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Chapter
One



 

I couldn’t decide if I felt the most excited as I have
ever been in my life, or the most nervous. 


I pulled up into the parking lot of the small
apartment building where I would be sharing a unit with my friend whom I had
known in high school, Kelsey Anderson. I had been driving for three days from
my parent’s home in Iowa. We had both decided to move out here together over
the summer. She had already been here for a week, but she would have my room
available whenever I got here, she had said. 


Honestly, this was the first venture towards my life
as an adult, having just graduated law school in Florida and college before
that. 


The sun beamed down on me and I felt grateful that I
had heeded the advice to buy a high quality pair of sunglasses. My home state
of Iowa may have been part of Big Sky Country, but the intense blue of the sky
was unlike any color I had seen before. California didn’t mess around with the
heat or the brightness, that much I had learned
quickly. Though everyone insisted that it's a dry heat so it's not that bad. 


That is yet to be seen. 


I looked up the side of the building, finding the
small wooden porch that would be ours. Kelsey had a small cheerful potted plant
sitting on the edge of the railing. Seeing it perched in that precarious
position made me nervous that it would fall. 


Aside from college in Florida, I had never been this
far away from my home in Iowa. What brought me to California was the once in a
life time chance at joining a premier law firm specializing in my field. I had
applied about halfway though my final year in law
school on the recommendation of my mentor and academic adviser. 


Of course that meant I had to also pass my California
boards too. 


I did but it wasn’t easy not confusing Florida law
from California law. 


Sure, it may not be the top law firm in the country or
anything, but I really liked the area and the job seemed to be a good fit for
starting out. They said I would start part time and then I would be eligible to
compete for the full time position once it became available. One of the senior
partners would be retiring soon and they wanted to fill some of the gaps with
more fulltime lawyers. So if I played my cards right I could become high
profile fairly quickly. 


I hoped.


What new law student wouldn't jump at it?


It was literally my dream job. My mother had laughed
when I received my acceptance letter, because I had jumped up and down
squealing and flailing my arms. She had calmly explained that she never doubted
I would be accepted. 


The heat enveloped me as I opened my car door. Across
the parking lot, I saw a couple of young women wearing cut off
jeans and bikini tops, bedecked in flip flops and sun glasses strolling
comfortably towards the Jeep in one of the other spaces. This type of sight I would
eventually grow used to. The warm weather made for a different mindset in
wardrobe, I discovered. 


I had been lucky enough to find a parking spot right
next to the open stair cases which would lead to the walk up. 


Dry heat indeed. 


I pulled my suitcase out of the truck, slamming shut
the hatchback of my small blue Toyota, the very same car that I had purchased
in high school with my summer fast-food money. It had been used when I got it,
but I paid for it outright and it was mine one hundred percent. I knew that one
day I would have to trade it in for a more reliable car.


Maybe once I nailed down this job at the firm. 


I lugged my bag up the stairs, pulling it behind me
one at a time. I had a bundle of cash with me that I planned on getting
household things with. But for the time being all my personal belongings were
in the suitcase. 


Apartment Thirty four. 


I saw the cheerful little metal numbers and tapped on
the door. I hadn’t seen Kelsey since graduation other than online. I had
remembered her as the stunning red head with a smattering of freckles across
her nose. The butterflies in my stomach had as much to do with reconnecting
with an old friend than with starting a new life. 


The door opened. 


"Blair!" she shrieked extending her arms out
and grabbing me in a huge embrace. 


"Hi, Kelsey," I mumbled into her curly
auburn hair that filled my face in her firm hug. She pulled back and held me at
arm’s length with her hands on my shoulders. 


"You look gorgeous!" she gushed. 


That was quite a compliment coming from her. She had
always been pretty in high school, but she had filled out to womanhood and her
bright blue eyes accented her delicate facial features. 


I supposed I must have looked different than when she
had seen me last. I had always been a bookish sort back in high school. But I
had since gotten contacts and my once mousy brown hair had developed into a
rich brunette over the years and hung in waves past my shoulders. I wore a
white tee shirt, a pair of denim cut offs and flip flops.  


"Are you kidding? I'm a mess,” I said with a
laugh. 


"Oh my gosh, come
in!" she said. "What am I thinking? I set up some of the furniture in
the living room. I hope you don't mind." 


"Not at all,” I said. "The place looks
great!" 


It really did. 


The ramshackle couch had been covered with a hand
crocheted quilt in a rainbow of colorful granny squares. A small wooden coffee
table had a collection of different sized candles in various shades of purple
as the center piece. In the far corner I saw a huge roll top desk with a large
floor lamp next to it. That looked like the perfect study nook. I walked over
to the desk and touched my fingers on the surface of the edge. 


"My mom made me bring the desk,” she said.
"It was mine in my room when I was a kid, but I don't think I'll be using
it. I figured you could use it with your job and stuff. "


"Of course I’ll take it. I don’t have anything
like that," I said. 


"Let me show you your room,” she said. 


We walked down the hallway and she showed me the
kitchen just off the living room, the bathroom which contained far more space
that I could have imagined. The large bathtub looked like almost big enough to
be a spa. 


Then finally we arrived at my room. 


There wasn’t anything in it as of yet, but the large
window let the coastal sun stream in making a small offset rectangle on the
lavender carpet, giving the room a cheerful, welcoming feel. 


"Thanks, Kelsey," I said as I stepped into
the room. 


I took a deep breath taking in the fresh scent of the
clean room. This had to be my favorite feeling, standing in an empty room, as
if it were welcoming me to my new home. I raised my arms, through back my head
and spun around. 


I turned to her. "This place is great." 


"Isn't it?" she said with a twinkling grin. 


"You know what I'm going to do next?" 


"What?" 


"I’m exhausted from traveling, so I’m going to
take a bath in that fabulous bathtub. I have a week before my job starts, so
maybe tomorrow I can go shopping." 


"That sounds awesome,” she said, hugging me. We
wondered back to the kitchen and she handed me a soda, grabbing one for
herself. "Are you excited about your new job?" 


"Well,” I said, swallowing the hesitation I felt.
"When I was driving across the border into California. I couldn't decide
if I wanted to leap for joy or run away. But now that I’m here... I guess it's
just a little bit overwhelming. I can tell you one thing though. I'm going to
get that job. Game on." 


Kelsey laughed and raised her soda can. "To new
beginnings," she said. I clicked my can against hers feeling a grin break
across my face. 


"To new beginnings,” I said. 



 

The following week consisted of getting furniture for
my room and mentally preparing for the first day of my upcoming job. I had
settled on a futon so I would have both a sleeping area and a place to sit if I
decided to do any work in my room. Even though Kelsey had offered me the use of
the desk, I liked to have my options open. I also invested in a cute bean bag
chair and a fun colorful throw rug to give the place a homey vibe. I placed a
few pictures of me with my parents from my college graduation on the top of my
bookshelf. I felt pretty good about how it turned out, as I collapsed on the
futon, having spent the day putting it together. 


I glanced over at my closet ruminating on what to wear
next week when I would meet my competition. 


I wanted to wear something professional, slick and
maybe even a little intimidating. 


I could do that. 


I stood up and stepped over to the closet, pulling
open the sliding door to reveal my wardrobe. As I slid the hangers across the
metal bar, I wondered if I needed to go shopping again except with an eye for
clothing this time. I had plenty of casual items as my life up to this point
had consisted of college classes and high school before that. 


I wondered briefly if there would be any significant
drawback to being a female competing against a male.


I hoped not. 


My closet was filled with tops, blouses that could be
dressed up, but I needed a few more skirts and pairs of pants to do so. Maybe I
could ask Kelsey if she wanted to go shopping tomorrow. She had wanted to show
me the neighborhood since she had already been here for a few days before me. 


It felt pretty good to have a friend here, otherwise I
would have been battling loneliness along with the butterflies of the new situation.



Kelsey and I had known each other in high school, but
ran in different circles. She had been one of the charismatic and popular kids,
always with the starring role in the school play. I was more of a book worm, an
introvert who liked to keep to myself. I didn’t speak to many people while at
school except for my best friend Aiden, who also lived a few houses down from
me. 


Oddly enough, Kelsey and I didn’t become close until
after high school, when we stayed in touch through social media. It had started
just as a social nicety on my part, with a few comments on various posts that
we both liked. 


Then one day I had gotten trolled and she defended my
argument with panache. She messaged me and the conversation had never really
ended. We had stayed in touch through college, and when circumstances revealed
that we were both coming to California, albeit for different reasons, we
decided that it only made sense for us to get a place together. 


I was glad that we did. 


The transition already felt better with her here. 


I thought about my old friend Aiden Player, and
wondered briefly what he had been up to. I found it amusing that someone who I
barely crossed paths with had become a close friend, but someone who I spent
every spare moment with had fallen completely out of my life. 


Aiden had been a scrawny kid, but full of life and
energy. We had been polar opposites for the most part. Where I was an only
child he came from a huge family. I had always joked that he looked like a
toothbrush, with his thin build and shock of blond hair that stuck out over his
forehead and into his eyes. 


Two peas in a pod is what my mother called us. 


I thought through a mental list of what I would need
to do over the next few days to prepare. I needed to brush up on California Law
even more because I wanted to be prepared. Luckily I had brought my text books
with me, despite my peers telling me to sell them back and pocket the little
bit of cash that I would get. I treasured my textbooks and the knowledge they
contained, stating that there wasn’t dollar amount that could replace them.
Besides, I had said, give me a book over a website any day. 


I would be starting next Monday, so I had plenty of
time. 



 

I relaxed on the futon the next day while Kelsey was
out. I couldn’t help but wonder what the background of the man I would be
competing against. Probably some over blown rich kid who got the opportunity
through family connections, much like the arrogant frat boys that graced the
halls of my college, strutting around as if they owned the buildings. Depending
on which last name they had some of them did. 


"Blair!" I heard my roommate’s voice from
the living room, having just returned from a series of auditions. 


"I'm in here," I called staying put on my
comfortable futon. 


Kelsey stuck her head through the door. 


"Some friends of mine are going out to dinner,”
she said. "You should come. I'll show you around the city." 


"I don’t know," I said. "It sounds like
fun, but—" 


"You need a night out,” she said with a grin.
"You won't have much time when you become a big hot shot lawyer." 


She was right…


“Fine, but not too late because I need to stay on some
type of normal sleeping schedule so I’m prepared for work.”


“Sweet!” she shouted.


She helped me pick out a more casual outfit, a blue
sundress with strappy heels. I checked my reflection as she stood behind me
looking me over. I could go professional any day, but I always felt awkward
wearing casual trendy clothes. 


I let Kelsey inform me in situations such as these. 


"Why don't you let me do your make up!" she
said. 


"We don't have to do all of that,” I said.
"It's just dinner with friends." 


"Maybe, maybe not,” she said as she took me by
the shoulders and steered me to the living room.


"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked.


"Sit down and I'll be right back,” she said
ignoring my question. 


She disappeared and returned with her large plastic
make up case. It looked like a tackle box with various cubbies and fold out
compartments. Each one contained a small pallet of color. 


Kelsey pulled out a small plastic bag of makeup
brushes. She stood back and looked at my face as if it were a blank canvas,
picked up a brush, loaded it with color and stroked the bristles across my
cheekbones. A dab here and a blending fingertip there. Twenty minutes later,
she laid down her brush and a smile spread across her face from ear to ear. 


"You look gorgeous!" 


I rolled my eyes. "Do I need to look
gorgeous?" I asked. 


She glanced at her watch. "We should go,” she
said. "Like I said, some friends of mine from school are meeting up with
us. There is this adorable little Shabu Shabu restaurant just across from the sign." 


"I've never been to the sign,” I said. 


"There's a lot you haven't seen," she said.
"You’re going to love living here, I swear,” she gushed. 


I watched her casual enthusiasm. Maybe I did need a
night out. My job hadn't even started yet and I was already tightly wound. 


Okay fine, I said to myself. 


I'm going to have fun tonight. 


I'm going to have fun tonight.


I'm going to have fun tonight.


I smoothed my dress and stood, grabbing my purse and
following Kelsey out the door. 


When we arrived at the restaurant, I soon figured out
Kelsey's true motive for dolling me up. Her friends had already arrived and had
gathered around one of the large round tables. Three girls about our age and
two guys, one with brown dreadlocks and another with shoulder length surfer
locks, blond and cocky. All three of the women looked like models, long flowing
sun kissed hair and tan skin. 


I felt very out of place amongst her actor friends. 


"Everyone I'd like you to meet my roommate,
Blair." Kelsey ushered me to the side of the booth with the cute surfer
looking guy. 


"Hi everyone," I said. 


"Are you the lawyer?" the girl with the nose
ring asked, extending her hand to greet me. "I'm Angie." 


"Yes," I answered. "I guess I’m." 


"Righteous," said the guy next to me. 


"Blair, this is Blake,” Kelsey said giving me a
side glance. 


I rolled my eyes in response. 


He wasn’t my type. 


No one was.



 

I ended up spending most of the night having polite
conversation while simultaneously trying to angle my body so Blake would not
succeed at putting his arm around me. Kelsey's friends were pleasant and
friendly but I still felt out of place being the only one there not involved in
the arts scene. 


"So what brought you to California?" Angie
asked over appetizers. 


"Well I'm originally from Iowa,” I explained.
"But I went to school in Florida both college and then finished with law
school. I fell in love with the sunshine and the balmy beaches. Then when this
job opportunity came along, I thought why not? I already knew I'd love the
weather, and I didn't want to go back to Iowa." 


"Who could blame you,” she said, giggling. 


"Exactly," I said. "I didn't really fit
in back home, if you know what I mean." 


"I think we all escaped our oppressive small town
background,” the girl with the tattoo on her shoulder said with a smile. 


We had a pleasant night despite Blake's over attentive
nature. I couldn’t help but feel slightly out of place. The food was good
though, better than good. 


After we had glutted ourselves on seafood and rice
wine, Kelsey and I excused ourselves to the restroom to freshen up. 


"So what do you think of Blake?" she asked. 


"Oh Kelsey," I said. "You’re wasting
your time trying to set me up. I should have known the way you trussed me up
like a painted lady. Besides, he's a bit pushy." 


"But that surfer body," she said fluffing
her hair. "I mean, come on." 


"Yeah. He is cute, but..,” I said as I turned to
face her. "I appreciate what you’re doing. I really do, but I have to
focus. This job is a huge opportunity for me. I don't really want to put energy
into dating right now." 


"Have you thought about what to do if you don't
get the full time position?" Kelsey asked. 


"Honestly no,” I said. "I’m going into this
with a winning mindset." 


"I just don't want you to lose sight of what's
really important,” she said blotting her lips on a small piece of tissue paper.


"Finding my dream job isn't what's really
important?" I said. "Then what is?" 


She laughed. "You know what I mean. You have to
remember to have a good time. That's what life is about." 


"I'll vicariously enjoy your good time,” I said.
"Hey, I have an idea. Since Blake and I aren't really hitting it off, why
don't you take my seat next to him when we go back."



"Do you really mean it?" she said. 


"Hell yes." 


"Fair enough," she shrugged. "Does that
mean I can go out with him?" 


"Be my guest," I said with a smile. 


He was cute after all, I just couldn’t get my head
around the thought of dating. 


Not right now.


When we returned to the table Kelsey and I swapped
seats and she plunked down next to Blake with a bold grin on her face. 


"What do you guys say we get out of here and take
a walk down by the beach,” she said as if nothing was amiss. 


"Um... sure,” he stammered, taken aback by the
sudden shift. 


He looked at Kelsey with a hint of a question in his
eyes but then shrugged and put his arm around her. I smiled and lifted my glass
slightly in Kelsey's direction. 


"That sounds like fun," Angie echoed while the
others nodded in agreement. 


"Actually, Kelsey," I said. "I'll have
to call it an early night, but you guys go ahead and have fun." 


"You sure?" she asked leaning into the crook
of Blake's arm. 


"Yeah," I said with a grin. "I still
have a lot of prep work to do. It was nice to meet you all."


"Nice to meet you too," came a smattering of
voices. 


When I got back to the apartment I quickly changed
into my night gown and robe and pulled out some of my books over California Law
history. I found that reading over land mark cases made me feel inspired and
excited. 


Two days from now I would be walking into the first
day of my life's journey. 


Though the nervousness still danced around the edges,
I felt confident in my focus and drive.



 

By the time Monday rolled around, I awoke feeling as
if I couldn’t make heads or tails of my emotional state. I knew that I had
worked a long time for this day and it was time to get my game face on. 


I had decided to wear a black pant suit and a maroon
blouse. I had the collar pulled out over the jacket, accented by a few subtle
pieces of gold jewelry. My hair I had twisted into a tasteful bun.


Overall, I thought I looked very professional, but my
reflection had done little to bolster my confidence. 


Kelsey had done a lot to calm my nerves in the week
that we had spent together. Between her auditions she had helped me put
together a wardrobe that looked like that of a high profile lawyer. Dress the
part, she had said. Dress like the job you want, not the job you have. 


I replayed these words in my head as I arrived at the
building. The elevator carried me to the law office where I would spend at
least the next three months, hopefully longer.


As the doors slid open revealing the opulent lobby, my
stomach twisted in circles. I knew that no matter what happened I would always
remember today, either as a wonderful memory or as one that I would always
regret. 


The posh atmosphere welcomed me, calming my nerves
just a bit, with the cream colored carpet and matching plush leather couches
surrounding a large glass coffee table. A large window over looked the city,
which I could clearly see the bustling activity on the tiny ribbons of the
roads below. 


The woman behind the desk also wore a cream colored
suit which suited her dark complexion. She could have been a model out of a
magazine. Her suit matched the surrounding decor. 


"Good morning," she said with a warm smile.
"May I help you?" 


"My name is Blair Michaels. I’m supposed to meet
with John Mahoney." 


"Oh yes," She stood and extended her hand.
"I'm Willa Martin, the administrative assistant for Mahoney and
Klein." 


"It's nice to meet you,” I said. 


When I shook her hand I felt as if her tiny hand might
be crushed by mine. She had such a delicate frame. 


"Can I get you some coffee or a water?" she
offered.


"No thank you," I answered.


"Please have a seat," she said, gesturing to
the waiting area. "Mr. Mahoney will be with you shortly." 


After a moment, a tall imposing man stepped into the
waiting room, extending his hand to me. I hopped up and gave his hand a kind
shake. 


He was well dressed with a firm look in his eye and an
easy smile. I could see instantly how he had become so
successful as a lawyer as he exuded charisma and confidence. He had a small
feathering of gray just at his temples and his eyes crinkled when he smiled.


"Please step back to my office. I'll go ahead and
show you where you will be working before the other candidate arrives," he
said. "Can I get you anything? Any kind of refreshment while we
wait?" 


"No thank you," I said trying my best to
keep my tone polite. 


We stepped into his office, which contained a large
desk on one side and an even larger conference table on the other side. His
office looked more like a suite. 


The window along the wall spanned from the floor to
the ceiling and revealed a spectacular view of the Hollywood hills, rolling on
into the distance. The majestic green landscape never ceased to take my breath
away. 


He motioned for me to sit in one of the large wing
backs in front of his desk. I hadn’t been sure what to expect, but Mr.
Mahoney's office exuded lots of old world charm. A floor to ceiling book case
lined the other side of the room. If I had my way I could have spent hours
perusing the spines, running my fingers over the old leather bound law books.
For now I was resigned to wait for the Senior Partner's lead. 


"I hope you’re comfortable,” he said. "Your
partner and competitor will be here shortly." 


I felt a leap in my stomach but kept my face calm. 


I was right to arrive early as it gave me an instant
advantage over the competition. 


Score one Blair, competition zero. 


Whoever you’re, you're already behind, I thought to
myself. I didn’t often feel cocky, but today I felt justified. 


And today I needed the confidence boost. 


Willa's smooth voice came over the speaker of Mr.
Mahoney's phone. 


"The other partner has arrived, Mr. Mahoney,” she
said. 


"Thank you Willa," he said. "If you
will excuse me for a moment." 


He stepped out of the office, no doubt to greet the
other partner in the waiting room just as he had greeted me. I resisted the
urge to look over the shelves. 


In due time. 


They returned a few seconds later, and I got to give
my competitor a once over. 


I recognized him instantly.


Aiden?


Oh my god.


I wanted to remain in denial. 


It couldn’t be.


I stood to shake his hand. 


Right away I was charmed by his good looks. He had
full blond hair that somehow managed to look both disheveled and professional
at the same time. His arms and shoulder filled out his light brown suit jacket,
which he wore over a white suit shirt. His intense blue eyes looked me over,
and I found myself briefly speechless. 


I extended my hand, thinking myself mistaken. 


I hoped I was anyway. 


Mr. Mahoney's voice sounded like it came from a long
hallway as I heard him say my name in introduction. Once I heard the name I
knew I could no longer deny what I already knew to be true. 


"Blair Michaels, this is Aiden Player. The two of
you will be working together in the coming months." 


I took his hand in disbelief. I had thought he looked
vaguely familiar at first, but it wasn’t until I heard his name that I realized
that this man was none other than my childhood friend from so long ago. The
same one I hadn’t seen in years, whom I had wondered about now and then over
the years, now stood before me as the embodiment of my competition, standing
between me and the thing that I wanted more than anything in my life. 


I could barely believe my eyes, but I couldn’t deny
that I recognized him.


"It's nice to meet you, Blair,” he said as he
took my hand. 



 

Chapter
Two



 

I didn’t have much time to register as Mr. Mahoney
introduced us, but I felt as if our eye contact contained an entire
conversation in the few seconds that passed between us.


Is that really you?


Yes, it's me. Hi. 


Well, shit. 


Yep. 


The socially acceptable time span for a hand shake had
passed us by, but I realized that we both still had a firm grip on the other. I
let go first and took a small step back wondering what the silence indicated. I
could see in his eyes that he recognized me and also by the slight grin on his
face betrayed that he didn’t want to say right away.


"It's nice to meet you, Blair,” he had said. I
had heard the words, but they hadn’t quite registered. 


So this is how we were going to play it. 


I see, I said to myself. Alright, I'll go along and
pretend that we don't know each other. 


At least for know. 


My plan today had been calm professionalism. Perhaps
it would be to my advantage that the partners didn’t know of our history
together. Aiden's presence here, while jarring, didn’t do anything to change my
perspective. I was still out to win this, and win it I would. 


"Nice to meet you too," I finally replied in
a cool timber. 


Wow. 


He had really grown up since I had last seen him. I couldn’t
help but notice the broad flow of his shoulders. 


We took a seat at the conference table to hear what
our first assignment would be, but I couldn’t help but glance over at him,
marveling at how much he had changed. 


The last time I had seen him had been at the last
vacation of the summer after our senior year of high school. Our families had
vacationed together at Lake Okoboji. They both had a timeshare cabin and
planned their trips to coincide. I recalled nights on the beach, campfires and
fireflies in the settling dusk. Sometimes when the sun went down we went back
to the cabin and played Monopoly and ate chocolate cookies until the sun came
up the next morning. 


Nearly every spare moment of my childhood had been
spent with him. We had gone to prom together, I think since no one had the
audacity to ask either one of us, and honestly there had been no one else that
held my interest, so we had gone as friends, fueling the frenzy of gossip that
surrounded the ambiguous nature of our relationship. 


My mother asked time and time again when I would give
in and just go out with him. Aiden doesn't want to go out with me, I had
explained. 


We are just friends. 


Good friends, yes, but nothing more than that. 


I had felt certain that I had convinced her of it. If
you say so, she would chide. That had been the story since elementary school,
and I had no intentions of changing that story now, no matter how good looking
he had become. 


Aiden was one of twelve brothers, and he came over to
my house many times just to escape, just as often as I had gone to his for a
bit of familiar normalcy. His mother welcomed me every time, saying that once
you get past four it doesn't make a difference how many kids there are. 


Of all the boys in the Player clan Aiden had been the
only one not to develop a talent or desire for football. He had to endure much
physical horseplay from his brothers, when he would have preferred to climb a
tree or read a book. He eventually joined track and did quite well, receiving
several trophies and helping the team get to State, which pleased his parents. 


The man sitting next to me now had the same sparkle in
his eyes, but he had certainly grown into his body. 


All of the awkward gangliness
had vanished. 


This guy was cool and confident, just oozing with ability
and charm. As Mr. Mahoney spoke Aiden glanced over in my direction, giving me
another quick grin. I couldn’t help but feel a chill of excitement at his
flirtation. 


What is the matter with you, Blair!
I scolded myself. 


I needed to be focused on what the senior partner was
saying, as he opened each folder carefully and explained the contents of each
as he did so. 


"I want to tell you both about your first
case," Mr. Mahoney said as he placed a few folders on the table. "It
is going to be a murder case. I want you both to understand that I chose this
case for the two of you with a very real purpose in mind. Murder cases are the
hardest to stomach. You will both have to face many things that you may not be
used to. Grisly evidence, questionable witnesses, and in the end it is your
collection and presentation of evidence that will either set a man free or send
a man to jail for the rest of his life. Keep that in mind as you work. The
stakes are real." 


I felt my stomach drop out from under me as an understanding
of the urgency of what we were doing began to take hold in my mind. 


Nonetheless I felt anxious to get started. 


This would probably be the most important case of my
life and I was ready to jump in. I had never imagined that I would be acting
defense on a murder trial. Mr. Mahoney was throwing us in the deep end, and
only one of us would end up victorious. 


Hearing him describe the details of the case helped me
to focus and I pushed all thoughts of Aiden to the back of my mind. That is
where they would have to stay for the next three months, the duration of our
competition. 


I had no intentions of easing up in my competitive
nature. 


As far as I was concerned the man next to me could
have been a complete stranger. I planned on bringing my A-game and winning the
competition regardless. 


"The two of you will be working closely with
myself and one of the other partners, Agnes Klein during the course of the case
work and through the trial,” Mr. Mahoney continued. "You will be building
the defense based on the evidence collected by the case detectives. I want you
to understand again, there will be a lot of things you will see in the evidence
files that you most likely have never been exposed to. If you can handle a case
like this, than I have no doubt that you will both be successful with any path
that you follow in the world of law." Aiden and I exchanged a glance. I
felt as if we were lions staring each other down over the carcass of a fallen
gazelle. "Are there any questions so far?" 


"What about the client?" I asked. 


"What do you mean?" Mr. Mahoney asked. 


"Will we have a chance to meet the client before
the trial?" 


"Of course, Ms. Michaels,” he explained.
"Usually only the lead members of the team meet with the client, but I’m
sure a meeting could be arranged if you think it would help you with the
case."


"Would that create a conflict of interests?"
Aiden interjected. "Would meeting the client be against our interests? I
mean, the evidence should speak for itself, right? We should be working with an
objective mind." 


"You both bring us very good points,” Mr. Mahoney
said with an impressed tone. "I'll take them both into consideration and
let you know if we decide to arrange a meeting for all of us or just the lead
members." 


"What is his name?" I asked. "The
client, I mean." 


Mr. Mahoney looked at me with consideration. His hand
moved to the folder containing the information on the biography of the client.
Despite my inclination to glance down at the name printed on the tab of the
folder I kept my eyes on Mr. Mahoney's face. 


"Darius Shaw," he said at last. "He's
being accused of the murder of his wife Rita Shaw. All of the information is
here which you will see in more detail once we begin. Mr. and Mrs. Shaw were
estranged and our client was found standing over the body of the slain victim
when the police arrived."


"Does he claim his own innocence?" I asked. 


"Regardless," Aiden interjected. "We
have to present the best case in his defense. His innocence is arbitrary."



"Is it?" I said flashing him a challenging
glance.


