Jackson. Then I feel Kristi tugging on my arm. “Rebecca, look, it’s you!”

      I turn in her direction. My jaw drops. Hanging in the center of the room – surrounded by people – is a large painting of me, with my chestnut brown hair.

      Gripping my glass of champagne, I walk in a daze toward the painting. This isn’t like the painting Jackson did of me in his studio, when I was pretending to be Ashley. Although that one looked like me – except for the different hair color – there was something about it that didn’t truly represent me. This painting is different. Jackson has not only captured what I look like in beautiful and brilliant colors, but with his masterful skills, he has also expressed who I am. I see myself in the painting. It’s not just a physical representation of who I am, but an emotional one as well.

      “Do you like it?”

      I turn. Jackson is standing beside me.

      “I’m at a loss for words,” I admit.

      “A bunch of people tonight want to buy it, but it’s not for sale. It’s for you.”

      “It’s breathtaking. I love it.”

      He breathes a sigh of relief. “Good. I was worried you might not like it. I had to base it off memory. I just kept replaying that moment when I first saw you in that bar over and over again. Trying to get at the truth of that moment.”

      I look at him confused. “But I thought when you saw me in that bar, you thought I was Ashley?”

      He looks at me with those beautiful, honest dark eyes and admits, “Rebecca, I’m an idiot. I’ve been misreading the signs this entire time. I thought when we ran into each other, the universe was giving me another opportunity to be with Ashley. I never stopped to consider it might be offering me the chance to meet someone new. Someone who might make me happy. Someone I might discover real joy with.” He then lowers his head and sighs. “My only fear is that while the universe was hitting me over the head with these signs – and I was just too stupid to see them – I might have let too much time pass.”

      He reaches for my hand.

      “Rebecca, I know you and I have had a really strange relationship – to put it mildly – but I was wondering if you would like to start over again? On different terms. Just you and me. Jackson and Rebecca. No one else. No more memories.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. My heart is pounding in my chest. He’s saying what I’ve always wanted to hear.

      “When do we start?” I ask with a grateful smile.

      “How about right now?” he says leaning forward. He kisses me, and I savor his lips against mine.

      “I always wanted you to see me when we were together, and not her,” I confess after we kiss.

      “I’m sorry it took me so long,” he says softly. “I was too blind to see what was right in front of me.”

      “Better late than never,” I reply with a grin.

      He pulls me closer. “Do you want to get out of here?”

      “But don’t you have to stick around? You’re the artist?”

      Jackson shakes his head as he keeps staring at me. “Another thing I’ve learned from all this, Rebecca, is that time is precious. If you want something, grab it, and don’t let go. And I want you, Rebecca. All of you.”

      I notice desire creep into his eyes. Or is it just a reflection of my own craving as I feel his arm around me. “If time is precious,” I reply with a smirk. “Then let’s make sure we don’t waste any more of it.”

      I disengage myself from his embrace and turn away from him. I shoot him a coy look as I walk toward the exit. I can feel Jackson close behind. Unlike our first memory – in the museum – I know Jackson is now truly after me and not her. He’s not chasing a memory, he’s pursuing the future. And the future is me. It feels awesome!

      When we step outside, Jackson has his limo pick us up.

      “Where to?” the driver asks.

      “Back to the hotel,” Jackson replies.

      “You’re not staying at the apartment uptown?” I inquire.

      Jackson shakes his head. “I sold it. I sold everything.” He pulls me close and gives me another heavenly kiss. “I told you, Rebecca. I want to move on from the past and start the next chapter of my life.”

      He stares at me with a warm, loving smile. He glides a loose strand of hair behind my ear. Then he kisses me again. As our lips touch, I feel that familiar yearning in my body. It feels so good to be in Jackson’s presence. But as our kiss lingers, I realize my body wants something more. It wants him back where he belongs, inside me.

      I reach over and press the button that raises the divider in the car – so we have privacy from the driver. I then quickly climb on top of Jackson and unbutton his shirt.

      “You know one of the most important things I discovered from our little arrangement, Jackson?”

      I notice Jackson’s astonished look as I hungrily glide my hands over his firm, tan, muscular chest.

      “What’s that?”

      I glide my hand toward his crotch and feel the wonderful gift stirring underneath his pants. As I look deep into his eyes, I slowly unzip his pants.

      “I got in touch with my naughty side,” I say with a mischievous smirk. I place another kiss on his lips as I tug on his shaft.

      Jackson growls and leans forward, passionately kissing me.

      “Rebecca, you know just what I like to hear.”

      As the limo heads toward the hotel, Jackson’s hands reach underneath my dress. He pulls down my panties.

      A few seconds later, Jackson is back inside me, where he belongs. We make love in the back of the limo, and when we arrive at the hotel – and finally make it our room – we continue the journey.

      We spend the rest of the night fucking and loving – grateful to be in each other’s arms. But most importantly, we’re both excited about the future and the prospect of creating new memories that we will cherish forever.
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* * *
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      I wake up frantically. My cellphone is ringing. My face is wet. Fuck, was I crying in my sleep? I wipe my eyes and reach for the nightstand. I glance at the time stamp on my phone: 2:00 a.m.. Then I notice the number. It’s a call from the website. If I don’t pick up, Shane will know. He monitors everything on the site. I sigh and answer.

      “Hello. This is Kade.”

      Silence.

      “Hello?” I repeat. “Anybody there?”

      I’m annoyed. If you’re going to call me at 2 a.m., you better have something to say.

      Then, she finally speaks.

      “Hi…I…uh…I’m sorry, did I wake you?”

      I rub my eyes. I decide to be honest.

      “Yeah. It’s all right though. I was having a nightmare.”

      “Oh,” she says. There’s a long pause. Then she finally speaks. “I’m sorry… I don’t… I think I’ve made a mistake.”

      Like I said, Shane has someone monitoring the site. And he hasn’t been too pleased with the number of customers I’ve booked this month. I owe him a ton of money. And with my lackluster sales rate, it’s going to take me two lifetimes to pay him back. I have to keep this girl talking and hopefully have it lead to an actual meeting.

      “How can you be so sure?” I blurt. “We haven’t even talked yet.”

      Another long silence. I can hear her breathing.

      “I’ve never done this before?” she admits.

      “Called somebody at two a.m.?” I say, trying to be light hearted. It doesn’t come naturally to me, but Shane says I need to get better at it so clients feel at ease.

      “You know what I mean,” she replies. “I’ve never used a website for this sort of thing.”

      I sit up in bed. I have to keep her on the phone.

      “I really think I’ve made a mistake,” she repeats.

      “The only mistake you’ll be making is hanging up,” I quickly say. My words disgust me. I take a deep breath and decide to speak honestly. I’ve never been good at faking it… ever. “Listen. I know this might be something out of the ordinary for you. But you’ve called for a reason. You need something. There’s something missing from your life. Am I right?”

      Another long pause.

      “I miss being with a man,” she admits. She takes a breath and continues. “I’m lonely. I’ve been lonely for a long time.”

      “Most people are,” I tell her. I know I am.

      “I guess that’s good for your business,” she replies, a little sarcastically.

      “What do you miss about being with a man?” I ask.

      “What do you mean? Like specifics?”

      “Yeah,” I reply. “It will help me get a better sense of whether I can help you.”

      She takes a moment.

      “Let me see… everything,” she says with a sigh. “I miss everything about a man: his hands running over my skin, his breath against my neck, the muscles in his arms, his smell, his masculine energy, and definitely his cock.”

      As she talks, I realize how amazing her voice sounds. It’s rich, sensual, layered. It sneaks into you, warms you. As she describes what she likes, I find myself getting surprisingly turned on. It’s her voice: it’s captivating. I wonder what this woman looks like.

      “Why’d you choose me?” I ask, when she finishes.

      She takes another long pause. “Something in your eyes. They lured me in.”

      “I’ve never had anyone mention my eyes before,” I confess. “Usually they notice the tattoos. What about my eyes?” I ask, trying to keep the conversation flowing. After all, this lady is getting billed every thirty seconds.

      Another long pause. Then she finally speaks, her voice low, like a whisper. “They’re haunted.”

      Her words linger in the air.

      “Haunted?” I repeat.

      “Yeah,” she replies.

      Suddenly, I’m knocked out of the moment. This doesn’t feel like my standard website call. There’s something more going on here. The emotion in this woman’s voice, the fact she says my eyes are haunted… This isn’t just a hire-a-fuck call.

      “My eyes are haunted. That’s what you like about them, huh?”

      I wait for her response. She finally admits, “When I saw them, I just felt like you might be able to relate to me.”

      Now it’s my turn to be quiet. I don’t know how to respond. Who’s this stranger that’s just called me in the middle of the night? First, she says I’m haunted. Then, she thinks she can relate to me. How would she know?

      “I hope I haven’t offended you,” she says when I don’t say anything.

      “No,” I tell her. “You just caught me off guard. I guess haunted is an accurate description of me these days.”

      I hear her sigh. “Me too,” she admits quietly. Then her tone changes, her voice grows stronger. “I think I’m building up the courage to go through with this,” she says. “Can we meet?”