"I understand your reasoning to ask that,” Mr.
Mahoney said. "And the answer is, yes. He does." 


"Thank you, sir. It is helpful to know his name,”
I said, grinning out of the corner of my mouth. 



 

A few hours after the meeting had ended and Mr.
Mahoney walked us out to the lobby, thanking us for our time. 


"I want to remind you that you’re the top two
selected out of a large pool of applicants,” he said. "I expect nothing
less than greatness from you both, and I’m excited to see what the two of you’re
capable of." 


"Thank you very much for the opportunity, sir,” I
said extending my hand. 


"It's a pleasure to meet you both,” he said as he
shook my hand and then Aiden's in turn. 


He returned to the hallway stopping to ask something
of the receptionist, while Aiden and I stepped into the arriving elevator. 


I hadn’t known how I would respond once Aiden and I
were alone. 


I had kind of hoped to get a head start while leaving
as to avoid any awkward reunion, but here we were trapped in the small steel
box carrying us both back to the first floor. He leaned against the railing of
the elevator looking me over. I recognized the look on his face as reminiscent
of the boy I had once known. 


"Blair Michaels," he said with a huge grin
lighting up his face and finally acknowledging what neither of us had said in
the conference room. "I can hardly believe it. How the hell are you?"



"Aiden," I said with a calm smile, cautious
to reveal too much emotion. "How have you been?" 


God, he was cute. 


"Good... great," he answered. "I wasn’t
expecting to see you. Wow." 


At that point the elevator door opened and I darted
out as soon as I could fit through the door. 


"It's great to see you Aiden," I blurted
over my shoulder. "I'll see you tomorrow." 


I surged towards my car, but to no avail since he
caught up with me in the parking lot placing a hand on my elbow as he stepped
alongside me. 


"Have lunch with me,” he said. 


He never was one to take a hint. 


I eyed him suspiciously, not sure what I was feeling.
On the one hand I was glad to see an old friend, and we had been good friends
after all. I had often regretted losing touch. Perhaps it would be nice to
catch up again. 


We had been children then and now we were adults,
completely different circumstances. 


I had a chance to get to know him within a whole new
context. 


On the other hand, I thought, he is now the enemy. 


I came into this opportunity fully prepared to use
every resource at my dispense to win this job, and he
was my competition. I didn’t want to get too close, even on a casual level. 


I would have to be careful. 


"I don't know, Aiden,” I said. "It is good
to see you. Really it is. But do you think we should be socializing? We are,
after all competing for the same position." 


"Blair," he said. "We haven't seen each
other in ages. I have wondered about you off and on for years. I'd love to
catch up. Wouldn't you? I mean we have to work together, you know. Who knows?
Maybe we'll pick up where we left off." 


What on earth did he mean by that?


"Okay, fine,” I reluctantly agreed, though I wasn’t
sure where exactly we had left off. 


I smiled as we walked across the street to the
charming bistro. I tried to ignore the flutter I felt in my heart as he held
the door open for me. 


The sun gleamed off the metal window frames and
illuminated the small diner. 


Despite my misgivings I soon felt the familiar mood of
friendship that we had shared so long ago. We ordered toasted sandwiches and
kettle chips and took our food over to the table. He removed his jacket and laid
it over the back of the chair, allowing me to see just how much he had really filled out in the torso and
shoulders. 


Surely he worked out, I thought. 


He sat down and rolled up the sleeves of his white
shirt, exposing a Celtic tattoo on his left forearm. I had a hard time
believing how much he had changed over the years. I remembered the somewhat
timid boy who had once cringed at the idea of needles, and here he sat showing
off his ink. 


I didn’t know any lawyers with tattoos. 


Maybe they were hiding under the nice suits they all
wore.


"So what have you been up to for the past seven
years?" he said once we were settled. 


"I guess it has been that long hasn't it,” I
realized. "Not since, when..." 


"... just before we left for college,” he
finished. 


"I went on to Florida. Florida State University,”
I said, picking at my chips. 


"That's a good school,” he said. 


"Then I completed law school there in the state.
I only just moved here about a week ago." 


"No kidding,” he said. 


"Do you remember Kelsey Anderson?" I asked. 


"Wasn't she in drama club?" he asked.
"Cute red head, dated that football player for a little while?" 


"Yeah," I nodded nibbling on my sandwich.
"She's my roommate." 


"No way!" he said in disbelief. "How the
fuck did you guys get in touch?" 


"Yeah," I said. "We kind of struck up a
friendship over the years. After high school we stayed in touch online. Then
one day she messaged me and asked if she could add me to her holiday mailing
list. I said, sure. We stayed in touch and found that we had a lot of the same
interests. We have a small apartment together in the city." 


"So you just got here,” he said. 


"I came for the job," I replied evenly.
"What about you?" 


"I moved out here right after high school,” he
answered. "I went to college and finally decided to settle on Political
Science as a major. Then I completed my years at law school, and here we are. I
think my mom was concerned at first. Everyone thought I came to California to
party. I surprised everyone when I got accepted to law school." 


"Well, good for you," I said. "I never
would have doubted you, Aiden." 


"No, I would never have expected it from you.
This is nuts, isn't it? You and me, after all these years working for the same
firm. Why did we ever lose touch anyway?" 


"I don't know,” I said. 


But the truth was that I did know. 


I had kept my mind in my studies, singularly focused
on being top of the class, getting noticed by the scholarship boards, having
the top marks. I had stayed away from distractions for the most part, but of
course I couldn’t tell him this. 


It made me sound…boring.


Maybe if he thought I was boring he’d leave me alone
though.


"I know I asked about you every time I came home,
but it seemed as if you had always just left or weren't coming back until the
following week." 


"We always missed each other,” he said.
"Just my luck. I know our moms are still in touch. I get an update on you
every time I speak to mine."


"Yeah," I laughed. "I think they both
remained baffled that we never got together." 


"Them and everyone else,” he said with a chuckle.



We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. I couldn’t
help but notice how easy it seemed to be talking to him. Though the sight of
his flexing tattooed forearm as he reached for the salt did little to calm my
heart rate. 


"Let me ask you something,” I said finally. 


"Okay," he said giving me a side glance. 


"We've know each other for a long time,” I said.
"Nearly our whole childhood, wouldn't you say?" 


"Right,” he agreed. 


"And I have talked about being a lawyer for about
as long as I can remember." 


"Sure." 


"But I have never once heard you talk about
wanting to be a lawyer. And yet here we are, years later, miles away from our
home town, competing for the same job. You said you majored in Poli-sci, but never once did you mention an interest in any
of that when we knew each other. Just when did you decide that you wanted to
pursue law?" 


"You're acting like it's a conspiracy," he
said with a grin. 


"I just want to know what you’re up to." I
waved a playful finger towards him. 


His face grew serious, unexpectedly, and I waited for
his response. 


"To tell the truth," he began. "It was
you." 


"What?" I said. 


"It was your enthusiasm and the way you had
talked about it that made me think it would be a good fit for me." 


"Is that so?" I responded. 


"That's exactly so,” he said. 


"You didn't follow me here, did you?" I
asked, trying to lighten the sudden seriousness. 


I don't know why it made me nervous, but I relaxed
when he laughed. 


"No," he said. "That much was purely a
coincidence." 


"Good," I said. "I would hate to think
that you were following me." 


“I’m not the stalker type,” he said winking.



 

After lunch I began to realize what a good time I'd
had with him. I felt as if we really were able to pick up right where we had
left off. I thought back to that night that we said goodbye, when I had
squashed the moment when he had tried to hold my hand, but the truth was I had
always been a little bit intrigued by him, that scrawny boy whose family had
always included me in everything, as if I were one of the gang. 


I think his mother viewed me as the daughter she never
had. 


Sometimes she and I talked about having to take refuge
in the house full of twelve rough and tumble boys. Aiden had always been more
of an intellectual. 


Of course he would pursue law. 


He had always been the one to help her develop
arguments for me when I was on the debate team. He hadn’t noticed and developed
thoughts on things that I had missed. 


Of course I had wanted him to kiss me that night
before we parted ways forever. But as was my custom, I decided I didn't want to
complicate matters. 


However now I found that I was attracted to him for a
whole different reason. He had grown into an extremely handsome man, while
maintaining the boyish charm that I remembered. 


The tattoos had surprised me and I couldn’t help but
wonder what else he had hidden, under his clothing or in his psyche. 


Seriously Blair, put a lid on it! I
mentally chided myself for even letting my mind wander. 


We headed back to the office and spent the rest of the
day going over the extensive notes for the case. Every once in a while my mind
wandered to the thought of what it might be like to go out with Aiden in a
different capacity than friendship or even business. Eventually I decided not
to worry about that right now, as I have my whole future ahead of me. 


Whether Aiden ends up being my new best friend, my
lover, or my enemy, I wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize my chance at
the full-time position. 


No matter what, I was in it to win this thing. 


I would not let myself forget that no matter how sexy
the distraction might be. 



 

I opened the door to my apartment to hear the phone
ringing. Kelsey had gone to work at the restaurant, and my hands were full with
bags of groceries. I rushed to set the bags down in the kitchen and made it to
the phone on the wall just as it rang for the fourth time. 


"Hello," I said juggling the grocery bag as
I picked up the phone. 


"Blair, I thought I might have missed you."
My mother's voice came like a welcome balm on the other end of the phone. I hadn’t
spoken to her since the first night I had arrived to let her know I had made
it. 


"Mom! Hi,” I said, tucking the phone to my
shoulder. "How are you?" 


I put the milk and eggs in the refrigerator and left
the rest on the counter for later. 


"I wanted to check in with you,” she said.
"How are you? How is California?" 


"Oh, it's great,” I answered walking to the
living room and plunking down on the couch. "The weather is amazing.
There's not a drop of humidity. I swear my hair has never looked better." 


I heard her laugh at my description. "Have you
been to the beach yet?" she asked. "I've always wanted to see the
water, myself." 


"Um... no. I guess I haven't. Kelsey and I had
talked about it, but I've been so preoccupied with my new job I haven't had
much time for recreation."


A trip to the beach sounded nice, but I couldn’t
imagine finding the time. My mind ached at the thought of trying to squeeze in
the time. Just this weekend I had passed up an offer from Kelsey to go along
with her friends for body surfing. 


"Take time to play,” my mother scolded.
"Don't forget that." 


"I know, Mom,” I said rolling my eyes. She had
always said this to me when I was younger. When the other kids would go out to
the movies or the mall, I was the one who stayed home pouring over books and
studying for any upcoming test I might have. Even then she had to practically
push me out the door. But I had been an awkward child, not really feeling
comfortable surrounded by the vapid faces of the girls who wanted to get their
nails done or buy the latest music. 


Most of the time I would find myself knocking on Aiden’s
back door. Then he and I would either roam the neighborhood or hole up in his
family's game room. Sometimes we went back to my house depending on how many of
his brothers were home and how aggressive they were acting towards him. 


He liked the escape just as much as I did. 


"Well, have you gotten settled in your apartment?
How is your roommate?" 


"Kelsey is great,” I said. "She's a lot of
fun. She's always trying to get me to go out with her and her actor friends.
She's trying to match make, but other than that we get along perfect." 


"Match make?" she asked. 


"Don't worry, Mom. None of her friends are my
type. Besides I'm too busy with work."


"How is your job going so far?" she asked.
"I've been so excited to hear about it." 


"You won't believe who my partner is,” I said.
"Do you remember Aiden Player?" 


"Aiden?" she said with an incredulous tone.
"Of course I do! He was practically a member of the family the way you two
used to run around. I knew he had gone to college in California. What are the odds?
You’re working with him now?" 


"It's a little bit more complicated than that,
Mom." 


"How so?" 


"He and I are competing against each other for a
full time position at the law firm." 


"I see," she said. "How do you feel
about that, considering how close the two of you once were?" 


"It’s nice to see him again,” I said, hesitant to
say too much. "But don't worry. I came here to win this job, not to
rekindle an old friendship." 


"Friendship? Are you sure about that?" She
had taken on that tone of Mother-knows-best, much to my ire. 


"Yes Mom,” I said firmly. "Friendship.
Nothing has changed in that regard." 


"No, I’m sure that it hasn't,” she said but she
didn’t sound convinced. 


"Typical," I giggled. "What about you,
Mom? Anything new on your end?" 


"Well, I had thought about coming to visit in
about a month. I have some vacation time from work and I thought a visit to the
beach might do me some good. Would that be a good time?" 


"The case should be over by then,” I said doing
mental calculation in my head. "It starts in two weeks and should not take
more than a couple of weeks. That timing is perfect." 


"Oh Blair," she said suddenly serious.
"Are you sure you’re okay out there all on your own? I worry, you
know." 


"Of course I'm okay, Mom,” I answered. "Why
would you ask that?"


"I've often felt badly that you have never had a
brother or sister. Once I'm gone you’re going to be all alone." 


"Oh Mom," I said rolling my eyes.
"Don't talk like that. It's a good thing you raised me to be a fully
competent adult who can function within society without much assistance. I'm
the one who should feel sorry for leaving you alone in that huge house."


"Darling, you know I like my solitude,” she said.
"And that closes the subject." 


"Hey, I've got to go, Mom. I have a little bit of
work to do before I call it a day." 


"Okay, honey. I'll look forward to seeing you in
a month." I could hear the smile in her voice. "Just remember to have
fun every once in a while." 


"That sounds great, Mom,” I said. 


"I love you." 


"I love you too. Bye Mom."


I hung up the phone and leaned my head back on the
couch. I already felt exhausted from the hard work we had done at the firm that
day. 


Seeing my Mother would be a nice break after this
case. 


I glanced at the clock, and decided that I had time to
make myself something to eat before I tucked into my boring home work. I headed
to the kitchen to put away the forgotten groceries sitting on the counter. 



 

The next day I arrived at the office excited and
feeling good. Stepping off the elevator I asked Willa if I could take her up on
that previous offer of coffee. 


"Of course," she said. "It's one of the
perks of working here. Don't tell the others but I make a killer Cappuccino,”
she whispered in a conspiratorial tone. 


"It will be our secret,” I said with a grin as I
headed down the hallway towards Mr. Mahoney's office. 


She brought me the frothy hot beverage a few minutes
later, with a black coffee for Mr. Mahoney and a regular coffee for Ms. Klein.
Aiden hadn’t arrived yet, but I started to look over some of the files while
sipping my coffee. When he finally arrived a few minutes later I was struck
once more by his charisma as he walked in the door with his blinding good looks
and captivating smile. 


"Good morning Blair," he said with his
crooked grin on his face as he slid into the seat across from me. 


I couldn’t figure out how he looked both sharp and
professional while exuding the beachy charm of a surfer. He looked tan and
blonde but his tattoo was covered by the sleeves of his buttoned shirt and suit
jacket. 


"Hi Aiden,” I said trying to keep my voice cool
and professional. 


I couldn’t fully suppress a small grin as we exchanged
a glance, almost as if sharing a private joke. 


"Are we ready to get started?" Mr. Mahoney
asked, standing at the head of the table. 


Ms. Klein sat down at the far end of the table. She
was a trim stern woman who wore her hair in a low bun. I admired the way she
carried herself being the only woman on the board and secretly hoped that she
would mentor me once the job was awarded. 


"We are ready, sir,” I answered as he laid out
the folders and evidence files. 


"What we will be doing today is as follows,”
Mahoney began. "I'm going to let the two of you take over the case for the
most part after our brief recap. You two will work independently. If you have
any questions, Ms. Klein or I will be available to guide you as you work. I
will be heading up the case once we reach the courtroom. Do either of you have
any questions so far?" 


"Has there been any progress on whether or not we
get to meet Mr. Shaw?" I asked, eying the large pile of papers that were
being laid on the table.


"Later this week,” Ms. Klein spoke from the other
end of the table. "We can go over to the prison. We have a meeting with
him already planned. Perhaps we can arrange for the two of you to join
us." 


It didn’t go unnoticed by myself or Aiden that Mahoney
gave her an imposing glare the entire time she spoke. I also noticed that she
responded with a calm glance and a smile after she had finished speaking. 


"I'll look forward to it,” I said. 


"Our goal is a simple one," Klein continued.
"Our job is not necessarily to prove our client innocent. Our job is to
place a reasonable doubt in the minds of the jurors. Enough that they would not
be willing to find him guilty based on the evidence presented. It is an often
misunderstood difference." 


"That confirms my theory," Aiden said.
"That his innocence is largely arbitrary." 


"For the most part, yes,” Mahoney said. 


"I’m sure," I interjected. "That the
difference means much more to Mr. Shaw himself." 


"Let's begin," said Ms. Klein. 


Aiden and I jumped in, beginning by combing through
the evidence, laying out a pattern depending on how certain items related to
one another providing a brief time line of the events. 


The two senior partners seemed pleased with our
momentum and excused themselves after a while. Mahoney stated that they would
return in an hour to check our progress. 


The evidence set before us was varied, consisting of
transcripts of depositions with eye witnesses, grisly photographs of the crime
scene, and lab results of DNA matches and codes. 


When we had been told that we would be working on a
murder trial, I had steeled myself for having to face bloody images, but the
collection of information turned out to be much gorier and stranger than
anything I had ever worked before. All of the evidence confirmed that Shaw was
present at the scene or had arrived shortly after the murder. The transcripts
of his deposition indicated that he maintained his innocence regardless of the
evidence. The murder weapon, a kitchen knife from Mrs. Shaw's home, had our
client's fingerprints on the handle, but he had claimed that he grabbed the
weapon in a moment of panic upon arriving to find her bloody body. 


"Look at this," I said pointing to a page. 


"What did you find?" Aiden asked leaning
over the table. 


"It says here that the anonymous call came at
9:07pm. According to the transcript, Mr. Shaw arrived around 9:15, just before
the police arrived at 9:17." 


"What are you getting at, Blair?" Aiden
asked but I could see the wheels turning behind his eyes. He was seeing the
same thing I had seen. 


"Shaw didn’t have his cell phone on him at the
time of his arrest,” I said. "There is no way he could have made that
call. Also his fingerprints didn’t show up on the phone itself at the Shaw
residence." 


"Blair, that's true,” he said, scribbling down
some notes and grinning up at me. "We can use that. That's
brilliant." 


Aiden and I fell into a natural comfortable rhythm as
we worked. Despite the surreal nature of the case, I almost felt a reminiscence
of when we worked together back in high school. We shared class projects sometimes
if not simply helping each other with an assignment. 


This felt very much like that only, this time with
more adult subject matter and the fate of a man's life in the balance. 


The only read difference aside from that was Aiden
himself. 


He had changed so drastically that I sometimes had to
remind myself I was dealing with the same person. Though the change was largely
physical, his easy demeanor reminded me of how we used to be. 


I couldn’t help but notice, when he took off his
jacket half way through the morning. He left his sleeves buttoned, which didn’t
surprise me, but it did lead me to realize that he was competing too and wanted
to maintain a professional image by keeping his tattoos covered. 


Well played. 


He hadn’t changed all that much personality-wise. I
would have to keep on my toes. 


That much was certain. 


By the end of the day I felt as if my eyes were
bulging out of my head from staring at so much evidence so closely. We had
gathered a few more inconsistencies between the accusations and the client
statements by the end of the day. 


Mahoney and Klein had checked in after our first hour
but after that they never did. They finally returned towards the end of the day
for our debrief. Aiden showed them the details that we
had found. 


"This is excellent work," Ms. Klein said
peering over the outline. 


"I can only take credit for some of it,” Aiden
insisted. "Blair is the one who found the discrepancy in the phone call
time line." 


Ms. Klein turned towards me and smiled. "Good job,”
she said in her curt tone. 


I felt as if I had won the lottery. 


But why hell would he just tell them I found the cell
phone discrepancy?


Shit.


Maybe I was overthinking it.


"I think that's it for today," Mr. Mahoney
said. "You’re both doing quite well. Why don't we call it a day?" 



 

Stepping out into the cool evening air and seeing the
sky light up with a glorious orange and pink sunset helped diminish the stress
that had built up in my shoulders. 


I stopped, closed my eyes and took a deep breath,
catching a hint of the salty air wafting in from the coast. 


The sound of my mother's voice echoed in my mind. Take
time to play, she had said. 


How was that possible? 


Play was for when the work was done, and it seemed
that the work was never done. 


"It's gorgeous isn't it?” Aiden's voice
interrupted my thoughts. 


When I opened my eyes I saw him watching me. 


"Yes, it is,” I said turning my gaze back to the
sunset setting the sky on fire in swirls of orange, pink and lavender.
"Too bad it is because of the severe pollution in the area." 


"That's one way of looking at it," he said
with a small smile. "I've lived here for nearly eight years and I don't
think I will ever get used to the weather here. I love living this close to the
beach." 


"Yeah?" I said, amused by the way his face
lit up as he spoke about it. 


Maybe I did need to find a way to appreciate the local
scenery. 


"Yeah," he echoed turning to face me again.
"Have dinner with me,” he said suddenly. 


"Aiden," I began. "I would like to.
Honestly I would, but I'm not sure it is a good idea for us to see each other
outside of work. We are competing with each other, remember?" 


"A little competition can be invigorating, if you
know what I mean,” he said with his crooked grin. 


Jesus.


He took off his jacket and threw it over his shoulder
holding onto the loop with one finger. One lock of blond hair had fallen over
his eyes making his look more casual and undeniably sexy. 


I tried to suppress the thought. 


"I just don't think it's a good idea,” I said, my
heart beat picking up. "I don't want to endanger the case." 


"Oh, I don't either,” he said as we both began to
slowly walk towards our cars on the other side of the lot. 


Ahead of us just over the freeway, I could see the
lights of the restaurants flicking on as dusk fell. 


"How about this. Hypothetically speaking, if we
were not competing for the same job, and if we were not partners on this case,
then would you then like to have dinner with me?" 


"Okay," I laughed. "If you put it that
way, speaking purely hypothetically, and if none of the things that are
happening were happening, then yes I would consider having dinner with
you." 


"But as things stand you only want to see me on a
professional level. Is that correct?" 


"That is correct." 


I felt at odds with myself even as I said the words. I
knew I had to quickly get some boundaries in place before this went much
further. 


He hung his head in mock sadness. "I suppose then
that there is only one thing left to do." 


"What's that," I asked. 


"That would be to make this strictly a business
dinner,” he said as he offered his arm out to me. 


I couldn’t help but laugh as I took his arm unable to
resist his charms any longer. 


Tan.


Muscles.


Tattoos.


And funny.


Shit. 


I was tempted.


I had to get the strength deep inside of me to deny his
charm until the job was mine.


Just business. 


"Okay fine," I said. "Strictly business."



We headed away from the parking lot and towards the
strip just a few blocks away. The easy playfulness that we had established
throughout the day, carried over as we found a fun looking seafood restaurant. 


We had both decided to leave our suit jackets back in
our cars. I changed out of my pumps and into a pair of casual sandals. With his
sleeves rolled up and collar open, we both blended with the crowd a little more.
I felt more relaxed as we found a table and we began to look over the menu. 


"The mussels are supposed to be good here,” he
suggested. 


"I haven't even had a chance to try any seafood
since I've arrived,” I said. 


"We're just going to have to change that,"
he said, signaling the waiter. "We'll have a plate of your freshest
mussels to start with," he instructed. "And a bottle of chardonnay
for the table, please." 


"Yes sir," the server said jotting down the
appetizers and heading off to do his task. 


Aiden turned back to me, resting his elbows on the
table and crossing his forearms across his chest. 


"Just like old times, right?" he said. 


"Right," I laughed. "Except completely
different." He chuckled. "I almost feel like we are getting to know
each other all over again. You just seem so different." 


"Different how?" he asked. 


"Well," I gestured feebly at him.
"You're.... taller, for example." 


"Taller? That's what you're going with?" 


"Okay, granted,” I said. "I just mean...
that obviously you, um... work out." 


He raised an eyebrow at what he thought I was
suggesting. I kept a casual smile, while my eyes dared him to reply. He had a
smooth confidence that hadn’t yet veered into cockiness. He did like to step
right up to the edge of it though. 


I scrambled to change the subject. "And this job.
I mean you must have been top of your class to land this opportunity, and since
this is a business dinner we should talk about that at least once. Business I
mean." 


"Of course," he agreed with a grin. 


The waiter offered a reprieve in our banter by
presenting the wine at that moment. He pulled the cork and poured a dash in
Aiden's glass. After receiving the nod he filled both glasses and placed the
bottle in a small ice bucket next to the table. The first sip flooded me with a
relaxing warmth allowing me to let myself enjoy the evening even more. 


"You've come a long way, Aiden,” I said.
"That's all I'm saying." 


"Thanks," he said while a wistful look
drifted across his face. "And you," 


"Me?" I said with pretend shock. "What
about me?" 


"You have blossomed into a beautiful woman. But
then again you always were." 


"Oh please," I said. "With the braces
and the glasses and the body of a bean pole?" 


"Yes," he said. I pretended as if I didn’t
notice the shift in his tone. 


The server placed in the middle of the table a huge
platter of steamed mussels with a small carafe of sauces on the side just in
time to stop him from saying much more to me. The steam poured off the plate
and filled my nostrils with the tantalizing scent making my mouth water. 


We jumped in, both of us starving from the full day’s
work, pausing only to place our order with the waiter for our entree. I went
with the Caribbean chicken and he ordered a steak. I had another glass of wine,
but I wanted to hold off. Regardless, I was feeling more relaxed as the night
and the laughter continued. 


"So do you have a boyfriend?" he asked. 


I considered telling him about the guy I had dated for
a while in college, but decided to skip that for now. 


"No," I said. "I sort of stayed with
the whole career woman thing. I never dated much." 


"That doesn't surprise me,” he said, taking a
swig of wine. 


"Oh really. And why not?" 


"Well, you never did in high school,” he said. 


"I never got asked out in high school.
There is a difference,” I clarified. 


"I find that hard to imagine,” he said. "You
never did know the effect you had on people." 


I rolled my eyes.


"What about you?" I said, eager to change
the subject. "Anyone special?" 


"No," he said swirling around the last
contents of his glass. 


"That doesn't surprise me either,” I said. 


"And why is that?" he said. 


"You always had too many girlfriends in high
school,” I chided him. 


"Too many?" he said. "I’m hurt. Hurt,
that you would say so." 


I returned his grin behind his words. "You
know," I said. "Some of us used to say that your reputation lived up
to your name." 


"Oh?" 


"Your name is 'Player' after all,” I said.
"Players gotta play, right?" 


"Touché, my lady,” he said with a nod. "Touché."



"This meal has been amazing," I said dabbing
my mouth with my napkin. "Thank you for talking me into it." 


"We had to complete our very important business
meeting after all." 


"Right," I said. "Very important."


We stood and walked outside, heading back towards the
parking lot, neither of us in any particular hurry it seemed. Night had fully
fallen and the city sky line lit up the area with bright lights. 


Despite my misgivings I almost felt like I was on a
date. 


I felt certain that Aiden had wanted me to feel that
way, to put my guard down. This might be a strategic play on his part, a means
of throwing me off. I found myself torn between wanting the night to continue,
wishing almost that we didn’t have the ever present reality hanging over us of
being in competition. 


I couldn’t, would not let my guard down, despite how
much I may have wanted to. 


I had told him the truth about not dating very much in
college. My focus had been singularly driven to find the right career path as
was my passion. If I so chose, I worry about dating once I had secured a long
term secure job. I needed to keep my guard up and not forget my true goals, no
matter how much fun we were having. 


"Do you remember," he said "When we
played that joke on my brother?" 


"Which one?" I asked. There had been many
and just as many returned. 


"The one where we made him eat shaving
cream." 