      I’m still thrown off by our exchange and take a moment to respond. “Yeah, of course. Tonight?”

      “Yes. Is that a problem?”

      “Not at all,” I say. “I promise; you won’t be disappointed.” I hate saying that line but Shane insists.

      “Satisfaction guaranteed, huh?” She replies. Damn her voice sounds sexy. It’s sarcastic and feminine but with many layers to it. It’s full bodied like a fine wine.

      “Before we meet,” I tell her. “I need to ask you something.”

      “Okay,” she replies.

      “You’re not a cop, are you?”

      She laughs. “No.”

      “Good. I just needed to check. Well, now that that is settled, why don’t we discuss some details.”

      She says she’s just interested in a quick session. She doesn’t know what she wants, and we decide to figure it out when we meet. When I mention my fee, she doesn’t hesitate and says it won’t be a problem. I ask her where she wants to meet and she says her home. I find that a bit unusual since I meet most of my clients in hotels.

      “How long will it take you to get here?” she asks.

      “Well, you have to tell me where you live first.”

      “Duh. Sorry.”

      She gives me her address. It’s all the way on the other side of town… in the Hollywood hills, celebrity central. A far cry from my ghetto neighborhood in South LA.

      “It’s the middle of the night, so not long,” I tell her. “But you know LA. You never know when you’re going to hit traffic.”

      “Can you leave now?” she asks. Now that she’s made up her mind to go through with it, she doesn’t want to waste any time.

      “Sure.”

      “Great. See you soon.”

      She hangs up. I look at my phone, still surprised by the tone of our conversation.

      Haunted.

      I stretch my arms and slowly get out of bed. I’m back on the clock.

      I step into the tiny bathroom of my shitty studio apartment and wash my face to wake up. As I dry off, I see the picture of Max pinned to the bathroom mirror. He’s smiling back at me. The picture was taken when he was healthy… before the cancer. I kiss my lips and touch his picture.

      “Tigers need their rest, son.”

      I turn off the bathroom light and walk out.

      Tomorrow will be the nine-month anniversary of his death.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fortunately, there isn’t much traffic on the 110. So, I can probably make it up to the Hills in forty-five minutes. I roll down the window of my piece-of-shit Corolla and let the night breeze blow in. It’s unusually hot in LA for February.

      Fuckin’ climate change.

      I listen to some hip-hop to divert my mind. But that doesn’t work. I turn off the radio.

      As usual, I think about Max.

      Tomorrow will mark nine months since I buried my son.

      It all happened so fast.

      After Shane offered to pay Max’s medical bills, I immediately told the doctor to enroll him in the experimental procedure. We flew Max to Denver, Colorado for his treatment – that’s where the premier doctor that dealt with Max’s rare illness worked. Max and I spent two months there. At first, it looked like he was responding well to the treatment. But then suddenly, things took a turn for the worse.

      I’m still amazed by how tough my son was until the end.

      I miss him so much. He was such a good kid. He didn’t deserve to go through what he did. My heart bleeds every time I think of him. It’s a pain – an emotion – I can’t put into words.

      Suddenly, I stop thinking about Max when – to my right – about a mile ahead, I notice a car pulled over on the highway. Instantly, the muscles in my neck tense. I grip the steering wheel for dear life. My heart races.

      Here we go again.

      My fight or flight responses kick into high alert. Is that car a decoy? Could it contain an explosive device – just like the car in Iraq that blew up my Humvee and killed two of my men. I was lucky; I escaped with only a few bruises.

      A cold sweat pours down my face, as I get closer to the car parked on the shoulder. My instinct is to find an alternate route, a way out. My eyes swiftly scan the rearview mirror, then the side mirrors. I’m blocked by another car to my left. I can’t stop, or swerve into another lane.

      I’m getting closer.

      I imagine the car exploding.

      I ease off the accelerator, wanting to avoid passing the car altogether. The car behind me honks me out of my daze.

      I have no way out of this. I have to drive past this car.

      It’s getting closer.

      I grip the steering wheel so tight that I’m afraid it might snap off.

      I’m about to pass it.

      I tightly shut my eyes and wait for the explosion.

      Suddenly, the car to my left honks. I open my eyes wide.

      Shit! I’m about to hit the car!

      I swerve back into my lane. I quickly look in my rear view mirror. The car on the shoulder is now a safe distance away. It looks like it had a flat tire.

      I try reminding myself I’m not in Iraq or Afghanistan. I’m in LA. But my body can’t tell the difference. It’s on high alert now and I feel a sense of rage flood through me. I bang my steering wheel with frustration. Fuck this PTSD.