"Oh, I had almost forgotten that!" I burst
into laughter. "We had made several bowls up to look like ice cream. Yes,
I remember that." 


"He was the only one that fell for it too." 


"Everyone else saw right through it,” I said.
"I remember Logan asking with suspicion why the dessert smelled like
menthol."


"And then Channing comes in and dives into
it." 


We had laughed for ages over that incident. He had
sputtered for half an hour trying to get the taste out of his mouth. I recalled
some sort of retaliation had come from that. 


Aiden's mother had her hands full with all the boys
that most of the time she just let them hash it out with each other rather than
get involved. She said it was good for their people skills, but I think she
just had her hands full. I looked out over the city, letting the memory
reignite my mind. 


"Blair," Aiden said. 


His tone had changed. I should have noticed, but I
felt so relaxed that it all seemed natural. I turned to answer him, but my
voice caught in my throat by the way he was looking at me. 


He placed his hand on my neck in a gentle but firm
grasp and pulled me to him. I knew what was coming instantly, but the contact
of his lips set me on fire, awakening something that had long been forgotten.
Losing myself in the moment I wrapped my arms around his neck, succumbing to
his seductive kiss. 


All at once I felt like the young girl back in high
school walking down the road to our houses the day before I was to leave for college.
I felt the same butterflies and desire for him to kiss me then just as he was
now. 


My mind traveled back even further to
when the two of us had hidden in the tree house behind his home, me with my
thick rimmed glasses, an awkward preteen. Even then I had wondered what it
would have been like if he had kissed me. Yet here I stood with his lips on
mine, teasing at me with the tip of his tongue, his arm wrapped firmly around
my waist and the other caressing my neck and cheek. 


I had become lost in the moment, completely forgetting
any reservation that I may have had. On one level I was aware that my body
betrayed me by returning the kiss. I had wrapped my arms around his neck,
falling against him with our bodies pressed against each other, as my will weakened
further. 


I had no cares in the world that in that moment I had
opened up the flood gates, exposing myself to the risk of losing any
professional distance that i had worked so hard to maintain. We hadn’t even
been together a week and already my resolve had cracked. The stars above us
begin to wink on in the darkness competing with the bright city lights around
us. 



 

Chapter
Three



 

I pulled away from him as an inkling of reason sneaked
back into my thinking. Kissing him had to be the absolute worst thing that
could have happened. 


I felt a rush of embarrassment and confusion take over
me as the adrenaline faded. 


I didn’t know what had come over me, but I clung to
the notion that I could still rectify the situation. Stepping back to gain some
space between us, I pressed the back of my hand against my lips which still
burned at the contact of him. 


Did I dare to think about the last time I had been
kissed like that? 


Had I ever been kissed like that? 


I couldn’t recall and the lingering weakness in my knees
reminded me so. 


"What are you doing?" I asked. 


"What do mean, what am I
doing?" he said with a playful yet suspicious glare.


"Why did you do that?" I asked again. 


I felt completely perplexed as to why I had reacted so
easily after deciding not to pursue the thought. Since the first moment I had
seen him I did everything I could to keep him at arm’s length. 


I couldn’t afford to have feelings for him. 


And I didn’t intend to start doing so now. 


He relaxed his stance and smiled at me. I could see
that he was trying to keep things light between us, but the strength of my
emotions were taking over. 


I felt angry, mainly at myself for having responded to
him like I had. 


There was no denying that, but as my anger bubbled
over I had to find some place to aim it. Therefore the tone I took with him
sounded accusatory. 


That was fine with me. 


He wasn’t playing fair. 


I wanted to feel mad at him, as that was easier to
handle than anything else I might feel in that moment. 


"Blair," he began with a small smile.
"I don't really know what to say. How do you want me to respond to that
question?" 


His reply left me more confused than ever. 


"Aiden," I said trying not very hard to keep
my voice calm. "Why did you suddenly try to make out with me just now? I
thought… I thought this was just business." 


"I didn't think..." He emitted a small laugh
and ran his hand over the back of his neck. "I didn't think it would be
that big of a deal." 


I kept my distance from him giving him a serious side
eye, trying to see through his response. 


"The truth is," he continued. "I'm
attracted to you, Blair. How could you not know? I have been for ages. You’re
fucking gorgeous. And seeing you again..." His voice drifted off as he
looked out over the city. 


"What," I said. 


"Seeing you again made me remember.... and here you’re.
Even more goddamn beautiful that I remembered. I thought maybe you felt the
same way. I thought I would take a shot." 


I had to admit his words moved me just a little… only
a little.


"Oh," I said. "I see." 


He took a small step towards me reaching for my hand.
In that fleeting moment I knew I had a choice. I could relax and let him take
it, maybe tilt my head forward as he might lean in for another kiss. I could
see where this went, letting the fates decide how our future might unfold. 


But then my mind's drive took over slamming shut the
steel door of opportunity. 


I didn’t come here for a chance at the job of a
lifetime, only to be distracted by a pretty face. I stiffened my posture and
raised my hands to stop him. 


"I don't feel the same way." 


With those words I saw the laughter and camaraderie
drain from his face. The light in his eyes dimmed and he stepped back casting
his gaze to the ground. 


"Fair enough,” he said, rubbing his left arm. 


"I guess we should go home,” I said, turning
towards the parking lot. 


"Guess so," he said. 


As we walked back I wanted nothing more than to find
that lightness again, that easy friendship that had proven to be so fragile.
Maybe if I punched him lightly on the arm and offered him Monopoly and
chocolate cookies we could find that again. 


I doubted it. 


We continued on in silence until we arrived at our
vehicles. Our cars were the only two left in the lot, framed in the circular
light of the lamp posts. He walked over to his car without even saying goodbye.



I felt badly for ending things in such a way after
having had such a fun evening. I never wanted to hurt him either, but I had to
make him believe that I didn’t have any feelings for him. This was as much for
his good as for mine. For the briefest of moments I wondered who I was trying
to convince, him or me. 


"Aiden," I called after him over the top of
my car. He turned with his hand on the handle of his door. "For what it's
worth, I had a good time tonight. I'll see you tomorrow at work?" 


"Yeah," he said, but the pain still
reflected in his eyes.


He pulled his door open and vanished without another
word. 


The drive home left me feeling perplexed and angry. I
wanted this job more than I had wanted anything before in my life, but I couldn’t
deny even to myself that I had feelings for him. 


Perhaps, I thought, these are just remnants of a
childhood crush. 


That's all. 


There is nothing to analyze here. Of course I reacted
the way I had when he kissed me. It would have been the same if I had met an
old movie star that I admired or something like that. 


What girl hasn't fantasized about an unexpected kiss
from an attractive friend? 


It was just a kiss after all, I said to myself.
Tomorrow we will have forgotten the whole thing and be focused on the case.
Other than that there is nothing else to worry about. 


But the look the he had given me before he had opened
his car door told me otherwise. He had looked like a wounded animal, and I
shared that pain. Largely because I was responsible for causing it. 


I arrived home to find Kelsey sitting on the couch
going over some lines, with her feet tucked under her knees and a cup of tea on
the table. 


I was glad to see her. 


I wanted to share my internal conflict with her and
see what advice she might have. She closed her script book, laying it aside as
I stepped into the apartment and leaned my head against the door. 


"What am I going to do?!" I lamented before
even saying hello. 


"It's nice to see you too, Blair," she said.
"How was your day?" 


I rolled my eyes. 


"I have a big, big problem,” I exclaimed. 


"Have a seat," she gestured. "I'll make
you some tea." 


She stood and headed to the kitchen. 


I opted to change clothes first, shedding my work
clothes into a pile on the floor and pulling on my comfy cotton night gown. I
emerged from my room, having shed some of the stresses of the day with my
change of clothes, just as she finished in the kitchen. We headed to the living
room and she handed me the cup of tea that relaxed my senses immediately. 


"So what's going on?" she asked. 


"Do you remember Aiden, from high school?" I
asked. 


"The skinny kid?" she asked. 


"Yeah. He and I used to run around together all
the time." 


"Aiden Player!" she exclaimed recalling his
name. "Of course!" 


"He's my partner at the firm,” I said. "And
my competition for the full time position." 


"You’re kidding me!" She pulled herself up
fully on to her knees clutching her teacup in both hands. "Didn't you guys
used to date?" 


"No, we never dated,” I clarified. "We were just
really good friends. Most people thought we were dating though."


"I always thought you guys dated. Anyway, did
something happen?" 


I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of my herb
tea and letting myself relax. 


"Well for one thing," I began. "He's completely
hot now. He grew up a little, that's for sure. But what is most unsettling I
think is that he is really good at his job. We've worked together for two days
so far and he has a knack for finding details in the evidence that the rest of
us might miss." 


"Oh whatever, get to the good part,” she said
glancing at the clock. "I know you haven't been at the office working on
the case until this late at night. What happened?" 


"We went out for dinner after,” I said. "It
had been a long day, so whatever. No big deal really. " 


"What was it like to see him again?" she
asked. 


"It was great at first,” I said. "That's
what so confusing. Here is this old friend of mine, and I'm in this new city
and I don't know anyone other than you. Of course I'm going to feel drawn to
him, right?" 


"It only makes sense," she said. "I
mean you guys were pretty close back in the day." 


"Yeah, we were,” I said, setting my cup down on
the table. "But this doesn’t change anything. I'm still going after this
job. I can't not go after it. Just because he's an old friend doesn't change
the fact that this is the best opportunity I've ever had. I have to take him
down." 


"I feel as if you aren’t telling me everything,”
she said. 


I glanced in her direction and saw her inquisitive
eyes boring into me. 


"Okay fine," I said. "After dinner, we
were walking back to the parking lot. Kind of taking the long way. The weather
was nice, the city lights. We had just had this wonderful night out together,
and he kissed me." 


"No way!" she gushed. "What was it
like? Did you kiss him back?" 


"Of course not!" I insisted. "Maybe a
little. I don't know!" 


"What are you going to do?" she asked. 


"I don't know,” I said. "I mean I'm not
going to do anything to jeopardize the job, that's for sure. Besides I don't
have feelings for him. I mean it's nice to see him, sure. But I don't feel that
way about him." I looked over to see Kelsey giving me a significant look.
"I don't!" I insisted. 


"I don't buy it,” she said. "It's all over
your face. This is more than just a reconnection with an old friend. Besides
you didn't really answer my question. Did you kiss him back?" 


"Oh god," I said, burying my face in my
hands. "I think I did." 


"I knew it," she said. 


"What should I do?" I said. 


"Well," she said, tapping her chin
thoughtfully. "On the one hand you have worked way too hard to let
anything come between you and that which is rightfully yours. You shouldn't let
anything keep you from that, especially a man. Even this man,” she insisted. 


"Yeah," I said, my eyes drifting down toward
my tea. 


"On the other hand," she said. "What's
the harm in having a little fun?" 


"What?" I said at her sudden turn. 


"I mean you said yourself that he was hot." 


"Did I?" I asked, batting my eyes with
affected innocence. 


"Yes! As long as you can keep things separate,
why should you lose out? I mean you guys have that history. It's almost a
perfect match. Why shouldn't you rekindle the friendship because of a
job?" 


"I don't think it's friendship that he is
interested in." 


"Or you," she said, giving my shoulder a
slight nudge. 


"Come on. Don't rub it in,” I said. "What's
on television?" 


I grabbed the remote and turned on the set, happy to
have a mental distraction for a little while, ready to unwind for a few minutes
before going to bed. 



 

The next day I headed to work. I had hoped that a good
night’s sleep would have brought me closer to an answer on how to proceed, but
to no avail. I had awoken just as confused as ever, no closer to figuring out
what I wanted to do. 


When I stepped into the office a few moments later, I
discovered that Aiden had already arrived ahead of me and Mr. Mahoney was
beginning to lay out the case files. I greeted them both in a cool,
professional tone, and kept up that demeanor as we began our work. 


I tried to ignore Aiden, speaking to him only when I
had. 


We had another full day ahead of us, and I wanted to
focus on the details of the case. Finally Mr. Mahoney stepped out for a while,
instructing us both that he would return later to view our progress. 


"Blair," Aiden said as soon as the door
closed behind the senior partner. "Can we talk about last night?" 


"No," I answered right away. 


"Come on,” he said. "At least let me
apologize. I feel bad about misreading things." 


"Look," I said in a sharp tone. "You need
to forget about what happened last night. I don't want to talk about it. We
have a lot of work to do. Let's try and focus. Okay?" 


I felt him watching me as I turned my attention back
to the files before me. 


"Blair," he said. "If we can't talk
about it now, why don't we get together later after work." 


"No," I said. 


The office door opened and Mr. Mahoney returned. 


"Sorry to interrupt," he said. "I left
my report for the board meeting." 


He gathered what he needed and left the office once
more. I turned back to my work. Aiden sighed and did the same, giving up on the
possibility of reaching me. 


I kept my cold front up for the rest of the day and he
didn’t press the issue again. Despite the awkwardness, once we got into the
work we got a great deal finished. It seemed that our attention towards one
another had transferred into a strange competition. 


Through our annoyance with each other we spent the day
actively trying to outdo the other. By the end of the day we had built a strong
case, despite our differences. Our first appearance in court wasn’t for another
couple of weeks from then, but I had begun to feel confident in our case. I
made an offhand statement that if we had to make our opening statements the
next day that I would be ready. 


"No kidding," Aiden said. "I feel that
way too. A strong opening and a strong closing are going to win this case. We
have the first part. I'm starting to dream about the case as much as we have
been working." 


"I know exactly what you mean,” I said.


“I’ve been dreaming about something else too,” he
quipped, leaning back in his chair and placing his hands on the back of his
head. 


Then, he winked at me.


I rolled my eyes.


A grin spread across his face.


“Well, you’ll just have to keep dreaming about it
then,” I told him.


“We’ll see about that.”


Jesus.


I didn’t have time for him to come on to me.


This case was too important.



 

The following day we arrived to find that we would be
heading over to the prison with the partners to meet Mr. Shaw. The partners had
said that they would need us to only stay for the first part as they had some
preparation to do with the client, but that he was also curious to meet the
newest members of his defense team. We would be returning around lunch time,
and after our break we could start back into the case as we saw fit. 


"Do you want to ride over together?" Aiden
asked while the partners gathered their documents. 


"I'd like to, but I have to run some errands over
the lunch break. I won't be coming straight back here right away." 


This statement was patently untrue, but I didn’t want
to be in close proximity with Aiden, especially since we were meeting the
client. Though I did believe that his invitation didn’t have any ulterior
motives, it was my own sense of focus that I didn’t want compromised. 


“Well why don’t I run errands with you then?” he
asked, moving closer to me.


“They are kind of personal things,” I lied.


“Riiight,” he said,
obviously not believing a word I said.


“Yup,” I responded, looking away from his eyes since I
knew if I did I would grin he would really know it was all a bunch of lies.
“I’ll see you at the prison.”


I quickly moved away from him knowing I would finally
give in to his requests to ride together if I didn’t.


The partners gave us directions to the prison where
Shaw was in holding until the trial and we headed out.


About twenty minutes later we arrived, having driven
in a caravan formation most of the way. The city had given way to a windy two
lane road, which came upon a large gated entrance. I had driven past this before
but never expected that I would set foot inside. Seeing the imposing entrance
made my stomach flip flop. 


We all met in the lobby upon the instructions of the
partners, leaving our valuables in the car. A guard arrived to escort us to the
intake station and we each took our turn walking through the large metal
detector. Once on the other side we reconvened. 


The officer motioned for us to follow him and we
journeyed down a long winding hallway, not unlike the road we had just
traveled. When we arrived at the room, he opened the door and let us enter.
Darius Shaw already sat at the only table present. I could see his wrists and
ankles shackled beneath the surface. He wore the orange jumpsuit typical of an
inmate. Despite the circumstances, he smiled when we entered. 


"Good morning, Darius.” Mr. Mahoney asked as we
all took our seats, "Are you in good spirits?" 


"I'm ready to get this over with,” he said. His
voice sounded soft and meek, different than I would have expected. 


Truth be told I hadn't known what to expect. He
glanced in the direction of me and Aiden. Mahoney introduced us. 


"Darius," he said. "These are the
newest members of your council. Aiden Player and Blair Michaels." 


"How do you do, Mr. Player. Miss Michaels,” he
nodded towards us, unable to shake our hands. 


"Please call me Blair," I insisted despite
the look I got from Aiden. 


Even if we were to only have minimal contact during
the trial, I still wanted this man to feel comfortable with me. He held himself
in such a way that reflected an old world charm. 


I wanted to respect that. 


"What we are going to discuss," Mahoney
said, pausing for a brief moment. "Is some of the questions that we
believe the prosecution may bring to us. Do you feel prepared to do that?"


"Of course," Darius said. 


Mahoney turned towards me and Aiden. "Of course
if the two of you have any questions for the client, now is the time to ask.
After today you will most likely not see him until the court date. Please feel
free to take part." 


I could sense next to me Aiden's posture shifting
uncomfortably in the hard plastic chairs. I gave him a questioning look, but he
avoided my eyes. I felt as if I had hundreds of questions for Mr. Shaw, but I
opted to wait and watch, seeing how Mahoney and Ms. Klein handled the information
in front of the client. 


Mentally I took notes as we went along watching the
demeanor of the client. He listened intently, his eyes focusing carefully when
something was shown to him. He always answered in quiet polite tones, calling
everyone 'sir' and 'ma'am'. 


By the end of the morning I had a new respect for what
we were doing. I had already understood that our job was important, but seeing
his face, hearing his voice, made me realize just how important our work would
be. This man's life was at stake. I felt more determined than ever to build a
solid defense on his behalf. 


That’s exactly why I had to stay away from Aiden. 


I couldn’t let him break down my barriers. 


I needed to concentrate on the case. 


Having to tell myself that over and over told me right
there he was already in my head.


We finished a few hours later. Shaw was escorted out
first, walking in shuffling steps with a guard on either side of him. Watching
him try to move with shackles on made me cringe inside. Under any other
circumstances I would never have placed him as a suspect. 


At last the guards returned to escort us back out to the lobby. Once more we submitted to the
metal detectors, stepping through one at a time without incident. 


"I guess I'll see you back at the office around
one?" Aiden said as we stepped out into the sunlight. 


"Oh, right." I had almost forgotten about
the story I had told him about running errands. "Yeah, I'll see you
then." 


"You okay?" he called after me as I headed
to my car. 


"Yeah," I said. "Why?" 


"I don't know. You just seem a little down or
something."


 I had hoped to
keep my emotions under wraps, but meeting Mr. Shaw had affected me more than I
cared to admit. 


Apparently Aiden noticed after all. 


"I'm okay,” I said. "Really. But thanks for
asking." 


He nodded and I turned my back opening my door and
disappearing from his view.   



 

The next couple of weeks flew by, with Aiden and I hard at work. The feedback we received from the partners
was largely positive. The day before the case arrived, and we were both ready. 


On a personal level, I had stuck to my resolve not to
see Aiden after work anymore. He seemed to accept that as he hadn’t made any
further moves, and the kiss was no longer mentioned. Though I couldn’t help but
feel a small tinge of the memory of our night out in the back of my mind. 


Luckily, I felt confident in my ability to keep it
there. 


We had developed a pleasant professionalism and I felt
good about going into court working together as a team. 


We ended the day on a high note, finalizing the last
details of our case. I arrived at home, and just as I was putting down my
briefcase on the couch the land line phone rang in the kitchen. As I walked
over to it I wondered who it could be since Kelsey and I had agreed to only
give that number out to family members. 


"Hello," I said. 


"This call is for Blair Michaels. Is she
available?" 


"May I ask who is calling?" I replied with
suspicion. 


"This is Rita from McGuffey Flowers." 


"This is Blair Michaels," I said. 


"You have a delivery of flowers and we wanted to
verify when you would be home for receipt of delivery." 


"Oh, uh. Yeah." I was a bit taken aback
wondering who they might be from. "I'll be home for the rest of the
afternoon." 


"Okay," she said. "Expect delivery in
the next one to three hours." 


"That would be fine," I said. As I hung up
the phone I heard Kelsey coming home from work. "You won't believe the
phone call I just got." 


"Who was it?" she asked. 


"Apparently I'm getting flowers delivered later
today and they just wanted to verify that I would be here." 


"Bizarre! I wonder who hell they are from,” she
said. 


"Probably just my mom," I said. "After
all the case starts tomorrow. She's probably just sending a token for good
luck. That sounds like something she would do after all." 


"What if they're from Aiden," she said with
a sly grin.


"Shut up! They aren't from Aiden,” I insisted. 


"Admit it," she said. "You kind of wish
they are, don't you." 


"Do not," I laughed. 


Though the idea did intrigue me. 


I wasn’t about to let her know that. "He's not
the flowers type." 


He wasn’t.


He was buff and tattooed.


That didn’t seem like the flowery type. 


"How do you know? Maybe he's developed some
panache since he was younger." 


"Could be, could be. Or maybe he's just desperate,”
I said. 


She laughed and disappeared to her room, emerging a
moment later in a pair of cut off shorts and a blue tank top. 


"How is your case going?" she asked.
"Did you say it starts tomorrow?" 


"The trial does, yeah,” I said, sitting down on
the couch and resting my feet on the edge of the table. "I think we have
built a solid case. No, let me amend that. I know we have built a solid
case. I feel good." 


"Amend?" Kelsey laughed. "Now you’re
starting to sound like a lawyer." 


"Maybe you’re right." I grinned. "I've
had a long day. I'm going to go grab a quick shower." 


“Don’t think about Aiden too hard while you’re in
there,” she joked giggling.


I raised an eyebrow and after she couldn’t stop
laughing I rolled my eyes.  


"I’m sorry!” she yelled smiling. 


Yeah right.


"Do you want to order Thai for dinner?" she
asked as I was beginning to get the hell away from her.


"That sounds great,” I said, heading down the
hallway. 



 

I felt much better twenty minutes later, toweling off
my hair, having changed into jeans shorts and a tee shirt. The firm had let us
go early, and I was thinking of something to do for the rest of the day when the
doorbell rang. 


When I opened the door, the sight before me shocked
me. The bouquet of brightly colored flowers nearly eclipsed the young girl carrying
it. Her voice drifted up from behind the mountain of the arrangement. 


"Blair Michaels?" she said. 


"That's me, but...wow,” I said taking the bouquet
from her. 


The flowers consisted of a collection of sweet
smelling wild flowers in a rainbow of colors spilling out over the edge of a
small blue porcelain flower pot. I carried it over to the coffee table and
signed for the delivery. 


"Thanks," I told the girl, handing her the
signed slip. 


"Any indication who it's from?" Kelsey
asked. 


"Like I said, probably my mom." Kelsey
reached over my shoulder and plucked the card from the holder. "Hey!"
I said, pulling the card back and opened the envelope. 


The words printed on the small white card, made my
stomach drop out from under me. It didn’t bare a name, but I knew instantly who
had sent the flowers. 


"What's it say?" Kelsey asked, trying to
peer over the edge of the card. 


I passed her the card, giving up on the attempt to
subvert any information. She looked at the message and read the words out loud.



"You kissed me back. Good luck tomorrow."
Kelsey's eyes grew wide as her mouth dropped open. I rolled my eyes as she
began to apply playful punches to my arm. "No way!" 


"Shut up, Kelsey,” I insisted. 


"No way!" she continued. "These are
from Aiden!" 


"You think?" I said with a dead pan voice. 


"And you did kiss him back!" she squealed
with enthusiasm. "I can see it all over your face! At least, I hope these
flowers aren't from your mom." 


I felt no point in denying it at that point.
"Yeah, so,” I said. 


"Well this changes everything,” she exclaimed. 


"How so?" I asked. 


"You like him! Come on, Blair this is so
meet-cute it's ridiculous." 


"What is 'meet-cute'?" I asked. 


"That's the story that you will one day tell your
grandchildren on how you met. Usually the story is cute. Meet-cute." 


"I see,” I said. 


"So you kissed him back. Details, details,” she demanded
while motioning for me to sit down and tell her the story. 


"There's really nothing to tell," I
insisted. "I only kissed him back for like a second. Okay, maybe more than
a second. Okay, I don't know how long it was, but come on! I've wanted to kiss
him for like ever. Literally my entire life since puberty. So he kissed me, big
deal. I just don't want to go down that road right now." 


"It's just so tragic,” Kelsey said. 


"Tragic?" I asked. "That's a bit
much." 


"No, true love is within your grasp and yet you
let it slip away." She sighed. 


I raised an eyebrow. "Oh come on." 


"You have to call him." 


"I do not." 


"At least to thank him for the flowers," she
said. "It's only polite." 


"I'm not going out with him!" I insisted. 


"Fine, just let him down easy,” she said.
"It seems to me that he really likes you." 


“Ugh.”



 

I waited a full half an hour after receiving the
flowers before I called him from my cell phone. In my mind I went back and
forth, wondering if this was a genuine gesture on his part, or just another
attempt to shatter my resolve, to distract me from the true prize and sweep the
job at the firm right out from under me. 


I even considered hanging up after I had hit 'send'
but I figured he would have already seen that it was my number, and hanging up
might be a little bit too much like junior high school.  


"Hello, Blair,” he said before I had a chance to
speak. "I knew you would call." 


"Don't get a big head, Aiden,” I said. "I
just wanted to call and thank you for the flowers. That's all." 


"That's all? Really?" he asked. Before I
could answer he continued. "Actually don't answer that. I figured you
would call. I'd like for you to go on a date with me. A real one. I like you,
Blair and based on the evidence, I think you like me. I don't think you can say
no." 


He. Just. Wouldn’t. Give. Up.


Jesus.


I took a deep breath, feeling the familiar edge of
confusion engulfing me once more. 


"Aiden, I just don't think it's appropriate. We
are work colleagues. Regardless of our past friendship it just wouldn't be
right for us to go out," I lied, hoping it would persuade him though. 


"You have to go out with me, Blair,” he said. 


"And why is that?" I asked. 


"Because I already made the reservations for us
in two weeks." 


Reservations? 


“I don’t know. I’m kind of busy.”


“Busy? You got another boyfriend… Or girlfriend I
don’t know about?”


I tried to play his stupid game. “Maybe.”


I obviously didn’t.


“Shit,” he said. I couldn’t stop myself from laugh.
“Oh, you’re playing me.”


“It’s only fair.”


“Come on. You had a good time with me when we had
dinner last time, didn't you?" he pressed. 


"That's not relevant,” I said, taking on my best
lawyer tone. 


"Wow," he replied. "You’re good. I
can't wait to see how you perform tomorrow." 


"Likewise," I said. 


“So, how about that day? I already made reservations.”


“Ugh. Fine! All right, I gotta go. See you tomorrow.”


“See you then… Beautiful,” he said, and hung up the
phone.


I hung up the phone while shaking my head, and turned
only to discover Kelsey hovering at the kitchen door having heard my whole side
of the conversation. 


"Are you going out with him?" she asked. 


I shrugged. "It's only to get him to leave me
alone,” I explained. "Once the case is over one of us is going to be
offered this job. I have to behave with the assumption that it's going to be
me. I'm going to say it's a celebratory dinner, to celebrate out victory with
the case." 


Kelsey rolled her eyes. "Right," she said.
"Just keep telling yourself that, Blair."



 

The next day we gathered our case files and headed
over to the courtroom, just half a block from our building. As the senior
partners walked ahead of us, I hung behind to catch Aiden as he brought up the
rear. 


"I wanted to talk to you about our date,” I
began. 


He quickly held his finger to his lips in an effort to
silence me. 


"We shouldn't talk about that,” he said in a cool
tone. 


I felt confused. 


"But," I began. "When you sent me
the..." 


"Shh," he interrupted my thoughts again.
"We can't talk about it. Let's just focus on the case okay?" 


I wondered what he might be up to as we followed the
lawyers down the winding hallway to the room where we would wait. 


Was he scared something would happen if one of the
partners found out?


What did he think, they were going to get rid of us
both?


Maybe they would.


So, I didn’t say anything more and moved on to the
case.


The first step in the process, we had been told would
be the jury selection. I had experienced this process myself, several years ago
from the other perspective, as I had received a summons in the mail sometime
during early college. I knew this was an arduous but necessary process that we
had no choice but to sit through. 


A random pool of citizens had been sent a letter
requiring them to be present today. Each of the lawyers would then ask a series
of questions. If any of them felt that someone in the pool would not be a good
candidate they were then cut from the selection. 


Mr. Mahoney explained that for this first case we
should observe and learn while the senior lawyers asked the questions. I felt
more than happy to do so. I had learned that building a case like we had been
doing these past weeks was far more about layering facts and much less about
high speed car chases and gun fights, like the television detective shows would
have us believe. 


I felt excited to get started with the case, having
already learned so much from the senior partners. 


Finally the judge came and collected us from the
waiting area. The jury pool was seated and it was our time to begin the
selection process. 


I watched in fascination as Mr. Mahoney and his
partners asked various questions, and took notes. Across from us on the other
side of the courtroom the victim's family sat stoically watching the
proceedings. 


It hadn’t occurred to me that behind what we were
doing held very real consequences. 


The family of the victim wanted justice, but we had
built a strong case to defend the man accused of that murder. My feelings of
confidence began to wane and the butterflies returned. I didn’t want to show my
nervousness, so I sat up straight and took a deep breath, trying to pay attention
to the proceedings. 


I turned slightly to try and catch Aiden's eye, but he
remained still, looking straight ahead and watching the primary lawyers. Even
having him ignore me made me feel small and nervous. I didn’t understand why
Aiden was ignoring me, and I was beginning to feel the pressure of the
implications if our case was wrong. If the man were truly guilty then we had
been working all this time to defend him. If he is innocent, as our case
indicates then the family across the way would not have closure on the death of
their loved one. 


"You guys doing okay?" Mr. Mahoney asked
under his breath during a lull in the proceedings. 


"Yes, fine," I whispered, though the truth
felt very different. 


Aiden also answered in the affirmative, still not
showing any indication of attention towards me. 


The jury pool had started out with a large group of
about fifty people. As the lawyers had asked various questions, they had
decided one by one which jurors could go and which would remain. Most of the
day had been spent dedicated to this process, but the judge interrupted and
asked both sets of lawyers to the bench. They talked for a few minutes and I
could see the look of concern on all of their faces. 


When Mr. Mahoney returned to their table his eyebrows
were drawn together. 


"It looks like we are going to have to delay the
proceedings," he said. 


"What do you mean?" I asked. "What's
happened?" 


"The remaining jurors are too few," he said.
"Several of them had to be released because of various reasons. You witnessed
the questions we asked throughout the day. This helps us to select the most
impartial panel of jurors. This happens sometimes that those randomly selected
fall into a category that makes them ineligible. They'll have to gather another
jury pool." 


"How long will that take?" Aiden asked. 


"At least two weeks,” Mr. Mahoney explained.
"The judge will have to contact us with a new court date." 


Aiden nodded and I could see the wheels turning behind
his eyes. 


What was he up to? 


I found out, later that night, when Aiden called me on
my cell phone. After being dismissed from the jury selection we had all gone
our separate ways. I returned home, leaving the courtroom without so much as a second glance from Aiden. I felt more confused
than ever, then when I looked at my phone I saw his name. 


"Hello," I answered in a cool tone, trying
to sound like I had been in the middle of something important. 


"I'll have to change our reservation,” he
explained. "The new court date falls on the night we were going to go out.
I'd like for us to be able to relax and enjoy ourselves. Even if we are just
going out as friends." 


This was a new angle, I noticed. I also noticed the
slight twinge of disappointment I felt at the implication that the date was
just as friends. 


"Okay," I said. 


"How about Friday,” he suggested. "We'll
make it a more casual event. Maybe go for pizza or something." 


"Friday," I said. "Actually, I'm going
to the movies with Kelsey on Friday night." 


That part was true. 


"Hmm,” he considered. "Assuming that that's
true, then it's not a big deal at all. Logan and Travis are going to be in town
then." 


"Really?" I asked. I hadn’t seen any of his
brothers since childhood. "What are they up to these days?" 


"Logan is a professional Poker player in Vegas,
if you can believe it,” he said. 


I remembered his brother's ability to fake us out
during our epic battles of practical jokes. "That doesn't surprise me a
bit. Gives a new meaning to the last name, Player." 


"I guess you’re right," he laughed. 


"I heard Travis went into the Army some time
back. How's he doing?" 


"I think pretty good,”
Aiden said. 


"That is fantastic,” I said. 


We talked for a while longer and when I hung up the
phone I realized that I had relaxed my tone with him without realizing it.
Every time I talked to him I felt as if we were those same kids, so easy and
comfortable with each other. Taking away the imminent pressure of the case,
made me feel a bit confused as to whether or not I should be so stringent on my
resolve to avoid going out with Aiden.



 

Chapter
Four



 

By the time Friday rolled around I felt quite ready
for a girl’s night out. We had just received confirmation on the new court date
being in a week and a half since a few days had already passed by since our
previous court session, and the senior partners had all been scrambling to find
work for us. 


Kelsey had decided to forgo inviting her actor
friends, since she and I hadn’t had much time to hang out since starting at the
firm. 


I didn’t think much about what to wear and just threw
on a cream colored sun dress and a pair of sandals. Kelsey looked spectacular
as always in her forest green sleeveless blouse, and trendy cutoff jeans. 


We thought about going to see the romantic comedy, but
ended up discovering that we both really wanted to see the sci-fi blockbuster.
We had both suggested the other movie out of politeness for the other, and we
laughed about it as we pulled up to the movie theater. 


Much to my surprise I saw just beyond the large group
of people entering the lobby, a group of familiar faces. I recognized Aiden of
course, and though I hadn’t seen his brothers in years I knew their faces
instantly. A couple of girls that I didn’t immediately recognize hung on the
arm of each brother. 


"Are you kidding me?" I exclaimed as we
exited the car narrowing my eyes towards them. 


"What's wrong?" Kelsey asked. 


"That's Aiden,” I said while gesturing to the
group through the glass. "I mentioned that you and I were going to the
movies. I wonder if he's stalking me." 


"Oh my god,” Kelsey said. "Just relax. Now,
which one is Aiden? I don’t remember what he even looked like back in the day.”


"The one at the back of the line, in the blue
shirt." 


For the first time since we had reconnected I saw that
he wore a short sleeved casual shirt, fully exposing his tribal tattoos on his
forearm. 


Kelsey turned towards me and raised her eyebrow. 


"And you’re turning him down?" she
asked, with an incredulous tone. "Um... why?" 


"You know why,” I said without further comment. 


She rolled her eyes. “Well, I’m still going to the
movie,” she informed me, hopping out of the car.


I guess I was too. At least Kelsey would be there for
moral support. I jumped out of the car and quickly caught up to her.


We stepped inside and waited in line to gather our
tickets. We had pre-ordered so we didn’t have to wait long, and once we had
them in hand we headed over to the counter for refreshments. 


"Well, it looks like you’re stocking me,” Aiden
said as Kelsey and I neared his group. 


He smiled at me and I tried to ignore the tingle along
my spine. 


"Shocking,” I mumbled. 


I turned to greet his brothers. The girl with Travis I
then recognized as the same that he had dated in high school. They had both
been a few grades ahead of us. We greeted each other, and I was introduced to Logan’s
date also, someone I had never met before. 


"Why don't we all sit together?" Aiden
suggested after we all loaded our arms with huge buckets of popcorn and soda's.



I had always been partial the chocolate malt candies
and had a box stashed in my purse. 


"Actually Kelsey and I were—” I began, only to be
interrupted. 


"That would be great!" Kelsey said.
"Almost like a group date." 


I glared at her and she flashed me a mischievous grin
as we followed the group into the darkened theater. In all the shuffling for
seats somehow the brothers each managed to get next to their dates, but since
Aiden was the fifth wheel, he landed on the end. Of course Kelsey insisted on
positioning me next to him. I glared at her once more as we all got settled. 


"What?" she said while raising her eyebrow
innocently as she nibbled on her popcorn. "I have to sit on the end in
case I have to pee. You know how sensitive my bladder is." 


I rolled my eyes and faced the screen. 


"You look beautiful tonight," Aiden
whispered in my ear as the previews began. 


"You aren't supposed to talk during the movie,” I
whispered back. 


"The movie hasn't started yet,” he said. 


"Shh," I replied. 


We all settled in as the opening credits rolled and
the movie started in earnest. I couldn’t help but find myself incredibly aware
of his presence next to me even as I tried to stay engulfed in the plot. 


His knee hovered about an inch away from mine, and his
elbow grazed against my forearms as we had settled on the armrest. He offered
me some of his popcorn, which I accepted laughing to myself about the irony of
our situation. 


Despite my protest we had still wound up together in a
date like scenario, watching a movie and sharing popcorn in a darkened room.
Out of my periphery I noticed that he sometimes glanced in my direction if
something significant had happened on the screen, as if quietly assessing my
reaction. 


The sight of his tattooed arm so close to mine
distracted me on some level. I had never seen him dressed casually since we had
reconnected and I decided that I much preferred him in a suit, mainly because
more of his skin was covered and therefore less distracting. 


WAY less distracting. 


His presence did nothing to calm my confusion. I had
spent the last weeks building my resolve to bury the attraction that I felt for
him and now it was all rushing back in.


I needed to bury it again.


I wondered if my body language betrayed my inner
turmoil, because about two thirds of the way through the movie, having endured
the achingly close presence of Aiden next to me and resolved not to do anything
about it, he reached over and grazed the side of my bare knee with the back of
his fingers. 


I froze, mesmerized by his touch which had sent
shivers through my entire being. 


I took a sharp intake of breath that I hoped he didn’t
notice. If he did he made no indication. 


Luckily he didn’t but throughout the movie his fingers
would continue to softly graze my knee. 


Thankfully the movie finally ended a little while
later, and Kelsey and I exited the row. Once out in the lobby, Aiden caught up
with me, touching his hand on my elbow to get my attention. 


I needed him to stop touching me.


It only made me more tempted.


"I wanted to let you know, I was able to
reschedule the reservations since you couldn’t go out with me tonight like I
had asked you to the other night,” he said speaking as matter of fact. 


So now we were back to reservations.


"Okay," I answered. 


I actually thought I had gotten out of this when I
couldn’t reschedule the first time and hadn’t thought much about it since, but
the butterflies in my stomach betrayed my feelings of hesitation. 


"If you’re still up for it," he said. 


"Are you trying to give me an out?" I asked.



"Of course not," he said. "If you
wanted out, you'd find a way." 


He vanished back with his brothers and their
girlfriends. 


Just what did he mean by
that, I wondered. 


We all said goodbye and parted ways.


"What was that all about?" Kelsey asked
after we both closed our car doors. She had seen Aiden and I
talking alone, I assumed. 


"What was what all about?" I said. 


She and I had decided to drive down the road to the
health shake place. We had heard about it but neither of us had been since
arriving in California. 


"I heard him mention a date," Kelsey said. 


"Yeah, the one that we had to cancel but it's not
really a date,” I clarified. 


"I don't know what your deal is,” she said.
"Just admit that you like him and go from there." 


I rolled my eyes and took a deep breath. "Let's
just see what happens. I don't want to jump the gun. Besides, my primary focus
is work right now." 


"Yeah, yeah," she said with a grin.
"Whatever." 



 

The following week passed without incident. Our
activities at the firm had been relegated to learning what the partners did when
not building cases. Filing paper work, updating information in various
databases, and other general office work. We did spend a few hours each day
reviewing the case so we would be ready when the court date arrived. 


My confidence level increased as the days passed and I
found myself interacting comfortably with the other partners. I was starting to
like it at Mahoney and Klein, which added to my frustration at my increased
attraction to Aiden. 


At least the two of us managed to behave
professionally while at work. 


He reduced his flirtation and I warmed some of my
professional distance. He didn’t mention anything about our date, except to
confirm with me the day of, that Sunday. 


The night before court. We had spent the last two days
going over the case again with the partners.


"What time is he picking you up?" Kelsey
asked from her curled up perch on the couch. 


"Seven I think. That's in, what, about half an
hour,” I said as I emerged from the hallway. 


She whistled as I spun to let her look over my outfit.
I had gone out and bought the perfect little black dress, fitted knee length,
and accented with rhinestone earrings and my small black clutch purse. I made a
mental note to take it to my grave that I had bought a new dress for this date.



It’s not a date, I reminded myself. 


"I feel like I’m playing dress up,” I said. 


"Well, you look amazing,” Kelsey said. 


"It's not too much?" I asked. 


She shook her head in earnest. I stepped back to the
bathroom to check my make up one last time. I had pulled my hair up and back,
in a high bun and I nervously fiddled with the small rhinestone charm resting
at the base of my neck. 


The doorbell rang, and I opted to wait a few minutes
to make my entrance. I was able to hear them talking in the other room. 


Kelsey welcomed him in and said I should be out in a
few minutes. I took a breath. "It's just Aiden," I whispered to my
image in the mirror. “It’s just Aiden.” 


I opened the door and walked down the hallway,
stepping into the living room. Instantly, I saw him gaze me up and down with a
look of disbelief.


I probably looked tons better not wearing my work
dresses that went well below my knee.


"Wow,” he said, clearing his throat.


I laughed under my breath.


“She’s fuckin gorgeous, huh,” Kelsey spat out.


He looked good also, wearing a suit jacket and a small
black tie, he looked a little bit more formal than I was accustomed to in the
office. In one hand he held a single long stemmed red rose. Almost as if he had
forgotten he had it, he looked down at the rose and then handed it over to me. 


"This is for you," he said.


He was trying hard to get me to cave to him. 


"Thanks." 


We were acting like a couple of awkward teenagers. I took
the rose and found a suitable vase in the kitchen, placing it on the counter
top through the pass through window. 


"You ready?" I asked, smoothing the skirt of
my dress. 


"Yep." 


He extended his arm to me and I tentatively tucked my
hand into his elbow, noticing once more the flexing bicep beneath the sleeve 


Was he going to act like a gentleman all night? It
just made it seem…cheesy…and that he was trying too hard. 


"Have fun," Kelsey said, leaning on the wall
with her arms crossed. "Don't do anything I wouldn't do." 


Not happening.


Otherwise we would be sleeping together before the
date.



 

He opened the car door for me, a move that I have
never seen from him, at least not towards me. 


"So just so we are clear," I said with a
playful smile. "This isn't a date. Not a real one." 


"So you say," he insisted as the car pulled
out of the parking lot. "But you’re still going to get the full Aiden
Player date treatment." 


"Oh, so I get the 'date' treatment?" I said
raising my eyebrows. "Does that mean I get all the perks that the girls in
high school did back when you had the reputation of your last name?" 


He flashed me a grin and said, "I guess you'll
find out. Won't you." 


I laughed, and had to admit to myself that it felt
pretty good to be out with him. It had been hard to separate our current
circumstances to our past friendship. I decided that at least for tonight, I
would not be so hard on him. 


A few minutes later we arrived at the restaurant, an
opulent location with bright lights reflecting from the crystal chandeliers
that I could see through the open front door. I felt a bit taken aback by the
posh appearance of the other guests, but I took comfort in the fact that Aiden
and I had both dressed the part. At least to outward appearances we looked like
we fit in. 


The Maitre D', a stuffy
looking older man who looked as if he had spent more time on his mustache than
I had on my entire outfit, asked our last name and a sharply dressed server led
us to our reserved table. I tried not to feel self-conscious as we walked
through surrounded by white table cloths and gleaming crystal. We were seated
next to the large window overlooking the beach. I had never felt so spoiled. 


By anyone.


"This is beautiful," I whispered to Aiden as
the server filled out glasses with the white wine that had been preordered to
our table. We both smiled politely as the waiter explained the vintage of the
wine. 


"You may start out with an Aperitif, in order to cleanse
your palate before the appetizers,” he explained in a calm voice. 


I couldn’t help but feel as if even the servers were
looking down on us. This one looked as if he had just stepped out of a
magazine. 


"That would be fine," Aiden said. "The
house special." 


The server nodded and exited. 


I leaned forward so only Aiden could hear me.
"What's an aperitif?" I asked.


He whispered his reply. "I have no idea." 


"I didn’t know that there was an extra course before
the appetizers,” I said. 


We both erupted into suppressed chuckles, trying not
to draw the attention of the upper crust society folk that surrounded us. 


"I'm just going with it. I didn’t realize this
place was so ritzy. But order what you want definitely,” he said. 


We looked at the menu which seemed to be written in
French and there were no prices listed. 


"Can you read this?" I asked, trying not to
burst into further laughter. 


"You may have to order for me." His answer
came in with the bewildered look on his face. 


I glanced around at the other patrons. The plates
looked like small bizarre art projects that may have represented food to someone
who had only read about it in an encyclopedia. When the server returned with
our aperitif I was pleased to discover that he presented us with what looked
like tiny wine glasses no larger than a shot glass.


"Have you decided on your order?" The waiter
asked in a soft spoken tone. 


My guess was that they behaved with an air of
servitude to make the money set feel better about themselves. I panicked a bit
thinking that we had no idea what the menu said, but to my surprise Aiden
closed his menu with a flourish and spoke with confidence. 


"Do you have any chef recommendations?" he
said, matching the tone of the other patron. 


I lifted my napkin to hide the smirk on my face that I
had difficulty suppressing as I watched his performance. 


"But of course," the server said. "For
our appetizer we can bring you the fromage with
caviar, served alongside our toasted baguette. Tonight’s entrees include your
choice of the Chef's special Cordon Bleu, or the Steak tartar." He nodded
when he finished speaking. 


"We will have one of the appetizers that you described,
and the lady and I will both have the steak." Aiden sounded as if he had
been to this kind of restaurant for all of his life. 


"Thank you sir,” the server said as he took our
menus. 


Once he had left I looked down at the small glass in
front of me. "What is this supposed to do?" I asked. 


Aiden answered in an effected French accent. "It
is the aperitif to cleanse our palate, so as to better taste the eloquent
combinations of flavours that are to be
presented to us." 


I snickered and picked up the tiny glass. "Do we
sip it or just shoot it?" I wondered. 


"Is it booze?" Aiden said. "I say we
shoot it." 


"Okay, I guess." I touched the edge of the
glass to my lips.


"Bottoms up," he said, lifting his glass to
his mouth and then threw his head back in the classic college student method. 


I followed suit finding the liquid refreshing and
smooth on my tongue. I also noticed some of the other patrons around us giving
us a side glance. It was then that I noticed one of the other women across the
restaurant sipping delicately on her small glass. Oh well. 


"What did we get as an appetizer?" I asked. 


"I have no idea. Whatever the guy said,” he
answered as we both suppressed laughter once more. 


The evening continued and I felt quite at ease with
him. We were both pleasantly surprised to find the appetizers consisted of
toasted bread and a nice cheese spread alongside the caviar, which I had never
had before. I found the taste wonderful, clear and smooth with hind of
saltiness. When the entrees arrived however, we were both surprised to find a
small dome of something pink, surrounded by a green garnish, and some water
crackers. 


"I thought we ordered the steak,” I said. 


"I think we did," he answered, peering down
at his plate. 


"Wait," I said. "Did he say steak tartare?"



"Yeah, why?" Aiden asked. 


"Aiden, this is raw meat." 


I watched him peer down at the presentation on his
plate with serious consideration as he realized my statement was true. Once
more we both erupted into laughter. 


"Oh, wow,” he said. "Well, I hope this
doesn’t ruin your night." 


"Of course not," I said. "I'm having
fun." He looked relieved at my words. "So what do you say, should we
give it a try?" 


"Might as well,” he said. 


I picked up a morsel with my fork and placed it on my
tongue. The taste wasn’t unpleasant and I nodded towards Aiden. 


"Not bad," I said. 


He tried a bite and agreed. 


"Though I will say that the food is not bad here,
I think we can both agree on one thing." 


"What's that?" I asked. 


"Next time we are going back to that oyster
bar." 


"Definitely." I nodded. 


I took another sip of wine, having lost count how many
glasses I had already had. We finished our meal, continuing to enjoy ourselves
and making quiet fun of the upper crust patronage of the restaurant. 


We decided to walk down by the beach for a bit, but as
we stepped off the patio onto the sand by foot twisted just a bit causing me to
tumble. Aiden caught me by the elbows which prevented me from falling all the
way to the ground. 


"You okay?" he asked. 


"Yeah, thanks,” I said, pulling myself away from
him although hesitantly as I enjoyed the feeling of securing in his steady
touch. 


"I might be a bit tipsier than I realized,” I explained.



"I have an idea,” he said. "My apartment
isn't far from here, just about a ten minutes’ walk if we stay along the shore.
Why don't we go there and have a night cap. Then we'll call it an
evening." 


"That sounds great,” I said. 


I kicked off my shoes and we walked along the sand. I
enjoyed the feeling of the sand through my toes and every once in a while a
bold wave would wash close to us enough that I could dip my bare toes in. Aiden
still wore his shoes and stayed well away from the salt water. 


The night air was warm, but the breeze of the ocean
did much to add to the magic of the night. Within about ten minutes we arrived
at his apartment. His porch looked out over the water, and I find myself amazed
at how nice the place is once we stepped inside, with an off-white plush carpet
and sleek, modern furniture.


How the hell could afford this place?


"How long have you lived here?" I asked. 


"I got this place while I was still in school so
I guess a couple of years,” he said. 


"How on earth did you afford to find a place like
this as a student?!" I asked. 


"I had a bunch of roommates at first," he
said as handed me a glass of scotch over ice. "We wanted to live by the
water, so we agreed that we would bunk up. You should have seen the place. Each
of us pretty much lived in the corner. But all we did was sleep here, so it
made little difference. We spent most of our time out on the water if we were
here. They all moved out one by one over time. About six months ago the last
one moved out and it was just me then. I figured I would keep it since I could
afford to with the new job."


He won’t be able to afford it after I win the
competition. 


"Wow," I said gazing out at the view, taking
in the white sand gleaming in the moonlight. "You got lucky." 


"I had the furniture changed out so it wouldn't
look so much like a frat boy dorm room." 


"I can see that," I said. "It looks
great. This view is spectacular." 


"Yeah, it is,” he said. 


I sipped the tumbler of scotch he had given me and
realized that this one was pushing me over edge from a little bit tipsy to
feeling quite a bit wobbly. We had both been in a laughing mood all night, and
now seemed no different. My inhibitions were practically gone and I no longer
had any concern about anything outside of tonight. 


I had developed a serious case of tunnel vision. 


I turned towards Aiden, to ask him a question.
Something rather important and pressing I remained certain. But as soon as I
turned to look at him I felt a bit overcome. The whole night so far we had
maintained the playful nature of our friendship, but in this moment I realized
just how sexy he looked, tan and blonde, the moonlight streaming through the
window and the effects of the alcohol coursing through my system all
contributed to what happened next. 


I stepped forward and nudged his arm, so he turned to
face me. I had positioned myself so that when he turned his head he would be
mere inches away from my face. He noticed our closeness and took a motion as if
to step backwards. 


"Aiden," I said, keeping his attention with
my gaze. 


He hesitated staying close to me. A moment of silence
hung between us, both of us saying nothing and everything at once.


 On impulse I
kissed him. 


The warmth of his lips had me overcome instantly. I
felt his breath catch when I pressed my body against him, but he soon relaxed
and kissed me back. I felt as if the tables had turned. 


Without breaking contact he set down his own tumbler
and took mine placing it next to his on the glass surface of his dining table. 


His tongue teased me and I opened my lips slightly,
searching his mouth with my tongue. His hands rested lightly on my hips but his
body pressed against mine urgently and without shame. Once again I felt amazed
at the muscular feel of his torso, tensing as his arms moved to encircle my
waist. 


Before long I felt the urgency between us rising as he
probed my mouth further with his tongue, ravishing my mouth. I fell into him
feeling my inhibitions melt away as his hands caressed my back. He pulled me
close to him and I felt my breasts pressed against him responding to the
pressure of his body. 


His mouth traveled from my lips along the edge of my
neck to the divot just below my earlobe. He teased with his lips and the tip of
his tongue. The sensation nearly made my knees give out. I let out a small moan
as I clung to the fabric of his clothing. He let out a throaty laugh at my
reaction, even as I dug my nails into him playfully. 


Any inhibition that I may have previously had, had
completely vanished. I no longer cared about consequences. I reached forward
and my inebriated fingers tried to unbutton his shirt. He pulled off his jacket
as I did so letting it drop to the floor. I struggled with the tiny white
buttons against the white fabric, but remained determined to undress him. 


"You know what?" he asked.


I expected him to stop me, bringing up any reason why
continuing would not be a good idea. 


"What?" I asked, taking a small step back
ready to hear his reasoning. 


"I have other shirts," he replied, pulling
his shirt open and not worrying about tearing the buttons off. 


He tossed it to the floor. I laughed at his brashness
and he pulled me towards him planting another kiss firmly on my lips. I
welcomed him with my body, my lips, every part of me, feeling myself melting
into him. 


I hadn’t been touched this way by a man in a very long
time. 


A very very long time.


Every nerve in me had been pulled taut like a stringed
instrument ready to be played. His hands had made their way to the back of my
dress, and pulled gently on the zipper exposing the flesh of my back to his
urgent touch. 


I desired nothing more than to feel the warmth of his
skin against mine. I pulled my dress off revealing the black lace bra and
panties set that I had put on, mainly because it was the only undergarment I
had that didn’t shine through the black dress. I was glad I did, as he stood
back and looked me over, with hunger in his eyes.


"Don't move," he said as he stepped back and
disappeared into the kitchen.


"Okay," I said with hesitancy. 


What was he up to? 


He returned a moment later and knelt slightly planting
kisses on the flesh between my breasts. I realized after a moment that the
sensation of cold that I felt which momentarily confused me was from the ice
cube that he had tucked between his front teeth. He traced the icy trail along
my collar bone, sending shivers through my bones and fire though my veins. The
ice melted leaving a trail of cold dripping down my stomach, which he followed
with his mouth, melting the liquid in rivulets along my skin. 


On his knees now, he steadied himself with his hands
at my hips, tracing the cold torture along the lace edge of my panties, my
stomach muscles convulsing at the sensation. I closed my eyes and laced my
fingers lightly in his hair as he moved over my body with his mouth, teasing me
to the edge of reason. Every part of my being wanted him. I had accepted the
circumstances and thrown the consequences to the wind. 


But, god, what he was doing to me! 


I didn’t know how much more I could take and yet I
wanted more.


He pulled me down to his level gently laying me down
right on the carpet so I was laying down prone before him. This made it easier
for him to continue to torture me with the cold sensation tracing over my skin.



He moved back up my stomach, raking his fingertips
along my torso, now dripping wet from his ministrations. The heat of his touch
off set the goosebumps that had arisen from the ice, and his hands landed upon
my bra. He carefully caressed them dancing his fingers along the edge of the
fabric. Instantly I reacted, my nipples hardened into points. 


I knew that he had to have felt them against his
palms. 


With surgical care he pulled the fabric of my right
cup down exposing my breast to him. He smiled at me revealing the still sizable
ice cube parked between his front teeth, revealing what he had planned. I
squirmed in anticipation, catching his eyes before he lowered the ice cube down
on to my exposed nipple. The cold seared through the sensitive skin, causing me
to cry out with pain and pleasure. 