      I take several deep breaths but it does nothing to calm me.

      I’m so angry. Angry at a million different things all at once. I’m angry at the war and what it did to me. I’m angry at God for putting my son through so much pain and then robbing him of his life at such a young age.

      I was the one who went to war. I should be the dead one, not my little boy.

      I’m angry at life itself and how unfair it can be to some.

      Then, a sense of guilt overwhelms me.

      My anger slowly turns to regret.

      I was a terrible father.

      I should have spent more time with Max when he was alive.

      Monique got pregnant right before I was shipped out on my first tour of Iraq. We were never a couple. We just had sex after a party one night and she got pregnant.

      I was in the Middle East when Max was born. And when I came home between tours, I wasn’t very involved in either one of their lives. Honestly, I was a bit of a zombie. Acclimating to civilian life was really difficult for me. That’s why I always went back to the Middle East. That all changed when I realized Monique was in really bad shape because of her drug habit. When I saw my son being raised in that environment, I realized I needed to do something. I finally took on my responsibilities as a father and put my combat days behind me. Max moved in with me. Monique disappeared. I still don’t know where she went. I hope she’s alive and hasn’t died from drug abuse.

      Max and I had a few happy years together, just the two of us. I channeled my PTSD anger issues into MMA fighting. But when the traveling became too much, I decided to open my own gym to spend more time with Max. Everything felt like it was finally falling into place.

      I was finding joy in being a father.

      Then Max got sick.

      When I buried my son, my life fell apart. I lost everything.

      Max’s medical bills amounted to several hundred thousand dollars. Shane paid every one of them, on one condition: He owned me until the debt was repaid.

      He owns my gym, and I have to fight in underground matches he promotes. He keeps all the earnings; I don’t see a dime. But that’s not where it ends.

      He also owns my body.

      Shane pimps me out through his website.  Apparently, there’s a huge demand among rich LA women for former military men who are built like me. So, when I’m not training for the next fight, I’m on the clock fucking.

      I’m a whore. And Shane is my pimp.

      This was the deal I made with him in exchange for paying Max’s medical bills. To Shane, this is purely a business transaction. He needs to make back the money he loaned me. And the only thing I have of value is my gym and my body. In his view, this isn’t personal. It’s just business.

      I don’t know how much more of this I can take though. I’ve grown so numb to people, my surroundings…

      I’ve come close to killing myself on more than one occasion. I keep a handgun in the drawer of my nightstand. On two separate nights, I’ve placed the muzzle of that gun in my mouth and tried to pull the trigger. But both times, the realization that I’d be letting my son, Max, down stopped me from going through with it. I believe Max is in heaven looking down at me. And I know he’d be really disappointed in his father if he quit on life.

      But I’ll be honest, it’s getting harder for me to justify living in such a senseless world. What do I have to live for, anyway? I still have Layla, but I avoid seeing her and her family as much as possible. I just feel like my sad presence brings everyone down. I see the sadness in their eyes when I show up to their house and it reminds me of everything I’ve lost.

      I force myself to stop thinking about all this as I take the next exit off the freeway. I’m about to meet a client. I have to get in the mood to fuck. As I weave my beat up Corolla through the curvy Hollywood hills, I glance at the mansions lining the street. So this is how the other half live – in a world where money is never a concern, and the future is always bright from inside your hilltop mansion. Must be nice.

      The GPS tells me I’ve arrived at the address. I park my car.

      I still don’t know if I can go through with this tonight. I’m in such a sad, miserable state. But if I don’t, I’ll have to provide Shane an explanation. I don’t feel like dealing with that either. I take a deep breath and get out of my car.

      A full moon is shining in the night sky, casting shadows on the ground. I look at the modern mansion before me, overlooking LA. I make my way toward the gate. A red Volkswagen bug is parked down the street. It calls my attention because I can see the silhouette of someone inside the car. Looks like a guy with a beard. But it’s dark, so I’m not sure.

      I press the button on the intercom.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me. Kade.”

      “It took you long enough. I almost changed my mind.”

      “Well, you’ll be glad you didn’t,” I respond. I hate talking like this. It’s not me. But I remind myself that Shane wants me to be friendly and upbeat, not such a downer.

      “Come around back. Don’t use the front door,” she says.

      The gates open and I walk up the driveway toward the house. I ring the backdoor, as instructed. As I wait, I remember the reason this woman chose me from the website: my haunted eyes. Well, if haunted is what she’s attracted to, she picked the right guy.