His other hand caressed my free breast, lightly
pinching my nipple through the cloth while circling the ice on the other one.
In a smooth motion he pulled the fabric down so both breasts were now exposed.
My back had lifted up off of the carpet from the tension that coursed through
me. 


He placed his hands behind my back lifting me with one
hand and steadying himself on the floor with the other, to have better
leverage. The ice cube melted completely, or he swallowed it because the next
sensation was that of his fiery hot lips caressing in the very same places
where the cold had dominated moments before. 


He caressed his lips around the circle of my areolas,
first one and then the other. I pressed my palms into the carpet and moved my
body, arching towards him to be as close to him as possible. Through the
remaining fabric between us, I could feel his need arising through the bulge in
his pants that grazed against my thigh as he continued to nibble at my tits. 


I placed one hand on his head caressing his blond
locks once more. He lifted his face and then kissed a trail up my sternum and
continuing along the center of my throat. When he crested the edge of my chin I
tilted my face towards him and let him kiss me fully on the lips as I wrapped
my arms around his neck clinging to him with all my strength. 


His body crushed against mine, and with every inch of
my being I felt the muscles tense at our contact. I angled my hands to find the
button of his pants. 


He pulled my hands away and shook his head with a
mischievous grin though. He kissed me again as if we melted into one another. 


His hands reached behind me and found the clasp of my
bra, which soon landed on top of the pile that contained his shirt and my
dress. He slipped his head down and kissed my neck, causing my desire to flare
up once more. He reached down and removed my panties pulling them down around
my ankles and I kicked them to the side. 


My body ached and when he leaned over me once more I
realized that he had somehow slipped out of his pants without my knowledge and
was now completely naked. The form of his body, accented by the sexy tattoos on
his arm, made me want to open up to him. To welcome him with everything I had
to offer. 


Still he held back. 


I felt the tip of his cock resting against the flesh
of my thighs, teasing the sensitive area that ached for him. He kissed me
lightly, letting his lips linger over mine. I became so enraptured with the
smoothness of his lips on mine, so engulfed with the endorphins already rushing
through me that I barely noticed when he entered me. I felt myself filled with
him in one seamless motion, intensifying the kiss that now enveloped our entire
body. 


His rhythm and mine matched perfectly, as if our
bodies had become one. He brought me to the edge of ecstasy, pulling me back.
With my legs wrapped tightly around his waist, he pulled me up to sitting and I
pulsed against him as he reached depths I had never felt before. 


I cried out, barely able to handle the sensations and
yet desperate for more. 


He remained inside me, covering me with kisses, on my
neck, my mouth and my breasts, as his hands plunged through my disheveled hair.
I traced my fingertips along his collarbone marveling at the sculpted beauty of
his body, perfect like an ancient statue, I thought. Then I placed my lips
along the very same curvature of his bones, hearing him moan at my kisses. For
the final time, I felt the pleasure began to crest, taunting my body for final
release. He whispered in my ear. 


"Tell me when," his rough voice pleaded.
"Tell me when you’re ready." 


"Now," I said, barely able to form words.
"Now!" I threw my head back as he pulled me down hard onto him to
maximize my release. "Oh god, yes! Yes!" I screamed as the orgasm
rushed through my body sending me into convulsions of delight unlike I had ever
felt. 


I felt him shudder in my arms as our pleasure crested,
goosebumps erupted over his skin, which made me smile, a
bold sense of accomplishment flowed through me. He landed his forehead on my
shoulder, as we both repositioned, lying once more on the carpet curled in each
other’s arms. 


It was in this manner that we fell asleep. 


No words spoken and none needed, the only thing covering
over our naked bodies was the moonlight landing through the open patio window. 



 

Chapter
Five



 

The first tendrils of dawn woke me before I even
opened my eyes. Immediately I sensed something wrong. The surface beneath me
felt strange, not like my bed at all. 


Carpet. 


Perhaps this feeling was the last remnants of a
forgotten dream. I turned to stretch, still with my eyes closed as the light
invaded by closed lids. My head pounded like a drum, and I put my palm on my
forehead to try and calm the feeling. A mile panic crept into the back of my
mind. 


What had happened, I wondered. 


It began to come back to me in images and flashes, the
sensations brought by the drunken flirtations which had let to, what? Little by
little the events of the night before seeped into my conscious memory. Starting
with the date, the fun at the restaurant, the walk at the beach, and then... 


"Fuck," I mumbled against the pounding of my
head. "Fuck. Oh no," I said hoping it had all been a dream, but
already knowing better. 


I opened my eyes and sat up with a startle, confirming
my fears. 


"Fuck." 


Aiden's apartment looked different in the morning
light, wan, pale and stark. I sensed Aiden sleeping next to me, hearing his
steady breathing. I kept my eyes averted to avoid seeing him recalling that we
had passed out on the floor with nothing so much as a blanket. 


With a pounding heart I shuffled around looking for my
clothes. He began to stir just as I pulled the dress over my naked body and
shoved my bra and underwear into my purse. 


Last night was one thing, but I didn’t want him to see
me unclothed with sober eyes. 


My hangover had distracted me but an even more
horrifying truth slowly began to dawn. Today was the day that the court case
officially began. We only had a few hours to get to the justice building, and
worst of all I had slept with Aiden. 


This was bad. 


Very, very bad. 


"Get up," I said, urgently nudging him with
my toe. "Aiden get up, get up!" 


I grabbed my purse and shoes. I realized that he had
to drive me back home as he had picked me up the night before. Aiden stirred
again and moaned. I tried to keep my eyes away, but even in the panic of the
morning I couldn’t help but notice his spectacular form. 


Time and place, Blair. Time and place!
I mentally scolded myself.


"Aiden wake up. We have court in three
hours." 


Those words seemed to have gotten his attention as he
opened his eyes, sat up and reached for his boxers. He pulled them on and stood
up rubbing his hand over his hair which stood out in every direction. 


"What happened?" he mumbled. 


His lack of urgency was infuriating. 


"What do you think, happened!"
I blurted. "Look, there's no time for this. You need to take me home right
now, so we can get ready and get to the court room."


He blinked at me. "Court room?" 


"Aiden," I said, trying not to raise my
voice. "The trial starts today if we could decide on a jury." 


"Oh, right,” he said as some semblance of life
seeped into his eyes. "The trial. You want some coffee?" 


I smacked my hand against my forehead losing my
patience. "Aiden you have to take me home, right now! Wake up and be
serious! I have worked too hard on this case to let things slip out of control
now!" 


"Are you angry?" he said as he casually
strolled to the kitchen and began to fill the coffee carafe with water. 


He was making coffee. 


Was he even serious? I followed him, not ready to let
up. 


"Am I angry?" I fumed. "Of course I'm
angry!" 


He turned to face me and crossed his arms over his
bare chest. The sight of his muscles flexing caught my attention which made me
that much more infuriated. 


"Do you feel as if I took advantage of you last
night?" he asked as he scooped the coffee grounds into the filter. I felt
a little bit taken aback by the question, but that thought hadn’t crossed my
mind. 


"Well... no,” I said, confused by suggestion. 


"Okay," he said. "You’re obviously
upset. I'm trying to figure out why." The calmness of his voice and
demeanor irritated me even further. 


I took a deep breath, trying to calm my pounding heart
which didn’t do a thing to ease my headache. 


The coffee gurgled cheerfully through the filter
making me want to pick it up and throw it through the window. 


If I had told myself the truth, it would have been
that I was angrier with myself for letting my attraction to him distract me
from the task at hand. I should have known better than to go out with him the
night before our court date. I don't know why I had never made the connection
before. 


He turned and opened the cabinet lifting down two travel
mugs. He poured coffee into each one and turned to me with a raised eyebrow. 


"I take mine with milk," I mumbled under my
breath. 


He opened the refrigerator and poured a dollop of milk
into each mug, twisted the lids back on and handed me one. 


"Wait here,” he said. "Let me grab some
jeans. I'll take you home and then meet you at the courtroom in a few
hours." 


He left and disappeared to his bedroom. I fumed over
my coffee as I took a small sip unhappy with the fact that the coffee tasted
great. A few minutes later, we were in his car headed towards the highway to
take me home. The coffee had helped my headache a little but my fury hadn’t
subsided one bit. 


I felt as if I had worked my whole life to get to this
point professionally just to have it crumble to pieces moments before I was to
step into the courtroom. This was more than just a youthful indiscretion. I
felt as if the world were imploding in slow motion, collapsing around me with
me in the center, everything falling to pieces. 



"What is it?" Aiden asked, glancing at me
from the driver's seat. "Why are you so upset?" 


"What do you think?!" I spat. I heard my
voice rising to an unnatural level. 


"Blair, you need to calm down,” he said.
"This isn’t that big of a deal." 


"Don't tell me to calm down!" I yelled, now
in a fever pitch. 


"Okay, hold on,” he said. "We aren't going
get anywhere just yelling at each other, so I'm going to ask you a few
questions and I want you to be completely honest with me, okay?" 


"Fine," I said, my mind still whirling to
figure out his angle. 


"First, do you think that I took advantage of the
situation?" 


"No," I said, wishing I could put the blame
on him, but knowing that wasn’t the real root of my emotional state. 


"Do you feel as if you took advantage of
the situation?" he asked. 


I rolled my eyes. "No," I said. 


"Good, okay. Third question, are you mad because
we slept together?" 


I hadn’t expected this question. 


"Yes," I said. 


"Now we are getting somewhere," he said.
"Can you explain why?" 


"Come on Aiden," I said. "It was
unprofessional. We should have known better. This could ruin everything for
both of us."


He emitted a small laugh which prompted me to shoot
him a furious glare. 


"Of course we should have known better,
Blair." 


"What's that supposed to mean!" I said. 


 "Hear me
out okay?" he said still trying to calm me. "I’m attracted to you,
and I’m pretty sure you’re attracted to me too. Sometimes when people are
attracted to each other, sex happens! We are human beings. This is what we do!
Don't try to over think it." 


He turned down the road that would lead to my block.
His words had struck a chord with me, and I didn’t want to discuss it any
further. I crossed my arms and turned away from him looking out the window. I
watched the trees glide by as we approached my neighborhood. 


“Job over boys,” I mumbled to myself.



 

Once I got home I would only have about an hour to
shower and get dressed for court before I would have to get out the door to
make it on time. Aiden's lackadaisical response offended me to no end, but I couldn’t
decide if it was because it clashed with my thinking or because his words held
a little bit of truth. Though my headache had largely subsided, I didn’t feel
as if I had my game face ready, and this wasn’t just about my pride. 


I was mad at myself. 


Remembering the faces of the family of the murder
victim, and questioning the fate of the accused, I knew that if I screwed up
today we could be sending an innocent man to jail for a long time. 


"Blair," Aiden began but he had just pulled
into a parking space in front of my building. I pulled away from him opening
the car door. I had nothing more to say because I had to get ready. 


"I'll see you at court,” I said and slammed the
door shut. 


I trotted up the stairs hearing him calling after me,
having rolled the window down. I ignored him, keeping up my rushed pace until I
stepped into the safety of my apartment. I heard Kelsey moving around in the
kitchen already up. Great. Hearing the door she stepped out of the kitchen to
greet me. 


"I guess the date went well?" she said,
making a show of looking at her wrist, pretending to check the time. 


"I'm sorry Kelsey,” I said. "I can't talk
now, I have to be at the court house in an hour and a half." 


"Wow," she said. "This gives new
meaning to the phrase, 'walk of shame'." I brushed past her to get to my
room. "Oh, your mom called about an hour ago." 


"I'll have to call her later,” I insisted as I
grabbed a fresh suit from my closet and headed for the bathroom. "I really
am running late." 


"Blair," Kelsey said. "She's at the
airport. She needs you to pick her up." 


"Shit," I said stopping in my tracks. 


I had completely forgotten that my mother had said she
was coming for a visit. When the court date got moved I had been so consumed
with Aiden's attention that it hadn’t even occurred to me that the new dates
would interfere. I certainly didn’t have time to go and pick her up at the
airport, but I didn't want to leave her stranded either. 


I looked desperately at Kelsey, who looked the picture
of calm in her plush bathrobe, towel wrapped around her head and sipping on a
freshly brewed cup of coffee. I must have looked the polar opposite, still
wearing my disheveled black dress from the night before, my hair looped in a
throw away pony tail with ends sticking out every direction. 


"Um, Kelsey..." I began. 


She laughed and held up her hand with her palm towards
me. 


"Don't worry, Blair," she said. "I'll
go pick up your mom. I'll explain everything,” 


I exhaled in relief. Just before I stepped into the
bathroom I called after Kelsey who had headed to her room to change.


"Don't explain too much!" I said. 


I was met with the sound of her laughter. I shut the
door and started the water, letting it warm up as I undressed. My mind began to
wander over the events of the last twenty four hours. There was a point
somewhere in which I could have changed the course of things. 


I could have said, let's call it a night. 


Maybe after dinner, instead of agreeing to a walk on
the beach. 


Maybe when I stumbled and almost twisted my ankle. 


Maybe even after we had had our drink at his place. 


I imaged that happening, exactly as it should have. 


I would have set my glass down on the table and said.
"We have an early morning. We should really call it a night." 


Then he would have nodded, perhaps with a glimmer of
regret on his face. But then he would have taken me home. Maybe, worst case
scenario he would have kissed me good night, before I exited the car. I would
have gotten a good night’s sleep. He and I would still be friends, (and only
friends!), and most of all I would be fully prepared for this case. 


And my mother, what did it say about me that I had
forgotten about my very own mother. She would understand of course. I should
have called her when the dates were rescheduled. I should have postponed our
visit. 


I stepped into the shower and let the warm water wash
over me. I wish more than anything that I could turn back the clock and erase
the events of last night. 


Why had I not stepped away, I
wondered. 


Why had I agreed to a night cap? 


I knew the answer. 


I knew the truth. 


Aiden had been right. I was attracted to him, despite
myself. 


It had been me who had kissed him. It had been me who
had instigated the whole scene. I never stopped him. Even now thinking back
over the events I realized that underneath my anger, underneath the fury and
confusion ran a vein of a much more powerful emotion. 


I wanted him. 


I had only had one other boyfriend in my life, back in
college, Alex Marsden. He and I had dated through college and into law school.
There had been some fleeting talk about marriage even. Eventually he had broken
up with me because he said that I was too consumed with my studies, and he
suspected that nothing would change once I graduated. Until last night he had
been the only man I had ever slept with. 


In retrospect, I realized that Aiden was much more
talented in this arena. Alex had been right. When he had broken up with me I
thought I should have felt more upset than I did, but the truth was I had been
mostly relieved. The nuances of trying to fit in a romantic relationship
between classes and internships, made for a stressful dynamic. I had canceled
more dinners with him than I had gone to. He had been right that I wasn’t in
the right mindset for a serious relationship. I had tried to part ways amicably
but he was too offended and we lost touch. 


I thought for sure that I had answered the question of
whether or not I would date, anyone ever. Yet here I was, years later having
slept with my best friend from childhood, who had never so much as expressed a
curious interest in me. 


Where would I go from here? 


At least the sex was better with Aiden than it had
been with Alex, I thought as I stepped out of the shower, reaching for the
towel. When faced with a situation such as this in the past, I would have
normally talked it over with Aiden, but then again, back when Aiden was in my
life I would not have been faced with such a situation. 


I had been the quintessential book worm, not
interested in dating and not many interested in dating me, either. I turned on
the hair dryer and ran the brush angrily though my wet tangled hair. Regardless
of everything falling into shambles there wasn’t denying that I had to be in
court soon. I needed to clear my mind for now and focus on getting ready.  



 

Chapter
Six



 

The atmosphere at the courthouse contained a strange
electric energy. Aiden had already arrived, and we waited with the senior
partners in the small room for the bailiff to come and fetch us. A whole new
jury pool had been summoned and we had to wait while they all went through
intake in the main hall. 


Our team included myself, Aiden, Mr. Mahoney and Ms.
Klein and we sat in the small chamber off of the courtroom. We had gathered in
the lobby, and I had hoped desperately that the hangover I felt didn’t appear
so readily on my face as I felt that it did. 


I didn’t speak to Aiden except the usual pleasantries
so as to not arouse suspicion from the partners of unprofessional behavior. We
waited without much discussion. I pulled out some papers from my case and
reviewed them while we waited, more for the sake of having something to do,
rather than needing the actual review. I also knew that once we went to the
courtroom for jury selection, Mr. Shaw would join us and the trial would start
later that day depending on time. For now we just had to wait. 


"Are you both feeling good about the opening
statements?" Ms. Klein asked after a moment probably speaking to fill the
silence. 


"I do,” Aiden replied. "I’m definitely ready
to get started. What do you think, Blair?" 


I had largely ignored the discussion trying not to
have to talk to him unless necessary. I glared at him before I placed a
pleasant smile on my face turning towards Ms. Klein. 


"Um, yes. Fine," I said, glancing up from my
document. I realized I may have seemed stand offish, so I raised my eyes more
fully. "I feel quite confident in our case. I too am anxious to get
underway." 


I returned to my review, forcing myself to focus on
the words in front of me, refreshing myself on what I had prepared. In my
periphery I could sense Aiden's eyes on me. I tried to ignore him, but I couldn’t
help but think about the competition between us. 


In our efforts to outdo each other we had somehow
managed to play off of each other’s strengths, each of us trying to outdo the
other. We had built a very strong case in the end. I tried not to let my mind
wander to the events of last night, but being in such close proximity with
Aiden, seeing his hands and his eyes, the scent of his beachy cologne didn’t
help matters. 


I felt my face grow flush even as an errant thought of
the feel of his mouth against my skin drifted across my thoughts. 


Shit.


I had to get him out of my head.


On reflex I glanced over at him, and found him sitting
in a relaxed pose one arm resting across the back of the empty chair next to
him. He cut his eyes over to me and grinned when I lifted my head, prompting me
to immediately look back down. 


We looked up when the bailiff came to the door. We all
expected him to summon us, but he had a different message for us this time. 


"We have time for a bit of a break. The jury pool
is about ready. Once the pool is assigned they get a small break. If you guys
take half an hour now you should all arrive back at the same time." 


"That's one thing you two will have to get used
to,” Mr. Mahoney said as he stood. "The ongoing grind of due process.
There's very little excitement to any of it. Most of it involves hurry up and
wait." 


He smiled a bit at his own amusement, and if I hadn’t
thought myself mistaken I could have sworn that Ms. Klein nearly rolled her
eyes as they walked out the door together. 


I decided just to head down to the break room in the
basement and grab a sandwich from the machine. I wasn’t in the mood to go
anywhere, but I hadn’t eaten yet either. 


I headed to the elevator. Just before the doors closed
Ms. Klein stepped in beside me.


"Hi," she said with a small smile.
"Heading to the break room?" 


"Yes," I said. 


We had only ever spoken on a professional level so
far. I fiddled with the zipper on my bag, nervous to try and think of some way
to endear myself to her. 


"How are you holding up?" she asked. 


 "Holding
up?" I asked. 


"The first big case can be hard on a new lawyer,”
she said, giving me a kind look. "I remember how it was. You must be under
immense pressure." 


I had a hard time imagining her ever feeling anything
but the cool confidence that she exuded at all times. 


"Yes, it is a lot to take in," I said.
"But I feel pretty confident." 


"As well you should. The two of you have done an
amazing job." 


The elevator door opened and we stepped into the
basement following the Formica floor to the small break room. I pulled out my
money, slid it into the slot and punched in the number which produced the
chicken salad on white bread that would become my lunch. 


I didn’t want anything too heavy considering how I
felt. 


She opened her lunch bag and sat down at one of the
tables. I picked up my sandwich and walked over to her, feeling quite like the
girl in high school approaching the popular table. 


"Mind if I join you?" I asked. 


"Please,” she said. 


I pulled up a chair and began to unwrap the white
paper around my sandwich. She carefully set out her meal, a small plastic bowl
of udon noodles and a small bag of crisp greens. With
precision she broke the lettuce leaves over the noodles and produced a pair of
plain bamboo chopsticks. I watched with fascination, while trying not to be too
obvious, as she set out the elements of her meal. 


When she had finished, the place before her had the
appearance comparable to any restaurant setting. I tried to think of some way
to break the ice. 


"So," I began. "Do you have any advice
on the business, from a woman's perspective? I've been curious to pick your
brain." 


"Hmm,” she said thoughtfully placing her
chopsticks over the bowl. "That is a good question. I would venture to say
that you have figured part of it out already." 


"I'm sorry?" I asked, nibbling at the edge
of my sandwich. 


My mind raced at the idea that she might be
insinuating what I thought she was. I looked at her with a quizzical expression
trying to pretend that I didn’t understand. 


She laughed in a lighthearted way. 


"Please don't take what I say the wrong
way," she said. "But I have been in this business a long time, my
dear. This is a high pressure job. There is no doubt about that. The key is to
find the balance. We have noticed that you have an undeniable sense of
drive." 


"Thank you, Ms. Klein,” I said sincerely.
"It means a lot that you have noticed. I have put everything I have into
my career." 


"I’m sure that you have,” she continued.
"But you must be careful. The key is to find that balance." 


"What do you mean?" 


"You mustn’t forget who you’re,” she said.
"And why you got into the business in the first place. It is important not
to forget that." 


"I see." 


I turned my gaze down to my untouched food, knowing I
needed to eat but having no appetite whatsoever. My head still hurt a little
from this morning's hang over. The bite I forced myself to take barely had any
flavor, like sawdust in my mouth. 


"Come on then." Ms. Klein reached out and
touched my arm. "Don't take it the wrong way. You’re doing a wonderful
job. Plus you’re being very professional about your extracurricular
activities." 


I felt as if the floor had dropped out from under me. 


"I'm sorry... my what?" 


"Don't worry,” she insisted. "We've all
thought about dipping our pen in the company ink. As long as you keep it mostly
under wraps and don't let it affect your judgment, no one cares honestly."



It took me several horrified minutes to admit to
myself what she was saying. 


She knew about me and Aiden somehow. 


My face burned and I began to feel nauseous.


Shit.


Despite everything, I sat in stunned silence while she
finished her lunch, eating small delicate bites without paying much more
attention to me. 


She finished her food, wrapping her empty bowl
carefully into the same bag that she had brought it with and tucked it into her
purse. She stood to go, pausing at the door of the break room. 


Turning back to me, she said, "Between you and
me, the race is nose to nose right now, if that's what you want to know. If we
had to make the decision right now it would be impossible. It' would be an even
draw." 


"Thank you Ms. Klein," I said. 


With a conspiratorial smile she disappeared down the hall
to the elevator. I forced myself to finish my sandwich just to have something
on my stomach before heading back upstairs. The last thing I wanted to do was
to pass out during opening statements. 


I arrived back at the chamber just at eleven. When Aiden
and Mr. Mahoney arrived I kept my eyes forward or down, not willing to have
even a passing glance between us. 


The bailiff came and collected us and we filed into
the court room. The audience area was filled with people of all walks of life
and ages. From the grandmother holding her bejeweled purse, to the biker with
the spiked collar and the long beard. I glanced over them as we took our place
at the defendants table, trying to figure out who our team might lean towards
selecting. 


Across the way the prosecution took their place,
lining up next to their table. Just like last time we were instructed to watch
and take notes on how the senior partners handled the jury selection. Despite
everything else, I remained curious how the process would play out.


I had my intentions on keeping my mind focused on the
happenings within the court, and I noticed the bailiff bringing a piece of
paper to the judge. The two men conferred quietly before the judge called both
teams up to the bench. The lawyers stopped what they were doing and the other
team walked up to the judge. 


'You two stay here,” Ms. Klein said to me and Aiden.
"We expected this." 


Aiden and I waited while the senior lawyers spoke
briefly at the bench, Mr. Mahoney become animated pointing to one of the prosecuting
lawyers and speaking with vehement body language. Ms. Klein calmed him by
placing one hand upon his arm. 


"Can you make out what they are saying?"
Aiden asked. 


"No," I answered. "I wonder what it's
about." 


That exchange had been the most we had spoken all day.
Our curiosity was soon answered when Mahoney and Klein returned to us. The
judge announced that the jury pool was free to go. Mr. Mahoney addressed me and
Aiden. 


"The prosecution asked for a continuance,” he
explained. "The approval just arrived on the judge’s desk." 


"What?" I asked. 


"The court date has been pushed back for another
three weeks,” he explained. 


"What about Mr. Shaw?" I asked. "He is
still awaiting trial in jail. This is not fair to him at all. What about his
family?" 


Mr. Mahoney raised his hands with his palms towards
me. 


"All of that will be taken into account. His bond
will be adjusted according to the time he has already spent." 


I had to admit I felt a rush of relief upon hearing
about the continuance. I recalled my mother sitting back at the apartment
waiting for me. Plus I knew I needed to refocus. Today had been less than ideal
to begin the trial. 


"What happens next?" I asked. 


"We wait," Ms. Klein said. "Then in two
and a half weeks we rally the troops once more and prepare for opening. There
is really nothing more. The two of you are free to go."


I stood letting the sense of relief rush over me. The
day was still early, not even noon yet. I had to get back to my mother and
wanted nothing more than to get away from the situation I found myself in. 


As much as I wanted to be there for Mr. Shaw, I also
felt that a break from preparation would be nice. I decided that since we were
in between cases, I could take some of my floating time off and spend the time
with my mother while she was here. 


I gathered my things and after the jurors cleared,
heading for the exit down the aisle and towards the front door. The relief of
not having opening statements made me realize almost instantly that I had been
especially hard on Aiden this morning. The case wasn’t the only thing I needed
to refocus on. Time with my mother would be nice, I decided. I could finally
take the time to visit the beach and explore the city the way Kelsey had been
hounding me to do since we arrived. 


I pushed through the revolving door and into the
bright sunlight, slipping on my sunglasses. 


"Blair," Aiden's voice called after me. I hadn’t
walked fast enough to shake him from following me apparently. "Blair,
wait!" 


I turned to glance over my shoulder seeing him jogging
down the sidewalk to catch up with me. My first desire was to run to my car and
pretend I hadn’t heard him, but instead I slowed my pace until he reached me
and fell into stride alongside me. 


"You can't just ignore me forever," he said.



"I can try," I said, heading down the sidewalk
leading to the parking garage. 


"Blair, please." 


He placed a hand on my elbow. I turned and faced him,
but kept my eyes away from his face. I wasn’t quite ready to look him in the
eye just yet. 


"Blair, come on. Can we talk about it?" 


"Do we have to?" I asked. 


"Blair," his voice had softened and I felt
my resolve giving way a little bit. "Come on. It's me." 


I finally lifted my eyes to his. What I saw there
surprised me. He didn’t have the cocky look of someone who had reached a
conquest. 


Rather he looked concerned, worried even. 


I saw sincerity and kindness there. 


"Okay, fine. I'm sorry I blew up at you this
morning,” I said, matching his tone. 


I only did because he wouldn’t get his ass up.


We turned to walk again, both of us slowing our pace. 


"Blair, last night..." he began. 


"Do we have to mention last night?" I said. 


"Can you listen?" he asked with a chiding
tone behind his slight smile. 


"Okay fine,” I said. 


"Last night was more than I could have ever expected.
And you seemed to have enjoyed yourself a little bit,” he said. 


I turned my head to hide the redness I felt in my
cheeks. 


"Blair, I don't want it to be just a one night
stand." 


Job over boys.


Job over boys.


Job over boys.


I had to get this job.


We reached my car and I turned to face him, suddenly
aware of how close he stood, and unsure if I minded that I wanted him to kiss
me. My mind didn’t take long to wander in that direction if today was any
indication. 