      The door unlocks.
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      As I wait for him to knock on my door, I realize what I am doing. I’m letting a complete stranger into my house. What if he’s a serial killer? Fuck, now I decide to worry about this? I’ve already let him through the gate and he’s walking to my door! I quickly run to the safe in my bedroom and punch in the code. I unlock it and take out a small handgun. I’ve never fired it. I purchased it three years ago when I found a deranged-looking thirty-year-old man waiting for me in my kitchen with flowers. He broke into my house. He said his name was James, said he loved me, and wanted us to get married. I talked calmly to James as I texted 911 on my phone. James is now locked up in some psych ward.

      My doorbell rings. I quickly slide open my nightstand drawer and place the gun inside. Now, it’s easily accessible if anything crazy happens. I’m about to step out of the bedroom when I realize I don’t have my mask on. I grab it and slip it on, then make sure it’s tightly fastened behind my head so it won’t slip. I check myself in the mirror. This white mask really makes me look like the Phantom of the Opera. I check my outfit. I’m wearing a long burgundy peasant skirt with a black tank top under a chambray shirt. For some strange reason, I hope this guy I’m paying to fuck me likes what I’m wearing. The doorbell rings again. I hurry out of the bedroom and toward the back door. Mingus runs after me the whole way. I realize he might be too much of a distraction, so I scoop him up and lock him in one of the bathrooms with a bowl of food and water.

      “This is only temporary, Mingus. I just can’t have you barking while I’m fucking. It’s a mood killer.”

      Mingus whimpers a reply as I close the bathroom door. The doorbell rings again.

      “I’m coming,” I shout. I scurry toward the back door. I take a deep breath and touch my white plastic mask one last time – just to make sure it hasn’t shifted.  I don’t want my scars to scare him away.

      Finally, I open the door.

      He’s staring straight at me. Those dark, deep eyes set in a chiseled face. I scan his body.

      Damn, he is fine.

      He’s wearing a tight black t-shirt and worn out blue jeans. It’s a simple ensemble but one that highlights his perfect physique. This dude is rock solid: muscular, tattooed arms, strong thighs and legs. And his face: gorgeous – like it’s been chiseled out of marble as some sculptor’s idea of what the perfect man should look like. He has dark hair and full lips. But it’s those damn eyes that really draw me in. They’re so intense, brimming with emotion. Then I notice the surprised look on his face. It’s my mask. I’ve caught him off guard. I didn’t warn him beforehand. I touch the mask gently with my hand. I’m about to comment on it but struggle with what to say.

      So I say nothing.

      We stare at each other in silence. I sense he’s trying to figure out what kind of weird shit he signed up for. He gives me a slight nod and tries to smile, but I can tell it doesn’t come naturally to him.

      “Sorry, it took me a bit,” he says. “I don’t live anywhere near your neighborhood.”

      I hear the sadness in his voice. He’s trying to hide it. But if you listen closely, you can sense it in the few words he just uttered.

      It’s been so long since I’ve had a man like this in my presence. Scratch that. I’ve never had a man as impressive as him stare at me before. And wearing this mask, I suddenly feel really foolish.

      This was a mistake. But I’ve already opened the door. I have to let him in now. I take a deep breath and try to steady my nerves.

      “Please come in,” I say as I open the door wider so he can pass through.

      I inhale as he walks past me. Damn… I’ve missed the scent of a man. And this guy, Kade, smells good, like the outdoors, woodsy but mixed with spice. I feel myself getting woozy from his presence. I convince myself it’s because of him and not the vodka tonics I’ve had throughout the night.

      He turns around and faces me, his hands in his jean pockets. He gives a quick glance around the place and shrugs.

      “Nice place,” he remarks, but I can tell by the way he says it that he doesn’t really care.

      “Thanks.”

      We stand still, staring at each other again, saying nothing. Those eyes. I see an intense storm brewing in them. He’s on the edge of something. Something deep and sorrowful. His energy might be dark and mysterious but it’s also strangely comforting. My attraction toward him escalates. I can’t explain why.

      “I should have warned you,” I say.

      “About?”

      “The mask.”

      He shrugs. “Whatever makes you comfortable is fine with me.”

      He keeps staring at me, and I realize if I’m going to go through with this, I should warn him about the scars on my body too.

      “I had an accident,” I say. “I have scars. All over my body. Including my face. I should have warned you over the phone.” I take another deep breath. “If you want to cancel this meeting, I understand.”

      He ponders what I said, and I’m suddenly racked with nerves. I realize I don’t want him to go. In the few seconds he’s been in my home, I’ve felt the air shift around me.  His dark, soulful presence is astonishing. It pulls me in, like the force of a magnet. And up close, he looks even hotter than his picture. Even though I’m nervous about it, I know I just have to see what he looks like underneath those clothes. I have to see him naked.

      But I can’t blame him if he doesn’t want to have sex with my scar-covered body. I really should have mentioned it over the phone when I was talking to him. Now it’s awkward.

      “Will it hurt? If I touch you?” he asks. I notice the concerned tone in his voice. I wasn’t expecting it.

      I shake my head. Then quickly make sure my mask hasn’t shifted. “No,” I say. “It won’t hurt. But there are scars everywhere.”

      He shrugs. “I’m fine with it, if you are?” he says. “I just want to know if I need to be gentle.”

      Another long moment of silence. We keep staring at each other. His dark gaze is so intense. It’s mesmerizing.

      “Please don’t be gentle,” I confide. “I’m not that type of girl.”

      Did I just say that? I guess it’s the vodka talking, but it’s true.

      Physical sex – the unbridled, no-holds barred kind – is what I prefer. Tonight will test whether my body can handle it after the accident.

      “Good to know,” he replies. After a pause, he admits with a shrug, “I’m not really the slow and romantic type.”

      Our eyes meet again and my body begins to tingle. It’s been so long since I’ve felt the excited rush of sexual energy run through my veins.

      “Do you want anything to drink?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “No thanks.”

      “Are you in training? Your profile said you’re a fighter.”

      He nods. “Yeah. I fight underground.”

      “What makes it underground?”

      “No rules.”

      “Sounds dangerous.”

      “Can be,” he says with a shrug.

      This Kade isn’t much of a talker, but I don’t care. I didn’t hire him for that. I hired him to fuck me. And I get the impression he knows what he’s doing in that department.

      “Is this going to be your first time since the accident?” he asks.

      I nod slowly.

      “Well, I hope I can make it memorable,” he says.

      I smirk behind the mask. “Trust me, looking the way you do, I don’t think it will be an issue.”

      I’m feeling bolder now, more comfortable. My attraction to this guy is growing with each passing second. And my sexual desire is coming back to life.

      “Well, I’m here to please you,” he says with another shrug, “Your satisfaction is guaranteed. If you don’t like anything I do, just let me know.” He pauses then says, “And if you want to take off that mask so you’re comfortable –”

      I raise my hand, cutting him off.

      “You don’t want to see what I look like underneath this thing.” I touch the mask with my fingers. “You’d cringe, and it would ruin an already awkward encounter.”

      There’s a pause, then he asks, “Why is this awkward?”

      “Well, because of this mask,” I confess.

      He nods and looks at the ground. He’s pondering what I just said. Then he looks at me. Staring straight into my eyes, he takes a few steps forward. I feel a nervous rush of excitement shoot through me. He begins to echo the words from our phone conversation. “I thought you called me because you wanted to get fucked. Wanted to feel my hands over your skin, my cock deep inside of you. Isn’t that right?”

      He moves in closer and my skin grows heated from his presence.

      “That’s right,” I tell him.

      He shrugs. “Well, that has nothing to do with how you look.” He’s even closer now. His voice turns into a whisper as he stares into me. “That’s about our bodies colliding. The skin is just surface. Everything below it is what matters.”

      I inhale deeply; he’s so close. “You smell good.”

      I’m hypnotized by his presence; by the way he looks at me. For a brief moment, he’s made me feel like I’m not wearing a mask. I know he’s probably putting on an act – his job is pleasuring people after all – but I appreciate what he just said. I’m happy with my decision. I’ve chosen the perfect man to have sex with since the accident. But before we go any further, I need to make sure of something.

      “You won’t tell anyone will you?”

      He’s surprised by my question. “What do you mean? About us?”

      I nod.

      “I don’t even know your name,” he confides with a slight smirk. “Are you famous?”

      I slowly nod. “I used to be.”

      He shrugs, takes another deep look at me and says, “Nobody will know.”

      Although I’ve just met him, I sense that I can trust him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I lead him toward my bedroom, still surprised by how nervous I feel. Can I really go through with this? Have him see my naked body – the jumbled clutter of scars? Sure, a lot of the damage from the fire has been repaired. But there are still so many imperfections.

      “Is that a dog?”

      I turn around. Mingus is whimpering from inside the bathroom we just passed.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to let him out?” he asks.

      “He’s a puppy,” I respond. “I just got him. I’m worried he might ruin the mood, you know?”

      He looks at me a little surprised. “You’re locking your puppy in a bathroom when you live in a house of this size?”

      I don’t know what to say. He’s right. Mingus deserves to be treated better. “You’re right. I’m being ridiculous.”