"Is that so?" I said, unsure how to respond.



Forming words had escaped my abilities. 


"Yeah," he said. "That's so. I think
there is more going on here than you’re willing to fucking admit." 


He lifted his hand and brushed an errant strand behind
my ear. The sensation of his fingertips brushing against my skin made my breath
catch in my throat. He noticed, because his next move was to lean in, closing
the small gap between us. My head tilted of its own accord meeting his lips
with mine. 


In the back of my mind I hadn’t stopped thinking about
his kiss and then some from last night. We hadn’t even been alone for ten
minutes and here we were nearly making out in the shadows of the parking garage
like a couple of teenagers. 


"Aiden," I whispered against his lips,
breaking contact. "Aiden stop." 


Instantly he took a step back with his hands out to
either side. 


"We can't do this," I stuttered, though my
voice didn’t sound convincing even to myself. 


"I’m nothing if not a gentleman,” he said with a
small smirk. "I'll tell you what Blair. I'm going to let you call the
shots."


"Okay good,” I said. "My first call is that
we can be friends." 


"Very good. Friends." He nodded and extended
a hand. I took his and we shook on it. "I don't buy it though." He
muttered still holding firm to my hand. 


"What do you mean?" I asked, pulling my hand
back with some difficulty. 


"You have feelings for me." 


He arched his eyebrow and gave me a side glance,
letting back some of the playfulness that had been missing.


"Feelings of friendship maybe," I insisted. 


"Sure, sure." He shook his head.
"Friends with benefits," he muttered. 


"Aiden, seriously."


I lightly punched his shoulder. I didn’t feel quite as
overwrought as I had this morning but the sense of caution hadn’t left me. 


"I want us to be friends. I want us to stay friends.
We are friends anyway. No matter what. Okay?" 


He nodded at last, accepting my words. "Okay,” he
said. 


"Besides, we have a case to focus on, and don't
forget we are competing with each other." 


"No, of course. We mustn’t forget that,” he joked.



"What's that supposed to mean?" I said. 


Why was I stalling?


"Come have dinner with me tonight,” he said.
"Just as friends of course. There's something I want to do." 


"I can't actually. My mom's in town." 


I hoped this didn’t sound like an excuse. For once it wasn’t.



"Oh, really! How is your mom?" 


As our friendship had developed as children our
mother's naturally had formed a relationship over the years. Now they remained
close friends and often spoke of each other. I had felt better about moving
five states away knowing that she had a close friend nearby in Aiden's mother. 


"She's good,” I said. "She started her own
business after I left for school. She runs an online boutique out of the
garage. She had it revamped for storage." 


"Ah, she always did strike me as someone who
could pull that off. What did your dad think about it? Is he still in human
resources?" 


"Oh," I said. "They divorced a couple
years after high school." 


"Damn, I'm sorry to hear that. I guess my mother
never mentioned it."


"That's the real reason she started the business.
She needed to support herself but she didn't want to work away from home."



"Wow,” he said. 


"Hey listen. Speaking of which, I'd better get
going. My mom is waiting. I'll tell her you said hi, okay?" 


"Yeah sure." 


He smiled and started to walk towards his car. 


"Maybe some other time?" I asked. 


"What?" 


"Dinner." 


"Definitely." 


He flashed me his charming grin and headed on down the
length of the ramp, giving me one last wave as I opened my car door. I tried to
ignore the feeling of euphoria still lingering from the stolen kiss as I press
the gas pedal and left the parking lot.



 

When I arrived back at my place, I found that my
mother had made herself quite at home already. She and Kelsey both perched on
the couch with hot cups of tea. When I opened the door, she put down her tea
and stood with her arms open. 


"Mom!" I said rushing to give her a hug. 


"Hi, Blair!" she gushed. "It's so good
to see you!" 


"You too, Mom." 


I held on to the hug longer than I expected. All the
turmoil and confusion seemed irrelevant since she had arrived and I felt a
small spark of peace. I finally felt that I could push my emotions and stress
aside for a bit and just enjoy a good visit with my mother. She stood back and
held me at arm’s length. 


"Let me get a look at you. Are you eating
enough?" she asked. 


"Of course, Mom,” I said. 


"I don't know about that," Kelsey piped in.
"The way she pours over her work, sometimes I have to remind her." 


I gave Kelsey a glare. They both sat back down as I
put away my brief case and took off my jacket. 


"Are you finished for the day?" Mom said.
"Or is this just your lunch break?" 


"I'm done for the day,” I told her. "I'm
sorry I left you stranded at the airport. The case had been rescheduled to
today, but the good news is that it's been rescheduled again." 


"Don't worry about the airport. I wasn't there
long. What does it mean that it is rescheduled again?" 


"That means I can actually take a few days off
while you’re here,” I said. "Maybe the three of us can have a day out.
Tour the city, go to the beach. That kind of stuff." 


"That sounds wonderful! So tell me everything
about your new job."


"It's great, really,” I said. "Of course I
can't go into much detail, but we are working on a real case. They had us start
out with the hardest case they could find. I really like the mentality of the
partners. There is a real sense of mentorship there." 


"So you’re doing the case all by yourself?”


“No, one of the partners heads the team. It’s been
great.”


“I'm glad that you like it." 


"How is Aiden doing?" Kelsey asked. "Is
he doing okay with the case being delayed?" As she spoke I noticed Kelsey
giving me a knowing look. I tried to ignore the raised eyebrow aimed at me. It
occurred to me that she still didn’t quite know the details of what had
happened. That would have to wait. 


"Aiden?" Mom asked looking from me to
Kelsey. "Aiden Player?" 


"Yep." Kelsey nodded. "He is competing
with Blair for the position." 


I glared at her for saying that since I hadn’t told my
mother that part yet. 


"Well, we’ll just have to see him while I’m
here." 


"Mom, seriously?" 


"Yes, seriously,” she said. "Call him right
now and arrange it in a few nights. I would love for us to have a night out
together, just like old times." 


Great. 


"Mom, I see him every day. Do I have to?" 


"Yes you do. I insist." 


She gave me the look. No matter how old I was or how
long I had been away from home, the mom-look would always bend my will. 


"Fine," I grumbled. "I'll text him,
okay?" 


"Whatever you decide,” she said. 


I pulled out my phone and sent a quick text over to
his cell, and I put the phone back in my purse.


"Are you going to wait for him to answer?" my
technologically inept Mother asked. 


"No, I'll just check later,” I said. "He'll
probably message back sometime when he gets this one."


"I don't know about you guys, but I'm starving,”
Kelsey said. 


My mother solved her by making her a suggestion. 


"I had thought that maybe I would make my famous
gumbo recipe since you haven't had it in a while. We could have a nice girl’s
night in." 


"Homemade food sounds amazing. I'm going to
change and then we can run to the grocery store." 


I ran back to my bedroom and peeled off my work
clothes leaving them in a pile at the foot of my bed. Without much thought I
pulled on a pair of cutoff jeans shorts, and my white tee shirt. I walked back
to the living room only to have my mother look me over, placing her hand over
her mouth. 


"I've lost you forever," she said with a
tinge of sadness. 


"What are you talking about?" I asked. 


"Look at you, all tan. You look like a regular California
girl." 


I glanced down at my clothes, thinking maybe I had
gathered a little bit of sun after all. It was hard not to. 


Once in the car my mom started giving me the ninth
degree about my job. 


"How do you feel about defending someone who has
committed a crime?" she started out with. 


"That's part of it,” I said. "Technically it
doesn’t matter if they are guilty or innocent. Our job is to try and plant a
reasonable doubt."


"That sounds fishy," she said, her go to
word for things she disagreed with. "I don't know how you do it." 







"Well it's my job," I said. "But this
guy that we are defending now, I’m pretty sure he is innocent. All the evidence
points that way." 


"How sure are you?" she asked. 


"Sure enough to present a convincing case, Mom,”
I said. "You know most people would be proud if their child grew up to
become a lawyer." 


"Oh, I’m proud honey!" she said with an
apologetic tone. "Of course I’m." 


We arrived at the grocery store and exited the
vehicle. I grabbed a cart on the way inside. 


"How is it seeing Aiden again?" she asked.
"You guys were so close. Have you picked up right where you left
off?" 


"Why does everyone keep saying that?" I
said. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to answer this line of questioning. "No,
it's nice. It's good to see him again. It's nice to have another friend
here." My mother gave me a knowing glance as she reached for the okra.
"I mean it, Mom. Now, where do they keep the crab legs?" 


We returned home and started cooking. The evening
turned out to be fun and relaxing for all of us. Kelsey made a batch of
margaritas, and much to my amusement my mother actually had a few glasses. She
was acting giggly and silly by the time dinner ended. 


Though we didn’t have much of a porch to sit on we did
open the patio doors and enjoy the evening breeze. It felt good to have my
mother there with us. Her presence made me feel more stable than I had since I
had arrived. 


I watched her tell some story about an email she
received from an irate customer from her boutique, the flickering of the
candles reflected in her eyes as their laughter rang across the twilight. Even
though I had almost forgotten she was coming I was extremely glad that she had.



Kelsey finally excused herself saying that she was
tired and had an early morning. She kissed my mother's cheek and said good night.



"You have a choice on where to sleep,” I told my
mother "You can either have the futon in my room, or the couch in the
living room folds out into a bed." 


"I don't want to be any trouble,” she said.
"Which ever one is easier." 


"They are both the same," I said. "Or I
guess you can just sleep on the couch without folding it out." 


"I'll do that,” she said. "That couch is
quite comfortable, and last time I slept on a fold out I ended up with three
days of back cramps." 


"We don't want that,” I said. I stood and
stretched. "Do you need anything before I hit the sheets?" I asked. 


"No, I don't think so." 


"I'll see you in the morning then,” I said,
kissing her cheek as well. 


I wandered off to my room, checking my phone for a
reply from Aiden and feeling slightly disappointed that he hadn’t sent anything
yet. Not until I climbed into bed and had just begun to drift off, I heard the
soft buzz of my phone. 


I reached out from under my blanket and grabbed it,
swiping across the screen to open the messages. I'd love to. Just tell me
when and where and I'll be there. I smiled at the words despite myself,
feeling a small thrill in my stomach. I turned off my phone and pulled the
blankets up to my chin. Eventually I fell asleep. 



 

Chapter
Seven



 

"I'll have the chicken fettuccine," I said
to the waiter. 


My mother had picked a mid-range Italian restaurant
for us to have dinner, her treat she had insisted. Aiden sat across from me
wearing a cotton short sleeved shirt, green this time which made his eyes look
like the ocean. I had settled on a lavender maxi skirt and a white blouse. 


Cute but casual. 


I closed my menu and handed it to the server. 


"I just can't get over how good looking everyone
is here," my mother said. 


I laughed a bit. "That's funny. You know I had
the same thought during my first week here. Every time I had gone out with
Kelsey I felt like the world had turned into a competition for a reality
television show."


"I know," she agreed. 


"It's partially true,” Aiden said with a grin.
"Everyone is trying to break into show business. Even some of the bus
drivers have to take days off for auditions." 


"Well, what about you?" she said tapping him
on the arm. "You have certainly grown into a handsome young man. Hasn't
he, Blair?" 


"Mom," I said in an embarrassed tone. 


"Well honestly. It's not as if it's difficult to
notice." She reached over and made a show of squeezing his bicep. "I
haven't seen you since... It's been a while. I have only seen you here and
there when you came back to visit your parents in Iowa." 


"That's right,” he said. 


"Well you have certainly grown up,” she said.
"And this." She rested her fingertips along the edges of his tribal
tattoo. "The last time I saw you, you only had it partially done. Just the
black part if I remember correctly." 


Since when had my mother
taken an interest in tattoos, I wondered. 


I didn’t want to identify what I was feeling as
jealousy, but she seemed to have been gushing over him quite a bit. Plus I
found it strange that she had seen him so many times apparently and had never
mentioned this to me in all the time I had been away at school. 


After all we had been best friends. 


Our families knew each other. 


I also found it strange the way she kept oohing over
how much he had filled out. I couldn’t tell if maybe I was just feeling self-conscious
since I had also noticed those things and here she was giving voice to them. 


Finally the food arrived to hopefully shut her up and
I dug into my Chicken Fettuccine with gusto. 


"I don't know how I’m going to finish this,"
my mother said as her plate of Chicken Marsala was set before her.
"Especially since I have filled up on bread already." 


Aiden had ordered the steak, and he cut into it with
just as much enthusiasm as I had addressed my meal. "Ms. Michaels, this is
wonderful,” he said. "Thank you for dinner."


And now he has manners. 


"Oh, it is my pleasure. I’m just so glad that
Blair has an old friend like you to look after her so far away from home."



"Mom, I'm a grown woman. I don't need looking
after,” I insisted. 


"It was a pleasant surprise," Aiden jumps in
trying to lighten the mood. "When I walked into the lawyer’s office to
discover that my partner was my old childhood friend." 


"What is it like," my mother asked, taking a
small bite of her chicken. "Working together, the two of you. It's not
distracting is it?" 


"Distracting?" I ask. 


That's exactly what it was. 


"Not a bit," Aiden said, giving me a grin.
"Blair is professional above all else." 


He gave me a knowing look across the table and I
glared back at him. I would have tried to kick him under the table but
refrained out of fear that I would accidentally hit my mom. 


"So you two are competing for the full time
position?" she asked. 


"Yes," I said. "At the end of these
three months the choice will be made. Me or him." 


"Wow," she said. 


Aiden reached over and placed an arm across my
shoulder. 


"We try to keep things cordial,” he said, patting
my back. 


I turned to glower towards him and he gave me a quick
wink, that infuriating smile plastered across his face. 


Ohhh paalease.


When our meals were finished and we had all pushed our
empty plates away from us, my mother piped up once more. "You know what I
have never done? I have never walked along the beach at night. What do you say
the three of us do that?" 


Not the beach again.


Last time it lead to his place.


"It's getting late, mom,” I said. 


"Nonsense," she said while brushing her hand
through the air. "I'm only here for a few more days. Let's go." 


As we exited the restaurant Aiden held the door open
for the two of us. Our eyes met briefly as I stepped past him. 


My mother and I reached the car and he opened the
front passenger door for my mother. Earlier they had both insisted that she
take it to have more leg room. Of course she had said that she didn’t want to
cause a fuss, but in the end she had taken the seat. 


I began to wonder if Aiden would somehow always be
there, in my life. It seemed as if our fates were intertwined and no matter
what I did or where I went he would be everywhere. My mind drifted back to the
night we had spent together. As much as I had tried to suppress the memories, I
had replayed the events over and over in my mind. 


The feel of his touch. 


The excitement I had felt.


The way we had known just the perfect way our bodies
connected. 


I hated to admit it, but I hadn’t been able to get him
out of my mind, to get that night out of my mind, and despite everything I
wondered how long I could go before admitting that I longed for it to happen
again. 


It felt strange having my mother here with Aiden. It
reminded me of childhood even more than anything so far. Every moment with
Aiden had taken on a surreal quality, like the moments of long ago when we had
sat at our kitchen table, Aiden and I cupping our hands around hot mugs of
cocoa while our piles of snow drenched clothes hung melting in the causeway.
Mom would be hovering around the counter, stirring the pan of hot water on the
stove, smiling over our grinning red faces. 


I couldn’t recall the exact moment I had met Aiden. It
must have been through school. I tried to remember. There had to have been a
moment, two small awkward children saying hello for the first time.


We stepped onto the beach as the last vestiges of
sunlight faded against distant horizon. We walked along, my mother holding the
arm of Aiden to steady her footsteps. 


Still being a gentleman.


He had to be faking this.  


He had always been there to the best of my
recollection, and I was beginning to wonder if he would always be there. Then I
began to wonder if I would mind him being there. They had walked up ahead a few
feet, and the echo of their laughter drifted back to me. We had been friends,
and now we had been lovers. I couldn’t decide which I preferred more.  



 

A week later my mother and I stood by the ticket desk
at the airport. We had spent the week laughing, shopping, eating, and
exploring. The time had been a much needed break for me, and the timing had
been perfect. Though the court date still loomed a few weeks away, I felt
recharged, refocused and ready to face anything. After gathering her tickets,
we stepped over to the security to say good bye. 


"It's been good to see you Mom," I mumbled
into her hair as she hugged me. 


"I feel much better having seen you out here,”
she said. "It seems as if you’re making your way. You're doing well for
yourself." 


"Thanks Mom,” I said. She held me at arm’s length
giving my shoulders a squeeze as she spoke. 


"Keep taking care of yourself." 


"I will." 


"Make sure you eat well. I don't want you wasting
away into nothing." 


"Don't worry, Mom,” I said, rolling my eyes. 


"And Blair, be nice to Aiden." 


"Mom!" I said. 


"I mean it. He's a good boy." 


"He's twenty-seven. Just like me. He's a little
bit more than a boy." 


"Listen to me, Blair,” she said, taking her best
no-nonsense-mom tone. "You’re a very driven young lady, and I have no
doubt that you will excel at whatever life has in store for you. But don't
forget to take time to play. Pay attention to things around you. You might be
surprised what you’re missing." 


She said everything but Aiden’s name.


"Okay,” I said. "I get it and I will. Call
me when you get home, okay?" 


"Of course.” 


She gave me one last hug, kissed me on the cheek and
headed off towards security, rolling her carry-on bag behind her. I watched her
make her way through the gate and up the stairs, where she turned and waved one
last time before disappearing down the hallway to her gate. 


I smiled, feeling a tinge of sadness at her absence. I
turned walking towards the exit, sliding my sunglasses over my face as I pushed
through the revolving door and into the bright light of the parking lot. 



 

The days between the case dates had mostly been half
days as we had a lesser work load, and I had been able to take some time off
during my mother's stay. Other than the night we all went out, I hadn’t seen or
spoken to Aiden during her visit outside of work. 


When I returned to work the next day I felt more than
eager to get back into the swing of things. I arrived and took my seat across
from Aiden. Mr. Mahoney and Ms. Klein arrived within a few minutes of each
other. 


"We are still on course for the current court
date,” Ms. Klein announced once we all got settled that morning. "The
client has been remanded to family, under our advisement. The prosecution fought
it, but the judge saw things our way in the end." 


"That's good," I said. "It's comforting
to know that he is with family and not locked up needlessly." 


Aiden gave me a quizzical look. I kept his eyes for a
moment before looking down at the files I had in front of me, deciding that I
would much rather focus on the work than worry about Aiden's responses. I had
my reasons, and he had his, for doing things the way we did. We had already
determined that our work methods might be quite different from each other. It
was up to the partners to decide which might be a better fit for the firm. 


We all dug into our work, confirming and discussing
the elements of our statements, strengthened by the collected evidence. Our
client was innocent, and I stood by that knowledge as we worked. We finished
just before lunchtime, and the senior partners gave us the rest of the day off.
I knew that once the full time schedule kicked in there would not be so many
leisurely days. Now we were working on one case, a big one but only one.
Whoever received the full time position would be working on several cases at
once, and have to be available most of the time. The schedule would be sporadic
and hectic. Days off would become a luxury. This kind of schedule appealed to
me, as I had a tendency to get antsy if I didn’t have enough to do, as my
mother pointed out while she had been here. 


"Blair," Aiden caught up with me at the
elevator. "What are you doing for lunch?" 


"I was heading back to my apartment,” I said,
trying to avoid an invitation. "I've got some things I need to work
on." 


The elevator door opened and we both stepped inside. I
still had difficulty keeping my mind from wandering when we were in this close
proximity. In the office I could stay busy with work. When away from him I
could keep busy and occupy my mind on something else, but in these quiet
moments between activities, if I found myself with him my mind began to wander,
weakening my resolve as much as I hated to admit it. I still hadn’t been able
to shake my recurring thoughts on the night we had spent together as much as I
wanted to forget it. 


I couldn’t. 


Nor did I think that I wanted to. 


"There's a place I'd like to take you,” he said.
"This awesome hiking trail I've discovered. I remembered how much you loved
to go hiking."


"Do I?" I said. 


 "We used
to go all the time,” he insisted. 


"I haven't been hiking in years,” I said. 


He had been right that we used to go nearly every
weekend, I remembered, during our later high school years. I couldn’t think of
a reason to say no. I had missed being active and it would be nice to get out
of the office. I didn’t want him to think I was agreeing too easily though. 


"That was more of a high school thing,
Aiden." 


He looked at me sideways underneath his eyelashes. I
averted my eyes both for the effect of aloofness and to try and suppress the
butterflies in my stomach. 


"But,” I started. “I don't have anything else
going on today. Why not."


"Great," he said grinning as we stepped off
the elevator into the lobby. 


"I just want to go home and change. I'll need to
grab a few things,” I said. "Pick me up at my place in an hour?"


He glanced at his watch. "Around one-ish. Yeah that works. I'll see you then." 


He trotted off towards his car with purpose in his
steps. I shook my head. He seemed to be up to something but I couldn’t make it
out. I turned and headed towards my car. 



 

The green sloping hills rolled up before us to the
bright blue cloudless sky. The parking lot nestled just at the foot of the
climb, and the small dusty path disappeared into the foliage. I had changed
into a pair of shorts and an athletic top which clung to me, made of a fabric
which would pull the sweat from my skin as we climbed. The heat of the
California atmosphere and the work out would make me sweat and I decided to
dress according to the weather. I adjusted the ties on my tennis shoes before
we headed down the path and into the welcome shade of the forest. 


"How long has it been since I have gone
hiking?" I wondered out loud. 


"Think you can keep up?" he asked playfully
over his shoulder. 


"Whatever," I said. "See if you
can." 


The path went steep rather quickly and we stopped
talking to conserve our breath as we worked our way up the mountainside. My
muscles started to feel it right away, aching already. I had been behind a desk
for too long, but I wasn't about to let him know that. I reached inside my
shoulder bag and pulled out the bottle of water, taking a long swig. My breath
had gone ragged and the sweat poured off of me creating a little dark half-moons
on my shirt. 


Aiden had made it a few steps ahead of me and when he
turned around, I handed him his bottle. We stopped to refresh for a moment.
Between the trees, I could see that we had gained some altitude. The
surrounding emerald hills framed by the deep blue sky took my breath away. 


"Just up here a little ways is the look out,”
Aiden said. "It's supposed to be a really nice view. You can see for
miles." 


I splashed a little bit of water into my hand and
rubbed it across my forehead and along the back of my neck. 


"Let's go,” I said. 


We headed out again. Every once in a while we passed
other hikers coming or going, young couples, one guy with a back pack. We
reached a rocky outcropping in the path which we had no choice but to climb.
Aiden reached back and extended his hand to me. Without thought, I reached up
and took his hand, finding my footing and letting him help me up. I pushed on
my knees to gain leverage on the steep path. 


After a few more steps the path leveled out and came
to a Y in the road. Aiden paused, peering down each branch. They both looked
identical and I thought about saying something about the brochure we had picked
up at the visitor's center.


"Are we lost?" I asked. 


"Not at all," he said. 


"Which way do we go then?" 


"This way," he said, grabbing my hand and
pulling me down the left path. 


We walked along for a little while like this. He
remained a few steps ahead of me under the guise of leading me down the path,
but I didn’t pretend that I didn't notice he still had my hand tucked into his.
The path curved and we came to a clearing. We had arrived close to the top of
the mountain overlooking the city. We could see everything, the buildings, the surrounding hill sides rolling along the edges like
concentric circles after a pebble dropped into a pond. The sky soared above us
for miles. 


"This is..." I said truly at a loss for
words. 


I pulled my hand carefully away from his and covered
my mouth. The move was twofold. On the one hand I wanted to separate from him.
On the other hand my jaw had dropped at the spectacular vision. I didn’t know
how else to react. 


Out in the distance on the horizon I saw a small
gathering of clouds on the other side of the city where the Pacific Ocean lay,
just out of sight. I approached the edge of the overlook, placing my hands
gently on the edge of the rail. Below me I saw the dusty ground, dotted with
the desert foliage and disappearing into the sloping trees. 


I felt Aiden step up next to me. He turned and leaned
against the railing with his back to the sprawling view. 


"Blair," he said. I could hear his intention
in his voice, and I closed my eyes. 


He didn’t say another word, but reached up and brushed
away a tendril of hair that had plastered to my forehead from the sweat. His
touch made me shiver despite the midday heat. He lowered his hand and placed
his palms against the rail, steadying his balance. 


"You did pretty good out
there on the trail," he informed me. 


"You think so? Well, you didn’t do badly
yourself," I said, shading my eyes with my hand and turning to look at
him. 


The clouds in the distance had grown larger and seemed
to be drifting towards us. I silently wished they would, so as to provide us
some welcome shade. Aiden had worn a tank top which hung loosely around his
torso. I could easily see the outline of his muscles, still taut from the hike
up the strenuous path. 


I looked away and took a drink of water. 


"We should do this more often,” he suggested. I
could tell that he wanted to say something else, but as was his habit he was
dancing around the subject, leading me to it without saying it out right. 


"What are you getting at, Aiden?" I asked,
turning to look him straight in the eye. 


"You know we would be good together Blair,” he
said. 


There it was. 


He couldn’t seem to take a hint or let it go. I didn’t
want him to know how difficult I found it to keep him at bay.


"This again?" I asked, trying to keep the
atmosphere playful, but feeling my annoyance rising. 


The sky had taken on a grayish cast, now completely
covered over with clouds. The pressure began to drop in the atmosphere and the
air had gotten cooler by a few degrees. 


"You know it's true, Blair,” he said, his voice
serious as he took a tentative step towards me. 


"Aiden," I said, patiently shaking my head.
"The case comes first. We need to stay friends for now. If you recall, the
fate of Darius Shaw rests in our hands. We have to keep that as our primary
focus." 


"Darius Shaw," Aiden said.


"Yes," I said in deadpan. "The man who
had been falsely accused of murder, and who may go to jail for it if we don't
do our job properly. That Darius Shaw. We need to focus on him, on the
case." 


"Ah yes. The case,” he said. "I knew
that." 


I could no longer take being that close to him and my
anger had begun to bubble to the top. I needed some distance to gain control of
my emotions. I stepped away from the rail and headed back across the clearing
towards the path at the edge of the forest. 


He continued speaking and kept pace a few steps behind
me. "It just seems as if the case is more important to you than anything
else. Every time I try to get close to you, Blair, you throw the case at me.
The case isn't always going to be there. Why is it so important to you?" 


With a crack of thunder the clouds above us gave way
to a sudden shower, drenching us both in the sudden downpour. I turned around
fully intent on unleashing my ire on him. 


"Why now, Aiden!" I shouted over the
downpour. 


"What?" he asked, taking a step back. I walked towards him, my fists clenched at my sides.


"Why not back in high school! Where was this then?!"



Under the rain I felt tears begin to stream down my
face, relieved that he couldn’t see them. 


"What do you mean, I..." 


"You didn't even pretend to come on to me! Not
once! I saw you with girl after girl on your arm! Do you know what that did to
me back then! Do you know how much that hurt?! All those years and you never
even looked at me! I had no choice but to get over you! Don't you get it! I'm
throwing the case at you because it's the only thing I have! You had your
chance, and it has passed a long time ago. Don't you see that! So what's so
different! Dammit, Aiden. Why now?" 


He stopped and let me finish my tirade. I stood with
my fists tightened, white knuckles burning, as the rain soaked us fully, hair
and clothes plastered to us in the down pour. 


"You done?" he asked with fire in his eyes. 


I nodded. 


"I'll tell you why now, Blair! Because we are
different now. You're different now."   


"In what say am I different?" I asked. 


He paced in front of me like a caged lion, furious. 