      I open the bathroom door. Mingus scrambles out and starts circling Kade’s feet. Kade’s face breaks into a grin as he looks at the puppy. He bends down and picks Mingus up. Mingus happily licks his face. Kade smiles – a real big smile, and the first I’ve seen from him. It shatters the somber presence he had earlier. His smile looks so genuine, so sincere. My attraction to him grows tenfold.

      I really want to fuck this guy.

      “Hey, little fella,” Kade says to Mingus as the puppy continues licking his face. The tough exterior I saw when I first opened the door has vanished. I’m now staring at a gorgeous, well-built man holding a puppy. Kade’s warmth and friendliness is palpable. “What’s his name?” he asks, turning to me, smiling.

      “Mingus,” I reply, still shocked by his change in demeanor.

      “After the jazz musician?”

      I’m surprised he guessed right. Charles Mingus was an old-school jazz musician from the fifties and sixties.

      “Yeah,” I say with a nod.

      “Cool.” Kade raises Mingus and looks into his puppy eyes. “You’ve got a cool name after a cool dude, buddy.” Mingus returns the compliment by lathering Kade’s face with his tongue. Kade chuckles and lowers Mingus to the floor. When he straightens up, our eyes meet. I feel an electric shock. That’s what his gaze does to me. It’s like sex lightning!

      I take a deep breath to calm myself and continue walking toward the bedroom; Mingus follows close behind.

      It’s been so long since I’ve had a man in my company – since I’ve felt a masculine presence in my home. I miss it. And even if I have to pay for it, I’ll treasure it tonight.

      When I get to the door, I turn around. “Okay, he can’t follow us into the bedroom.”

      Kade looks down at the puppy and shrugs. “Sorry dude, she’s the boss.”

      Mingus whimpers as we close the bedroom door on him. Once inside my room, I walk over to the stereo and put on music – to drown Mingus’s whimpers from the hallway.

      “In This Special Place,” says Kade, recognizing the song.

      “One of my favorite albums,” I reply.

      “Good fucking music, that’s for sure,” he says with an appreciative nod.

      As the music fills the room, we stare at each other silently.

      “So, how should we do this?” I ask, feeling a nervous knot in my stomach start to grow.

      He takes a few slow steps forward.

      “Would you feel more comfortable with the lights turned off?” he asks.

      I nod gratefully. He walks over to the light switch and flicks it off. The moonlight streaming in through my bedroom window is now the only source of illumination. My guard comes down as comfort seeps in.

      “Let’s start off slow,” he says as he returns to where I’m standing. “Why don’t you just lay back on the bed and let me do all the work.”

      I like the sound of that. I take a seat on the bed and look up at him. Kade slowly slips off his t-shirt. I practically drool over the muscles rippling in his stomach then admire his chiseled chest. I haven’t felt the hard body of a man in so long. He unbuckles his belt.

      The nervous knot in my stomach eases and my body begins tingling with anticipation of what’s to come.

      Kade kicks off his chucks and pulls down his jeans. The only thing standing between his cock and me are a pair of white boxer briefs. My excitement grows. As I admire the tattoos running up his arms, I notice the portrait of a young boy tattooed on Kade’s chest. The boy is smiling, a wide happy grin. I’m about to compliment the artwork, but then Kade steps toward me.

      I notice his cock shift under his briefs. He reaches and pulls down his boxers. My heart catches in my throat at the sight of his impressive manhood. Instantly, my sex pulsates with need. Any hesitation I had disappears at the sight of his gorgeous cock.

      I haven’t been properly fucked in what feels like forever. I want it badly. I eagerly take his shaft in my hand, tugging on it. It grows harder with my caress. I raise my eyes and look up at Kade.

      “You’re blessed,” I tell him.

      “Thanks,” he says with a slow, satisfied smile.

      Slowly, I begin stroking his cock. It grows even larger. My eyes widen. I haven’t had a cock this big in a really long time. And his is the perfect girth and size. I feel my pussy getting wetter just thinking about him sliding inside me.

      I lean forward, desperately wanting to take his gorgeous shaft in my mouth. But I stop myself. I can’t. Not with this mask on. It’s covering my entire face. I lower my head in disappointment.

      “This fuckin’ mask,” I mutter.

      Kade senses my frustration because he responds, “Don’t worry. We can work around it.”

      He reaches down, offering me his hand. I take it and stand back up.

      “I thought we agreed that I’d do all the work anyway,” he says.

      He slowly reaches for the buttons on my chambray shirt. My heart beat races.

      He’s going to see the flawed skin on my chest!

      I quickly grab his wrist. He stops then looks at me. That soulful sadness has returned to his gaze.