"God, look at you!" he shouted. "You're
stunning. Whether you’re sweating without make up or dressed up for work. I can
hardly stand it when you wear those damn little skirts at the office. I mean,
are you fucking kidding me! We didn't have this back in high school. Everything
is different now and you know it!" 


Before I had realized he had stopped talking he
stalked towards me. He reached for me, took my face in his hands and pulled me
towards him. My arms hung limp at my side as he kissed me. I resisted the urge
to wrap myself around him.


The rain.


The fight.


The kiss. 


All of it washed over me igniting the fire inside me,
the same fire that had been there for as long as I could remember. I wanted
more than anything for this kiss to mean something, but in this moment, this
one time, I refused to kiss him back. 


He pulled away, but kept a hold on my face. His eyes
stayed on mine flashing a challenge that I returned with mine. 


"Would it have been like this back in high
school?" he asked with a leer in his voice. 


At that my anger bubbled over. 


"You know what, screw you, Aiden!" 


I pushed his hands off of me and marched away eager to
get as much distance between myself and him as I could. I continued walking
even though I still heard him call after me. 


"What the hell is the problem now!" he
shouted. 


I didn't even flinch but just kept moving. I didn’t
stop until I made it back to the road. I had called a taxi as soon as my phone
showed that I had service, almost back to the parking lot. I ran to the edge of
the highway, hoping that I had lost him. By the time I made it to the road I
clutched my side, nursing a painful stitch. 


The taxi pulled up, as I had given meticulous
instructions on my location. Once inside I pulled the door shut behind me and
breathed a sigh of relief. I decided I didn’t have time for this kind of stuff,
when there was a murder case to take care of. The rain pounded on the window of
the cab as the driver pulled forward onto the freeway. 



 

Chapter
Eight



 

The trial date had arrived once again. This time it
seemed as if everything would go according to plan. We had spent the morning
selecting a jury which had gone largely without incident. The prosecution had
apparently tried to get another continuance, but this time it had been denied. 


Aiden had apparently given up on trying anything else.
We had fallen back into our pattern of trying to outdo each other, while
simultaneously making each other look good. I felt okay working with him, but
after he had insinuated that I hadn’t been attractive enough for him in high
school I was perfectly fine with not speaking to him outside of work. We had
developed a cordial professional manner which seemed to work for both of us. 


I couldn’t deny that his words had hurt that day. I
had known back in high school that I was a late bloomer with not much of a
figure. My beauty remained hidden behind glasses and braces until junior year.
With the advent of contacts and the removal of braces I started to notice the
change in the way people treated me, especially the guys. Even the popular
girls started inviting me to the party’s right around that time. 


I had no interest of hanging out with the same people
who had teased me relentlessly before then and I made no secret of it. Usually
if someone did muster up the courage to ask me out, I would remind them of the
names that they had called me during our freshmen year. 


I found the attention rather annoying. 


It made me angry to think that Aiden might be in that
same category as those one dimensional block heads. 


I had still felt like the awkward girl. 


I hadn’t known how to react. 


In retrospect I could see that he had only one thing
in mind. I felt relieved that all of it was now behind me, and all I had to
focus on now was the trial. 


We filed into the courtroom, shown by the bailiff
where to sit. Aiden and I had the seats along the defendants table. Across the
aisle the prosecution lined up placing their files on the small table, a mirror
image to our own. Aiden and I sat on the end, while the senior partners had the
seats closest to the client. 


We had agreed that I would give the opening
statements, since it had been my discovery which we used as the foundation of
our defense. I took a breath to calm the nervousness of my stomach. In the
audience sat the family of the defendant, a young woman that I believe to be
his sister, with a young child, a thin girl with neat braids no more than nine,
sitting next to her. I wondered if that could be Mr. Shaw's daughter. He had
never mentioned having one, but then again no one had asked. 


The jury filed in next, a diverse group, most of them
with their eyes cast down until they took their seats. I found some small
amusement that the tattooed biker had made the cut. He settled in between the
clean cut old man and the young thirty something woman with the pony tail. As
soon as they all settled many of them looked around the courtroom, soaking in
as much information as they could. 


The security guards escorted in Darius Shaw until he
took his seat at the defendant’s table alongside Mr. Mahoney. 


"All rise! Judge Walters presiding," the
deep voice of the bailiff rang out over the courtroom. 


Everyone grew silent and stood with bits of shuffling,
eyes forward. 


"Court is now in session." 


The judge entered from his chambers, moved across to
the bench and took his seat. He looked like a cordial gentlemen, gray hair. He
kept his face serious as he looked out over the courtroom. The placement of his
bench, about a foot and a half higher than everything else in the room always
made me feel that the courtroom was the embodiment of justice. Each section had
meaning, every segment of the room was marked out with a purpose. 


I relaxed back in my seat as the judge made his
announcements, instructing the jury to listen but not to make any decisions
until all of the information had been heard. The trial would take about one to two
weeks, he said. During that time they were not to talk about any part of the
case, make any posts online about their involvement. Doing so could end in a
mistrial. He gave them a stern look before turning to the prosecution. 


The other head of the other law team stood and began
his opening remarks. While he spoke, I watched him like a hawk. No one here
knew that my part coming up next would be the first time I had done this.


Why hell would they trust me to do this on a murder
case for my first time? 


Probably because the client couldn’t pay for the big
dogs at the firm, I told myself.


I needed to get my head straight.


I wanted to see what fine points I could pick up
before I took my turn. 


He moved around the courtroom, presenting the
beginning and main points of their upcoming arguments. He came across as
charismatic and dynamic. I watched members of the jury as they leaned forward
to take in what he was saying. If I wanted them to listen to me in just the
same way, I had my work cut out for me. 


Finally he wrapped up, thanked the jury, and took his
seat. I realized that my turn had come. Every eye in the courtroom had turned
towards the defense table. I stood and picked up the notes I had prepared,
stepping out from between the table and my chair. I glanced towards Aiden, and
he gave me a confident nod. 


I took a deep breath and began. 


"Ladies and gentlemen of the jury. Darius Shaw
was found standing over the body of his wife, Rita Shaw, seen there by the
first responders of an anonymous 911 call. One could say this is an open and
shut case. But every case depends on the production of evidence to piece
together the events of any crime. Without judgment I ask each of you to hear
out the details of the trial until you have heard all of the evidence." I
walked as I spoke, placing myself close to the jurors and making a point to
look each of them in the eye. My voice rang out across the courtroom. I had
felt nervous up until the moment I began speaking. Then all of my training and
preparation took over. Perhaps I didn’t match the charisma of the prosecuting
lawyer, but I felt more than anything that I had the attention of the jury.
That was all I needed. As I spoke I walked over to Darius Shaw to draw the
attention of the jury to him. "Lastly, I simply ask that you listen with
an open mind. Look at the facts. Let the information presented guide your
decision as the fate of one man rests in your hands. Thank you." 


I returned to my seat and Mr. Mahoney stood. 


I exhaled. 


Aiden leaned over to whisper in my ear. "That was
amazing,” he said. 


I glanced over at him and saw the sincerity in his
eyes. 


"Thanks," I said. 


I agreed but I suppressed the grin that threatened to
break out across my face. 


I would celebrate later. 


When we won the case.


I hoped.


For the time being I kept my cool professionalism at
the surface and waited for the remainder of the trial to unfold. Even though
this was a murder case, and we were fighting to keep this man out of jail for
the rest of his life, I had to admit I found this kind of fun. I had waited my
entire life for this and had worked hard to achieve it. 


It did feel strange to have Aiden here. 


My emotions to him had shifted drastically since that
first day he had set foot back into my life. I had felt everything from
excitement to annoyance, infatuation and disgust. But in that moment, sitting
in the courtroom, having just nailed the first time I had given opening
statements, I couldn’t help but feel a small thrill that he remained sitting
next to me. Having him there made it a little bit better somehow.


I couldn’t deny it.


The day continued and the first details of the case
were presented to the jury. Aiden and I worked in tandem, feeding off of each other
while continuing to compete. Each time he stepped forward, I found a reason to
up my game and with every point that I made, he brought up another. At one
point, while Aiden and I had both had taken the chance to question to one of
the first responders who had been called to the stand, I glanced over and
noticed Mr. Mahoney and Ms. Klein exchanging a significant glance, both smiling
and nodding. 


I had just taken my seat and Aiden stood to present
his questions, so I had no way of knowing which of us the gesture referenced. I
carefully kept my eyes averted, but continued to be aware of how they followed
Aiden with their eyes as he moved around the courtroom. I wondered if I had
held their attention in the same way, something I couldn’t have seen as my attention
remained on my tasks. 


Being a lawyer, I began to realize, was just as much
about charisma and likeability as it was about presenting facts, and it seemed
as if I wasn’t the only one who noticed that Aiden had this ability in spades.
When I glanced towards the jury, their faces confirmed my suspicion. They all
seemed rapt by Aiden's presence, which meant good news for our client. I
watched him though out the day, taking mental notes on how to apply certain
details to my own delivery, always seeking to improve and learn as much as I
could. 


The day came to an end after what seemed like more
hours than the day could hold. The bailiff led the jury out first, in single
file out the same door in which they entered. Then Darius Shaw was escorted out
with security on either side. I noticed the family members in the audience
slipped out the main doors at the same time, and I assumed that this was the
sister to which he had been remanded. 


The bailiff called for us to all stand as the judge
exited back to his chambers. After he disappeared, we were directed that court
had been adjourned for the day and we were all free to go. Again I marveled at
the specificity of it all, the timing and clockwork. If only the rest of life
could be so definitive, things would be a lot easier. 


We would return to court on Monday, with a brief
refresher meeting with the partners Sunday afternoon. Mr. Mahoney had scheduled
this for us to brush up if we needed it. I had to admit, the day had gone well
for all of us. 


Mr. Mahoney stepped over to us as Aiden and I gathered
our things.


"I wanted to commend you both on your performance
today,” he said. His rare smile created small crinkles around his eyes.
"Ms. Klein and I have been very impressed with both of you." 


Aiden and I exchanged a glance, and I perceived the
small smile dancing at the edge of his lips. The compliment wasn’t undeserved
for Aiden and to be honest I felt for myself either. 


"Thank you, sir,” I said. "That means a
lot." 


"I have to be honest," Mahoney continued.
"The other senior partners in the firm were unsure how the two of you
would do, working together as partners in this case since you’re vying for the
same position with our company. But you have both surprised us. You work so
well together. You have both really been able to pull it off. Good work, both
of you." 


He clapped Aiden on the back and gave me another
smile, nodding as he walked back to pick up his briefcase. 


I felt ecstatic at Mahoney's words, and the look on
Aiden's face indicated that he may have had a similar inclination. 


The senior partners walked out together a little way
ahead of us, but not before Ms. Klein gave me a nod of confidence from the
door. I felt good, better than I had in a long time. Regardless of what else
happened, today had been a victory, my first steps into the courtroom and I had
nailed it. 


The tiniest inkling of worry entered my mind that the
compliment had been aimed at both of us. I had hoped that by now there might be
a clear front runner and that it would be me. I pushed the thought aside,
wanting to relish in the victory of the day. 


"You know what," Aiden said as he held the
courtroom door open for me. "We should celebrate." 


"What did you have in mind?" I asked warily
but internally leaping at the thought. 


"You know I really enjoy the suspicion in your
voice every time I suggest we hang out,” he said with a smile. 


I couldn’t help but laugh as we stepped out into the
parking lot. We hadn’t spoken casually since the day we had gone hiking and
despite myself I had missed the interaction a little bit. I hadn’t quite
forgiven him for the exchange at the look out, nor did I think that I was ready
to. Regardless I still wanted to celebrate the day. 


"I'm sorry," I said with a smile. "I
don't mean anything by it, honestly." 


"Sure, sure,” he said.


"I'm not sure if it is a good idea,” I said.
"Shouldn't we wait? I mean we should spend the weekend preparing for
Monday." 


"That is what the meeting is for on Sunday
afternoon,” he said. "You're allowed to relax every now and then, you
know."


"What are you implying?" I said, turning
away and walking forward with purpose. 


"No, Blair. I didn't mean..." He laughed a
bit keeping the mood light. "I’m confident that we are more than prepared
to continue our case next week. You were amazing today after all. I mean
it." 


The compliment lightened my mood and the smile
returned to my face. 


I tried to hide it though.


"You weren't too bad yourself," I said.
"Now I'm not saying it's a good idea, but what did you have in mind?"



It was a terrible idea.


I knew I shouldn’t have asked.


"Why don't I pick you up tomorrow morning and
we'll spend the day at the beach. Just the two of us, no funny business. We'll
do some fishing like we used to back at Lake Okoboji, then go back to my place
for some home cooked seafood dinner." 


I hardly remembered how to fish.


"I haven't thought about those summers in a long
time,” I said. "It sounds like fun, but..." 


"Blair," he said in a more serious tone.
"I feel bad about before. I didn't mean to suggest that I wasn't attracted
to you in high school. Of course, I was. How could I not be? But I was a stupid
kid. The only type of girl I had any interest in... I mean I was just trying to
get laid all the time. I didn't want anything to ruin our friendship." 


We stopped walking next to my car. He rubbed the back
of his neck and looked down at his feet. I wasn’t sure how I felt about what he
was saying, but I kept listening. He looked up at me. 


"Blair, you were my best friend. I didn't want
anything to ruin that." 


He had already said that.


I needed to keep my eye on the prize, the job.


Why was it so damn difficult?


Aiden was why.


Aiden Player.


Was he playing me
to get this job?


I fiddled with my car keys while I thought it over.
Sensing my hesitation, he placed his hands gently on my elbows, pulling me in slightly.
The gesture seemed genuine. 


Shit.


Of course he had to touch me with his magical hands.


God the things they could do.


"Let me make it up to you, Blair. I promise I
won't try anything. Okay?" 


Maybe I succumbed to the adrenaline of the day, still riding
the wave of euphoria from what I considered a small victory, I felt like I did
deserve a day out. And I realized as I mulled it over in my head that I wanted
that day to be with Aiden, even if it was just as friends. 


I just couldn’t fight it.


"Okay," I said at last. "I'll go. It
sounds like fun, but no funny business!" I chided as I pointed a finger at
him. 


"Promise," he said holding up his fingers as
if making the scouts pledge. 


As I turned towards my car door he wrapped his arm
around my neck and pulled me towards him in a playful neck hold, speaking with
a husky voice directly into my ear. "Though you have to admit that you
look super-hot in that dress. You never would have worn such a thing back in
high school." 


Jesus.


He immediately let go and dodged as I had swung to
punch him in the shoulder. I laughed as he trotted across the parking lot
towards his car. 


"I'll pick you up around nine!" he called
over his shoulder. 


I laughed and opened the door to my car. It had been a
long time since I had felt this happy. This tempted.



 


 

Kelsey hadn’t yet arrived home when I got there. I
started the water to fill up the bathtub, tossing in a handful of lavender bath
salts. I felt remarkably giddy, only partially for the way the day had gone in
the courtroom, but also because of the conversation I had with Aiden. On top of
the salts I added a capful of bubbles. 


I deserved the extra pampering. 


I pulled off my clothes, and threw on my robe heading
to the kitchen for a cup of hot tea. Once the water came to a boil, I poured
some over the tea bag and returned to the bathtub. I set the tea next to the
bath tub on the counter, double checked the temperature of the bath and dropped
my robe. I stepped in, carefully lowering my body into the warm suds and
feeling the tension drain from my body. I let out a long sigh as the events of
the past weeks drifted away. 


All but one, tomorrow. 


A full day with Aiden. 


He promised not to try anything, he had said. 


Maybe we could reconnect and pick up with the
friendship that seemed so easy for us to slip back to, always hiding just under
the surface. I seemed that no matter how bad things got, the under current
remained. 


I heard the apartment door in the living room and knew
that Kelsey had arrived home. I could remain silent, but I knew that she would
find me in the end. Being in the bath hadn’t been any hindrance to her in the
past. 


"Blair! I got it!" she hollered. I heard her
rush down the hallway towards my bedroom. "Blair!" Her voice
escalated into a shrieking tumble of sounds that may or may not have been
words. 


Got what, I wondered, sensing my relaxing bath
disappearing out of reach. I debated whether or not to dunk beneath the bubbles
to disappear. Finally I sighed and accepted my fate. 


"I'm in here!" I called, slightly curious as
to what had her so excited. 


A moment later, she cracked the door open, her face
peering around the edge of the door. 


"Do you mind company?" 


Her eyes sparkled with excitement. Without waiting for
an answer she rushed in, closed the top on the toilet and sat down crossing her
ankles. She had explained to me once that she avoided crossing her legs if she
could as to prevent varicose veins. 


"I’m so excited!" she said, wrapping her
fingers around her knees and scrunching up her shoulders. 


"I can see that," I said. "What's going
on?" 


"I got the call back,” she said. "You
remember the audition that I went to last week?" 


"I think so," I said. "The one for the
German play?" 


"Yes," she said. "I made first call
backs! With this company that pretty much means that I got something. They just
need to figure out which character to give me." 


"That's great," I said.
"Congratulations!" 


I felt genuinely happy for her. She had been to so
many auditions since we had arrived, I had lost count. She had explained to me
once that an actor couldn’t count on just one audition. They had to play the
numbers game and go to every one they could, regardless of the character. It
made sense to me for the most part. She had tried to get an agent, but
discovered that many of them wanted an actor who was already working. The draw
back to that was that many parts were only available to those with agents. An
unending and unfair cycle. I told her she needed a good lawyer. 


"And to think," she gushed. "I almost
skipped this one because of my hair. I thought there is no way they would cast
a red head." 


"What part is it for, do you think?” I asked. 


"The American I think," she said and laughed.
"Plus it makes sense, because apparently red heads were looked at as odd
during Nazi era Germany. They need me in this play to really drive home the
point." 


"Of course they do,” I agreed. "That's
really great." 


"I don't have the part yet," she said.
"But this is closer than I have been before. Plus..." She waved her
hands excitedly. "Blake changed his status to 'in a relationship' on his
page." 


"What?" I said. "Is that still a
thing?"


"Of course," she said while rolling her
eyes. "It's the present day equivalent of wearing someone’s letter
jacket." 


"I suppose you’re right,” I said reaching for my
tea cup. As busy as I was I had little time or energy for social media.
"Wait, Blake from the restaurant?" 


"Yes, Blake from the restaurant,” she said. 


Her eyes glazed over with a dreamy haze as she sighed
at the mere memory of him. I laughed at her theatrics. 


"I guess I didn't realize you guys were still
going out,” I said. 


"You don't mind. Do you?" she asked
suddenly. 


"Oh, of course not!" I answered. 


"That's right," she said tapping her chin.
"You have a thing with Aiden, don't you? How is all of that going, by the
way?" 


"I do not have a thing with Aiden!" I
said with vehemence.


"Right," she said nodding. "You totally
do, but whatever." Her eyebrows drew together in mock seriousness.
"So how is all that going, by the way?" 


"Ugh!" I said. 


I acted on my earlier notion and plunged my head
underneath the water. The sound of her laughter still reached me under the few
inches of insulation below the surface. 


Maybe I could hide under here forever, I thought. 


I didn’t need to breath. 


Not today. 


When my lungs started to burn, I broke the surface,
gasped and wiped my hair out of my face finding her sitting with an expectant
glare. 


"Okay, fine. Court went great today by the way.
Thanks for asking." 


"Well good,” she said. "But I knew it would.
What I want to know is how things are with Aiden?" 


"I have no idea,” I said. "A few weeks ago,
he kissed me." 


"Well that's good,” she said. 


"Yeah, but... He had pretty much said that the
reason he never made a move on me in high school was that I wasn't pretty
enough." 


"Oh, that's bad,” she said shaking her head. 


"But then today he apologized, and invited me to
go fishing with him tomorrow." 


"That's good, I think,” she said as if keeping
tally in her mind. "How did the apology go?" 


"He said that the reason he never made a move
when we were younger is that he hadn’t wanted to ruin our friendship." 


"Makes sense." Kelsey nodded. "Are you
going with him tomorrow?" 


"Well, yeah,” I said. She suddenly burst into
laughter that didn’t seem to have any relation to anything that had been said.
"What's so funny?" I asked. 


"You are!" she said. "You’re so hung up
on this guy and you don't even know it! I'm sorry, I know it's not funny, but
it's hilarious to watch." 


"I'm glad I can be of service,” I said. 


"What about that night you spent over at his
place?" she said suddenly. "The morning I had to pick up your mom at
the airport. Whatever happened then?" 


"I don't want to talk about it, but..." I couldn’t
contain the grin that broke over my face. 


"No way!" she shrieked. "Did you
guys...?"


"What do you think?" I said. 


"I kind of thought so, but I didn't want to
assume,” she said. "Are you going to do it again?" 


"What?" I said. "I don't know! It
shouldn’t have happened the first time." 


"Totally hung up,” she said, staring at her
fingernails. 


I rolled my eyes.


"Can you hand me that towel? I think I'm done,” I
said. 


"Sure." She set the towel on the counter
next to me and stepped out of the bathroom. "I'll give you some privacy.
I'm going to order some take out. You want some?" 


"Yeah," I called after her. "That
sounds great." 


We spent the rest of the evening watching old movies
and eating Thai food at the coffee table. It was a much needed break. 



 

The sun sparkled off the surface of the water as Aiden
drove up to the beach making me feel glad that I had remembered my sun glasses.
I gazed out the passenger window taking in the spectacular view, the jade
colored ocean stretched out before us. He had brought me to a small cove where
we would have lunch, and then walk down the beach to rent our fishing gear for
the day. 


I had gone back and forth on whether or not to wear my
swimsuit or just to bring it along as I didn’t know exactly what the day
entailed. In the end Kelsey had insisted that I wear the swimsuit, a flattering
burgundy two piece that showed off my figure. I felt as if I had lost a bit of
my trimness having worked in a sedentary job for several weeks, but between the
occasional trip to the gym and Kelsey's insistence, I felt pretty confident
that I could pull it off. She had also let me borrow her black cotton cover up,
which doubled as a cute empire sun dress. 


The sight of the water lapping against the white sands
took my breath away, as we stepped out of the car. 


"This place is amazing!" I said. 


The path led straight to the edge of the sand. In
either direction I could see masses of people, but they remained distant enough
as to not be a hindrance. I could see that once we stepped onto the beach that
the curve of the shoreline would give us the illusion of solitude. 


We walked along the path from the parking lot. Aiden
had the cooler full of food and beverages tucked under his arm. At the end of
the path I slipped off my sandals and stepped out onto the hot sand. The
sensation of the sun scorched surface scalded the soles of my feet and made me
cry out. Instead of recoiling though, I fixed my eyes on the waves a few yards
away and took off towards them with the goal of relieving the heat on the soles
of my feet, as Aiden laughed behind me. 


I made it to the edge of the water, sighing as the
coolness embraced my skin. I turned around and looked towards him with my back
to the ocean. 


"Come on!" he called to me waving me to join
him back on the shore. 


He laid out the blanket and set down the cooler. Very
gingerly I stepped out of the water, which tickled my ankles as if beckoning me
back into the cool embrace, and slowly my feet acclimated to the heat of the
sand beneath us. 


"How did you find this place?" I asked as he
handed me a large hoagie from cooler. "It's beautiful here." 


I lowered myself next to him realizing that I felt hungrier
than I had realized. I reached across and grabbed a bottle of water from the
cooler, along with an apple. 


"A friend of mine recommended it,” he said.
"But keep in mind that I've lived here quite a bit longer than you. I know
the secrets." 


"I suppose you do. I wonder what other secrets
you might know,” I said, surprising even myself at my flirtatious tone. 


"I meant what I said, you know,” he said as if
changing the subject. 


"Which part?" I asked. 


"That I wouldn't try anything today." My
smile faded slightly as I saw the sincerity on his face. "I want us to go
back to being friends, in the good way that is. I've missed hanging out with
you the way we used to." 


I thought about his words as he spoke, wondering
briefly why I felt a pang in my heart. After all, it had been me who had pushed
him away every time he had tried to make a move. 


But what did I expect after we already had sex?


His words encompassed exactly what I had said that I
wanted. He finally respected my boundaries and I found myself saddened at the
thought. Regardless of that, we had been through some awkwardness as of late,
but our friendship had been too deep and long running for us to ignore that
aspect of our relationship. 


"You’re right, Aiden,” I said. "We were good
friends once, weren't we?" 


"We still are,” he said raising his water bottle
as if to toast. 


"Of course we are,” I said with a smile. 


The discussion ended, having washed away the hurt from
the previous outing. I smiled and listened to him talk, telling me stories
about his brothers as I ate my sandwich. I felt as if I didn’t have as much to
share, since my visits home had consisted of hanging out with my mother for the
most part. It was nice to hear about his family, though. I had spent a lot of
time over at his house when we were kids. We reminisced over our summers at
Lake Okoboji, settling on the final trip before we had gone off to college.


"Was that the last time we saw each other?"
I asked. "Before now, I mean?" 


He considered, drawing his forehead together in deep
thought. "I think so,” he said. "It seems like no time at all." 


"That's funny," I said. "It feels like
forever to me." 


"Yeah?" 


"Yeah," I said. "But being here, at the
beach, with you, makes me feel like we are picking up where we left off. It's
like we've traveled back in time somehow and we are back at Lake Okoboji."



I leaned back on my elbows enjoying the warm sun on my
face. We had both eaten, and I wanted to wait before approaching the water. 


"You want to head on down and get out gear?"
he suggested. 


"Sure," I said. 


He stood and extended his hand to pull me up. We
quickly packed up the cooler and he took it back to the car. I waited for him
down by the water. The tides had shifted and the waves crept slightly closer to
the shore each time they pulled in. The feel of the shifting sand made me feel
even more like old times. For all the weeks I had lived in California, today
was the first time spending any significant time at the beach. I regretted not
having done so sooner. 


Aiden walked up behind me but stayed back from the
approaching water. He had kicked off his shoes as well, wearing cargoes so he didn’t
have to worry if his ankles got wet. I stepped back towards him and we fell
into pace walking along the edge of the water. 


"The fishing rental place is about a mile down
the beach if that's not too far,” he said. 


"No, that's great,” I said. "But you have to
be careful. I've heard there are some serious risks to going into the water
around here." 


"What are you talking about?" he asked. 


I stepped over to the edge of the waves close enough
that the waves washed around my knees. When the water washed towards me, I
reached down and scooped up some water in my cupped hands.


"Oh look!" I cried, peering down at the
little pool in my hands. "You can see them! Right there!" I glanced
towards him and he took a curious step towards me. "Come here quick!
Before they dissolve!" 


"What are you..." He
edged over to me trying to see inside the hollow of my hand. 


"Right there," I said, extending my arms out
to him. 


Just as he leaned in trying to see anything besides
the clear water, I lifted my hands and splashed him with it directly in his
face. 


"Oh! You’re going to regret that!" He
laughed and lunged towards me. 


I shrieked and took off down the beach. Trying to
dodge him clutching after me. I figured there was only one way to escape, and I
pulled the sundress over my head. Dropping it on the sand past the tide line I
promptly ran full on towards the incoming waves, laughing as they crashed over
me taking my breath away. I dipped my hair under during the calm break between
swells. 


"Come on, then!" I called out to him a few
feet away still back on the beach, staring at me with a bewildered expression.
"Or are you afraid of a little bit of water!" 


At last he nodded, pulling his linen shirt over his
head and tossing it aside. 


"You asked for it," he said as he rushed
towards the waves much like I had. 


He dove into the waves and caught me around my waist
pulling me under just as a large breaker crashed over us. I laughed when I
broke the surface, struggling to catch my breath. He emerged from the water
moments later brushing his hair back. 