      “Don’t worry,” he whispers. “We all have scars.” His voice echoes the haunted turmoil of recent trauma. I realize that the only difference between Kade and I might be that my scars are visible and his hide underneath the surface.

      I sense he understands my inner conflict because he might be going through his own. I knew there was a reason why I chose him.

      He’s haunted just like I am.

      I breathe a sigh of relief as I realize I’m in very safe hands.

      I let go of his wrist, letting him proceed.

      He moves in closer. We’re so close; we could kiss…

      He unbuttons my shirt and gently slides it off my shoulders. I raise my arms above my head allowing him to pull off my black tank top. With adept fingers he unfastens my bra. Slowly and ever so gently, he begins running his strong, firm hands over my fragile skin, over my breasts. My body springs to life at the sensation of his touch. I rest my hand against his chest as he kisses the side of my neck. His warm lips against my tough, ropey skin are welcomed and needed.

      He continues with a trail of kisses down my chest, taking one of my breasts in his mouth, gently tugging on my nipple. Lord, how I’ve missed a man’s lips on my body, on my tits. I grab the back of his head and press it against my chest. His touch makes me forget all my inhibitions.

      Kade drops to his knees. He looks at me as he runs his hands up my legs and under my peasant skirt.

      My breath catches as I feel his fingers reach over the top of my undies. He slides them over my hips, and down my legs.

      I help him by taking off my skirt. It drops to the floor. Except for my mask, I’m completely naked, just like him.

      Kade gets back to his feet. He runs his fingers over my scarred skin, his digits delicately dancing across my flesh. He squeezes my shoulders, motioning me to turn around. He continues running his hands down my back. Then he squeezes my ass.

      I feel his warm breath against the back of my neck as he whispers in my ear, “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

      I struggle to stifle the emotion that suddenly overwhelms me. He may be lying, but I don’t care. I appreciate his words and need to hear them. This isn’t about sex anymore. His presence – here, in my bedroom – makes me feel alive again.

      Kade moves closer, and I feel his cock, now fully erect, press against my backside.

      “Here’s the proof that you having nothing to be ashamed of,” he says with a growl. “Do you feel how hard I am for you?”

      I’m overcome with gratitude and desire. A tear rolls down my cheek. To be wanted this way, by another human being, is something I never thought I’d experience again.

      Kade leans forward and wraps his strong arm around my waist. His fingers slide across my belly, toward my crotch. He begins to tease my wet lips with his fingers.

      “You need this: me, inside you,” he says in a low whisper.

      “You have no idea,” I reply, resting the back of my head against his shoulder, thankful for his presence.

      “Well, the waits over,” he growls and places another kiss on my shoulder.

      Slowly, he turns me so I face him. I’m surprised by the lust and passion burning in his eyes. Could it really be for someone like me? I glance down at his rock-hard cock.

      “Lie on the bed,” he orders. “It’s time I give you what you need.”

      Grateful, I follow his instructions.

      Kade grabs a condom from his jeans and slips it on his cock. Then he climbs over me. I feel the tip of his cock nudge against my pussy.

      I look into his dark, intense eyes and press my hands against his chest.

      “You ready?” he asks.

      I want to kiss his luscious lips, but can’t. I simply nod.

      Kade shifts his hips and I feel the head of his cock slowly part the lips of my pussy. He eases himself inside me. My pussy welcomes him, clenching around his girth.

      “You feel good,” Kade whispers into my ear.

      “Trust me, you feel better,” I confess.

      Slowly, he pumps his cock in and then out. With each stroke my pussy throbs for more. I wrap my arms around his wide back, my legs around his waist. I want him deeper inside me. He’s bigger than I’m used to, but I want to take as much of him as I can.

      “Fuck yes,” I moan with pleasure. “You don’t know how badly I need this.”

      Kade increases his long, deep thrusts, each one raising my threshold of desire.

      My breath quickens as we find our rhythm. Drops of pleasure slide down my thighs. Then I feel it coming. That sensation I’ve been missing for so long is slowly building inside me. I dig my nails into Kade’s back as I wrap my legs tightly around his waist. I want all of him. As his cock stretches me wide, and fills me to the brim, I beat my fist against his back. “Fuck yeah, Kade. You feel fuckin’ a-maz-ing.”

      Then it finally comes - the rush of joy, the heat of passion, coursing through my entire body.

      I wail with utter abandon as the rising crescendo of In This Special Place fills the room. My pussy pulsates like a jackhammer. Gasping, I come all over Kade’s cock.

      But we’re not finished yet. I’m still hungry.
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