I grinned, and bit my lip trying not to notice his
bare torso glistening in the sun. He turned, focusing his eyes on me and
splashing the water in my direction. I quickly scrambled back towards the
shore, adjusting my bikini top as I stepped onto the sand. I turned expecting
him to be back in the water. Instead I found him diving through the waves,
using the surf to get to me faster. I squealed as he approached and ran along
the edge of the water dodging and weaving to avoid capture. He tackled me a
moment later and we both landed on the sand as the water receded around us. 


"More than you can handle?" he said, leaning
over me with a grin. 


"You wish," I said. "I can handle
anything you got." 


"I'll bet,” he said playfully. 


Then the moment shifted as he hovered over me, with
both hands leaning on the sand on either side of me. If he had loosened his
elbows he could have easily leaned down and kissed me. Our eyes remained locked
as the moment passed between us, and I wondered if he had the same thought. I
bit my lip and leaned my chin towards him, hoping he would take the hint. 


Regardless of what I had said before, I knew that I hadn’t
been able to get the thought of him out of my mind. For a moment he leaned
forward, his head blocking my view of the sky, crowned by the aura of the sun
behind him. But then he pushed up and stood, holding his hand out to help me
up. 


"Let's go catch some fish,” he said. 


He really wasn’t going to make a move.


This was surprising.


I smiled and nodded, but the tension had been there if
only for a second. Neither of us needed to mention it, but we had both felt it.



He grabbed our clothes while I stepped back into the
water to rinse the sand off my backside and we headed down the beach towards
the rental cabin. We found the rental place a few minutes later, and we signed
out a couple of fishing poles. 


"I haven't done this in a while,” I said as we
walked back to the edge of the pier. “Since high school actually.”


This part of the beach had a few more people than the
grove where we had had lunch, but still not too many as to be too crowded. 


"Don't worry," he said. "Some of my
friends from school come down on the weekends sometimes. I've been out here a
time or two. I'll show you." 


I saw some other people fishing alongside of the
water, so I didn’t feel quite so self-conscious. I watched him, but he put down
his rod and walked over to me. 


"Okay," I said. "What do I do again?"



"First you have to cast your line,” he said.
"Make sure the sinker is attached. This is what will get the hook to the
right depths to catch fish. Do you have your bait?"


I felt like a noob.


"You do it," I said. He rolled his eyes and
connected the lure onto the end of my line. 


"Here you go." 


He placed his hands over mine on the line causing his
arms to wrap around me. I became painfully aware of the way his breathing
grazed against the curve of my neck, not to mention the touch of his skin, as
his fingers wrapped around my own guiding me into position. 


God, it felt good to be close to him again.


Concentrate, I told myself.


"To throw the line, just pull back and let go of
the reel as you cast it back towards the water." 


He moved my arms in slow motion as he explained. As
soon as he let go, the breeze off the water raised goose bumps on my damp skin.



At least that’s what I told myself was the cause of
them. 


"Ready?" 


I pulled back the rod and tossed it forward just as he
had said, lifting my finger at the exact moment. I couldn’t help but let out a
triumphant cry as the line sailed out over the water landing the perfect
distance out. 


It was just like old times.


"Excellent!" he said. 


"Beginner's luck,” I said. 


Actually just wiping off the dust but I still felt
like a beginner again.


"Whatever works," he said, positioning next
to me with his own equipment and casting out his line. "You have better
form than I do." 


We spent the next two hours on the pier. Aiden showed
me how to place the fishing pole onto the stands attached to the pier. This
gave me a chance to look down the length of the pier and see the other people
fishing, a family with two young kids, laughing and squealing every time they
threw the line, an older couple with cotton hats and matching sunglasses
relaxing in their canvas chairs while the fishing pole rested against the rail.



Now this was enjoyable.


"Stay here and watch the lines," he said.
"I'll go and get us some drinks."


"It seems like cheating," I said when he
returned, handing me a cold soda. "We are just standing here watching the
line. We aren't actually doing much of anything." 


"So you think,” he said. "Wait until
something bites." 


Just as he said so, the line on my fishing pole began
to twitch. 


"Here we go, see?" He showed me how to hold
onto the pole. "This is a big one,” he said. 


After it started to bend towards the water, I handed
the pole to Aiden. 


"You do it!" I said with a laugh. 


The idea of the floppy fish on the other end of the
line gave me the willies, but I didn’t want him to know that necessarily. He
took the line and pulled, sometimes letting the line go slack before reeling it
back in. His lower lip tucked under his teeth as he concentrated on battling
whatever lay under the water, struggling on the other end of the line. I stood
on the edge of the pier with my hands resting on the rail peering out over the
water to see if I could catch a glimpse. I couldn’t tell how long he had been
pulling on the line when something finally broke the surface, a flash of silver
and a splash. 


"What is it!" he said, every muscle taut as
he kept the tension on the line. 


"I don't know." I laughed. "It's a
fish, I think." 


"That's very helpful,” he said. 


"I don't know if you have noticed, Aiden, but I’m
more of a bookish type." 


"You don't say. You were the same way at Okoboji.”
He laughed. In that moment the fish jumped, breaking the surface of the water.
"There it is,” Aiden said. 


Seeing it gave him a renewed strength and within a few
more minutes he pulled the creature up onto the pier. I turned my eyes away as
Aiden pulled out his pocket knife, cleaned and stripped the large shining bass,
then placing it in the cooler. I grimaced and placed my hands over my face. 


"Ugh!" I exclaimed. 


I had known already what would happen if one of us had
caught a fish, but the sight of it still made me a bit squeamish. He turned to
me and smiled. 


"Good job," he said. "That was a big
one. We are going to eat well this evening." 


"You did the hard part,” I said. "Tell you
the truth, I’m kind of starving." 


"Me too,” he said. "You ready to head
back?" 


"Yeah," I said. 


We returned the equipment to the rental cabin, but
opted to keep the cooler until we got back to the car. We would transfer the
fish over to ours and drive back to return it then. 


We headed back down the beach the same way we had
come, though with far less horse play this time, since he had his hands full
lugging the cooler. Once more I felt that the ease of our friendship had taken
over once more. Regardless of what hindrances the rest of life might offer us,
when the two of us got together everything else seemed to melt away. 


I smiled as I listened to him telling an anecdote
about his youngest brother heading off to college. He always spoke fondly of
his family. Despite his odd ball status among his brothers, they did all look
out for each other no matter what. 


I enjoyed listening to him. 


The western horizon blazed with orange as the sun
approached the sea. We had become bathed in the golden light of sunset by the time
we made it back to the car. We returned the cooler and headed back to his
apartment. 


"Do you know how to cook a fish?" I asked. 


"Do I...?" he sputtered. "Do I know how
to cook a fish? I’m going to cook you a fish so good that you won't want to eat
any more after this meal." 


"Is that so?" I laughed. 


"That is so,” he said. 


We arrived at his apartment a little while later. I
felt exhausted but happy as we walked into his apartment. I wondered if I was
the only one who felt a bit awkward stepping over the very same piece of carpet
where we had once passed out after our lengthy session of carnal embrace.
Though I tried not to let my face show, as I felt a blush creep into my cheeks.
He set the cooler on the counter, and grabbed a couple of beers from the
refrigerator, handing one over to me. 


"You deserve this,” he said. 


"Thanks," I said. "You speak as if I
had slain a mighty beast today or something." 


"You did!" he insisted. "And now we are
going to eat it." 


I took a seat on the bar stool along the island in the
middle of his kitchen and watched him work. He pulled the fish from the cooler
and skillfully sliced it into several fillet sized steaks. I watched,
increasingly impressed as he drizzled olive oil into the cast iron skillet and
started it heating on the stove. 


The beer tasted good, combined with the events of the
day I felt renewed and invigorated, reminding myself once more that I needed to
do this kind of thing more often. I recognized that I had a tendency to get
caught up in my job and that I needed to let myself relax more often. When I
did, I often felt guilty about it, feeling as if I should be doing something
productive. 


The pan sizzled as he placed a couple of the fillets
into the heated oil. He then produced a couple of potatoes which he cubed and
seasoned, placing them under the broiler in the oven. The smell of the cooking
food made my mouth water. 


"I didn't know that you knew how to cook,” I said.



"Well, you’re lucky,” he said. 


"Why is that?" I asked. 


"Because I promised you that I could cook this
fish. What I didn’t tell you is that I can only cook fish. It's lucky that you
caught this guy today because otherwise we'd be having ramen noodles and frozen
burritos." 


"The way I feel right now, I would eat ramen
noodles and frozen burritos.” I laughed. 


We continued to laugh and talk as the food cooked. He
handed me a fresh beer when he dished up our plates. The flaky fish had been
seasoned to perfection and the oven roasted potatoes provided the perfect
compliment. 


"This is delicious,” I said, dabbing my mouth
with my napkin. "I’m truly impressed." 


"Thank you," he said. 


The sun, waves, and activities of the day were
catching up with me, but the food perked me up quite a bit. I started to feel
the whole body happiness of having been in nature. He must have felt the same
way because we both ate in comfortable silence for several minutes, before I
looked up at him and he started laughing. 


"What?" I said, unable to stop myself from
laughing as well. 


"Nothing,” he said. "I'm just.... you must
have been hungry." 


"I was,” I said, taking another bite of the
potatoes. "Today was fun. Makes me wonder what other secrets you have that
you aren't telling me." 


He grinned in response. 


"You want another beer?" he offered. 


"How about a scotch instead,” I said. 


"Sure thing.” 


He started to head out of the kitchen to the living
room liquor cabinet. 


"Should I help you clean up first?" I asked.



"Nah," he said. "I'll put the food up,
but the dishes can wait." He poured me a drink and I followed him out to
the living room. "Be right back." 


While I waited for him on the couch, my mind wandered
back to the conversation we'd had when he extended the invitation for today. He
had promised not to try anything. I mulled that over, angry at myself for having
pushed him to that point. Our friendship was a once in a lifetime kind, that
much was true, but I couldn't help but wonder.... 


"Penny for your thoughts?" he said having
returned. He poured himself a drink and sat down beside me on the couch. 


"Nothing, I'm just..." I turned to face him,
tucking my legs up onto the side of the couch. "I've had a lot of fun
today." 


"Me too,” he said. 


I leaned my head on my arm curled up on the back of
the couch. He looked at me with his piercing blue eyes, brightened from the day
in the sun. I wanted so desperately to say what was on my mind, but I knew as
soon as I brought it up I would sound like a hypocrite. The last thing I wanted
to do was to push Aiden away any further than I already had. 


"It seems to me," he began. "That
whenever we hang out, you end up having a good time." 


"That's true,” I said. It seemed as if he were
leading up to something.


"So it seems to me that if you enjoying doing
something, and that something makes a person happy, then the person should do
more of that thing." 


"That seems logical." I nodded. 


He reached over and absently played with my hair,
tucking it behind my ear, smoothing down a flyaway. 


"So what's the problem, Blair,” he said in a more
serious plaintive tone. "Why can't we give this a shot? We already know
that we care about each other. We definitely have a good time together. I mean,
I know the circumstances are not ideal, but dammit, Blair.... I want
this." 


I hadn’t expected such a declaration and didn’t know
immediately how to respond. 


He continued, "Okay, you have told me that you
don't want to jeopardize your chances of this job, right?" I nodded.
"We've already proven that we can keep our personal relationship separate
from our professional lives. I for one, would never do anything to hinder your
chances at getting it. Sure, I want the position just as much as you do, but
either one of us could get it, I think. You deserve it just as much as I do,
and I don't want to take that away from you. Nor do I think you would do differently
for me. I don't know which of us will get it, but I do know that no matter who
gets it, we will both still be living here. Maybe we'll end up working for
opposing law firms. Who knows? But I do know that I like you." 


I sat in stunned silence. 


I thought maybe he would try and kiss me or get me
into bed in some way. His flirtations had waned over the past few weeks and I
had thought he had accepted my rejection. Throughout the course of the day he
had time and time again passed up any opportunity to make a pass at me. Aside
from light flirtations he had remained true to his promise. 


Still I felt torn. 


I knew that what my heart wanted lay in a far
different direction that what my mind would allow. Since the moment he had set
foot in that office I hadn’t been able to get him out of my mind. I had almost
convinced myself that the night we had spent together after our date had been a
mistake, but having been with him in such an intimate way had just increased my
feelings despite my inner protest. 


I knew that I felt the same way about him, and I couldn’t
longer deny it. 


Not even to myself. 


I looked at him, his expression one of patient
expectation. 


He wanted an answer from me, and I had none to give. I
had been so career focused that I found it hard to let go, even now. 


Without a word, I placed my hand behind his neck and
pulled myself to him, placing a small but expectant kiss upon his lips. He
looked stunned when I pulled back, but soon the crooked smile danced at the
corner of his lips and he leaned forward and kissed me back. The heat of his
lips sent shock waves through my whole being. 


Of its own accord my arm tightened around the back of
his shoulders as I felt his hands slide around my waist. Neither of us had
changed out of our swimsuits and I became suddenly aware of the sand and
saltwater that had dried to my skin. His tongue probed me, teasing along my
lips searching for mine. I tasted the scotch on his mouth, twisting my fingers
into his hair as my body already ached for more. 


His hands slid down my waist along my hips and over my
exposed thigh, finding the edge of the sundress, where he traced along the edge
of the fabric teasing me as he continued to kiss me. 


Just when I thought my lips would erupt into flame, he
lightened his kisses and began to trail his lips along the side of my neck.
Just as I suspected he left a trail of fire until he landed right beneath my
ear, where he flicked his tongue. 


I heard him inhale when my breath caught in my throat.



His hand slipped beneath the hem of my dress and he
stroked the flesh of my thigh, moving upwards to my trembling abs. Even still I
remained cautious as to how far I should let this go. My caution was silenced
when he nipped at the curve of my earlobe, inciting an inner frenzy in me. 


I pulled my hands back and traced the outline of his
collar bone, smooth and tan from the day, but hindered by his linen shirt. He
leaned back a bit to let me pull the garment off of him exposing the expanse of
his muscular chest, where I placed the palm of my hand relishing in the feeling
of his heart pounding beneath it. 


My own matched his pace when I realized his fingers
had found the edge of my bikini bottoms underneath my dress. He didn’t go past
the edge, but traced small circles along the flesh just at the edge.


"When you touch me like that, it turns me on,” I
whispered into his ear. 


He curled his lips back in a heated grin. 


"Do you know how much I love hearing you talk
like that?" he growled, tightening his grip around my waist and pulling me
closer to him. 


I realized then that I wanted nothing less than what I
had before me. 


I wanted him, with everything that I had. 


I arched my back to his touch, placing my eager lips
back to his. I felt his fingers slide along my side, coming to a stop at the
string of my bikini top. A momentary question passed between us, as he stopped
and searched my eyes. 


I looked at him with expectation. 


His tentative trembling fingers found the tie around
the back of my string top and pulled it loose. I pulled it over by head and
tossed it aside, leaving just the then cotton fabric covering my alert breasts.



He returned to kiss me, allowing his lips to linger
slowly over mine, while his fingers traced my skin, moving closer and closer to
my awaiting breasts. I sighed when he grazed his thumb over my nipple,
cautiously as if gauging my reaction. The sensation made my eyes flutter and my
breath grow ragged.  


"Take me to the bedroom,” I whispered. 


"Not yet," he sighed. 


What was that supposed to mean? 


What guy answers 'not yet' to the offer of going to
the bedroom? 


I soon found out. 


He pulled away from me and casually reached for our
tumblers. Without a word he handed me my scotch and raised his glass, clicking
it against mine without a word. I watched with curiosity as he downed his, set
it back on the table with a bit of a mischievous glance in my direction. 


He then lifted the edge of my dress to expose the
flesh of my stomach. 


Leaning his head forward he placed small gentle kisses
along the curve of my stomach as he moved to position himself on his knees in
front of me. I couldn’t help but catch my breath as I realized his intention.
Every touch of his lips sent shivers through my body. 


His hands reached for the edge of my bikini bottoms,
plucking at the strings that held them to me, and within seconds they had
landed across the room. I wanted to cry out as his kisses traveled further
south. His mouth hovered over me, as he pulled my hips to the edge of the couch
for better access. 


With careful precision he kissed each thigh, lingering
each time I shivered or exclaimed. I closed my eyes as his mouth drew nearer to
my most sensitive place. 


When his mouth finally landed upon my mound, I couldn’t
contain myself from crying out his name as the pleasure escalated. 


Fuck it felt good.


He flicked his tongue across my clitoris, applying
small amounts of pressure in tiny circles, increasing and decreasing in gentle
massages. His hands remained at my waist as if to hold me in place, making me
feel like a chalice from which he drank. His lips and mouth worked over my
eager body, and I arched my head back in ecstasy. 


I had never felt this way. 


Never felt such pleasure. 


Every nerve in my body had been set on fire, and I
wanted nothing to quench it. Soon I began to crest towards arrival. He must
have sensed the building tension somehow as his undulations grew in intensity,
flicking around my moist portal and dancing back to my awaiting nerve center.


"Oh, god!" I shrieked as the endorphins
flooded my system. His lingering tongue extended the orgasm until at last I
fell back on the couch, nearly spent. 


"No, it's just me,” he said, kissing his way back
up my inner thigh. 


He pulled my dress down to cover me again, and looked
up into my eyes. It took me a moment to realize what he had said in relation to
my exclamation. When I did, I burst into laughter. 


"I'm glad you’re enjoying yourself,” he said with
a wry grin, as he stood and extended his hand. 


I took it and stood, realizing that my knees were
wobbly enough that I needed to balance on him. My face came just inches from
his as I clutched to him. He stole a kiss, wrapping his arms around my
shoulders, pulling my body against his. Again I pressed my palms against his
chest and leaned into the kiss, feeling my passion awaken once more, and
wondering how he could have such an effect on me. 


He took my hand in his and led me down the hallway to
the bedroom. Once inside he pulled my dress off of me, exposing my naked body
completely to him. I had to admit I felt a thrill as his eyes raked over me,
taking me in completely, before devouring my mouth once more with his own. His
arms embraced me. I couldn’t help but remember that we had been in the throes
of nature today, and we still had the remnants of it all over our skin. 


"Aiden," I murmured as his lips found my
neck. "Aiden, can you tell me where your bathroom is?" 


"Really?" he said. 


"Yeah, I just wanted to rinse off real quick. I
feel like I'm still covered in dried sea salt." 


He pulled back and looked at me with a mischievous
twinkle. "Sure. Right this way." 


He led me to the door across from the bedroom. The
bathroom looked as if I had stepped into the cover of a home improvement
magazine. Firstly, it was larger than my entire bedroom, and every surface
gleamed, white porcelain and steel silver edges made the modern theme of the
apartment that much more apparent. 


He handed me a towel and washcloth, pausing to nipple
along the curve of my shoulder before he stepped out leaving me alone. I pulled
back the sliding door into the huge shower and turned on the water. Instantly I
felt better as the warm water washed over me. For a moment I wondered if I had
broken the mood with Aiden, but my question was answered a few minutes later,
when I heard the bathroom door open again. 


The door slid open and a very naked Aiden stepped into
the shower. Instantly the sight of his body made me react. I silently marveled
again at his exquisite physique. The curls of ink on his arms, perfectly
complimented the muscles flexing beneath his skin. 


"Hi," I said. 


"Hi," he answered, stepping towards me. 


I welcomed him by wrapping my arms around his neck and
finding his lips with mine. The water engulfed us. Aiden picked up the soap and
began to lather my body, rubbing his hands over my torso, my ribcage, and my
breasts, teasing at my lips all the while. 


I did the same and when our bodies touched we slipped
and slid as the foreplay continued. He had already made me come with his mouth,
but I wanted to find out what else he could do. My hands slid down his body, as
much as they could while I still kept my body as close to his as I could, as my
fingers found his firm manhood. 


He inhaled sharply as my fingers wrapped around him.


I looked up and saw his eyes go dark as he tilted his
head back. I caressed him gently, still unsure how to proceed as I hadn’t had
as much experience as I believed he had. I traced my fingertips over the head
of his cock, taking note as his hips twitched in reaction. 


He kissed me roughly, pulling us both underneath the
shower, rinsing the foamy lather off our bodies. Once we were completely free
of it, he opened the sliding door, pulled me out and lifted me off my feet. I
wrapped my legs around him as he carried me out of the bathroom and into the
bedroom, trailing water behind us the whole way. 


He gently lowered me down onto the bed, hovering over
me just as he had earlier today on the beach. This time he kissed me,
fulfilling the wish that I had wanted before when we lay upon the sand. I
kissed him back, feeling the connection grow between us. 


I hadn’t answered him before, when he had asked me if
I wanted a relationship, because in that moment I hadn’t had an answer. As our
bodies tangled together in rising pleasure, I knew what my answer should be. Throughout
everything we had been through the strength of our friendship had remained a
currant underneath all of the competitiveness and tension. I knew that no
matter what he would always be with me, and I would always be with him. 


He lifted himself over me, my whole body tingling with
anticipation. I felt him press against me, his eyes locked on mine as our
bodies at last became one.


He held back moving in a slow rhythm, as if fighting
the urgency that was so apparent in his breath and his eyes. With my legs
wrapped around his waist, I arched my hips forward, clutching my fingers
against the broad musculature of his back. He showered me with kisses, from my
lips, along my forehead, a gentle caress of the lips above each of my eyelids. 


I had never felt so adored, so cherished. 


His ragged breathing increased and I felt my own
desire escalate in turn. Seeing him turned on to such a degree made me feel
powerful and vulnerable all at once. With my fingers tangled through his hair,
I kept his face in front of me as much as I could. 


I wanted to see him. 


I wanted to be in the moment with him as much as he
would let me. 


He stayed with me, our eyes locked as if in a silent
bond as our bodies joined. I wondered if this is what it felt like to be made
love to. If any part of me still clung to logic, I knew that I wanted to love
him even if I couldn’t yet bring myself to say it.


"Blair," his voice whispered in my ear
revealing his urgency. 


I felt the same way as he sounded. I couldn’t take any
more of the pleasure he imposed upon me, and yet I couldn’t stop. 


I wanted more, and yet even more. 


"Aiden," I whimpered in response. "Oh,
god. Aiden!" 


He placed his forehead against mine, locked his arms
around my shoulders. The softness in his eyes betrayed his emotions, and I felt
as if mine were open to him as well. At last we came together both crying out
in each other’s arms, echoing the sound and rhythm of the ocean that we had
carried with us from our day at the seaside. 


He fell alongside me and I curled into the hollow of
his arm, placing my hand upon his chest. We lay for a long while without
speaking. I felt at peace, for the first time in a long time. I chose not to
say anything for fear of breaking the spell that held us both in that perfect
place between reality and fantasy. His fingers traced absent minded circles
around my shoulders. In this way, lying in his arms fully at peace, I drifted
into a dreamless dose.  



 

Chapter
Nine



 

I awoke a little while later feeling happier than I
had in a long time. Across the hall I heard the shower running. I knew that I
probably needed to go home. We had only napped for about twenty minutes, and it
was still a few minutes before midnight. I wanted to get a proper night’s sleep
before our meeting with the senior partners tomorrow. 


I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood. I
grabbed Aiden's lined shirt and pulled it over my head, deciding to head to the
kitchen. When he came out of the shower I would tell him then my intentions. I couldn’t
help but smile at the thought that I would become Aiden Player's girlfriend. 


Briefly I considered joining him again in the shower,
but decided against it. That would probably just get us started again and put
us in a distracted mood for the rest of the weekend. 


I felt like I had a silly grin across my face as I
headed down the hallway. I wasn’t sure what to do with myself as I waited, when
I spied a bowl of fruit on the counter in the kitchen. Absently I picked up a
banana and peeled it as I wandered over to the patio window. 


I stood there looking out enjoying the view of the
ocean as I ate the banana. The feeling of a silly school girl had taken over me
as I played over the events of the day, wondering if he had planned the whole
thing or if he had taken a leap at the spur of the moment. Our chemistry felt
undeniable, especially after the love making that had just taken place. 


How could I have held him at arm’s
length for so long, I wondered.


And why did I become so laser
focused on something I wanted in the realm of my career, but couldn’t have
admitted even to myself, that I had wanted Aiden from the moment I saw him. 


I wandered back into the kitchen to throw away the
banana peel. As I did so something caught my eye, a shape that triggered
something in my brain and caused me to take a second look. Lying just on the
top of his full garbage can was a small brown pill bottle. It looked empty at
first glance, and I momentarily thought about leaving it alone. But I knew that
he had never been on any kind of medication as a child. Out of empathy or
curiosity I picked up the bottle and read the label. 


Amphetamines. 


My heart dropped into my stomach and my pulse began to
race. 


I should not have looked, and I knew that. 


But now I had. 


The place where the name had been printed had been
marked over with a black marker, which made me wonder if he had gotten them
illegally. 


This didn’t seem like Aiden at all. 


My mind whirled at what this meant, as I questioned
what to do. I needed to ask him what this meant. I needed him to tell me that I
was misinterpreting what I saw. I needed him to prove to me that he was still
the same person that I had known and had come to know again, the same person
that I had fallen in love with. I reeled at the realization of the
implications. 


The water stopped, and a few minutes later I heard
Aiden walking down the hallway. For a split second I debated on throwing it
back where I had found it, but I couldn’t let it go. 


I had to know. 


I straightened up and held the bottle out as he
stepped into the kitchen. He had changed into a pair of jeans after his shower
and he held his tee shirt on his left hand about to pull it on. He stopped when
he saw me. At first he had a smile on his face to greet me, but I saw it fall
as he recognized the item that I held in my hand. 


"Is there something you want to tell me about?"
I asked, trying to keep my tone even but sensing the accusatory edge in my
voice as I spoke. 


His eyebrows pulled together as his face grew dark. 


"Where did you get that!" he demanded. 


"Aiden, is there something going on that I should
know about?" I said while holding the bottle out in front of him like a
teacher who had confiscated a note. 


"What the hell, Blair!" he exclaimed.
"Were you going through my things?" 


"It was right there,” I insisted, pointing to the
top of the garbage can. "It was right on top. I just saw it there." 


He turned around and stormed out of the kitchen
pulling his shirt on roughly. I followed him to the living room trying to get a
gauge on his reaction. Clearly he was upset. 


"Aiden,” I said, softening my tone. "I'm not
accusing you of anything. I just want to know what is going on. I'm just
worried. That's all." 


I approached him as he had his back to me and tried to
put my hands on his back, trying to regain some of the intimacy we had just
shared a few moments ago. He flinched as I touched him and he crossed the
living room to his shoes. 


"I think I should take you home,” he said without
looking at me. 


"Aiden,” I said. "Talk to me, please." 


"There's nothing to talk about!" he
exploded. I took a step back at his reaction. "Get your things. I'm taking
you home." 


I stood for another moment, helpless and utterly at a
loss as to what to do next. 


"Aiden," I said. "I'm confused. Help me
understand. If you want an actual relationship, then we should be able to talk
about these things. We have to be able to communicate, even about the
unpleasant stuff..." 


The look in his eyes as he turned to me took my breath
away. He stood and walked towards me across the living room, staring me down
with his fingers flexing at his side. 


"Now you want a relationship?" he
demanded, not at all the way I had imagined this conversation would go. Before
I could reply he continued his voice rising in volume with each word.
"What about professionalism! What about your career! Or how about, you
know... basic privacy!" 


"I wasn't trying to invade your privacy!" I
said before he could get any further. 


"Could have fooled me!" he shouted. 


"I'm telling you I saw it lying on top of the
garbage can when I threw away the banana peel!" 


"So you've helped yourself to my food too!
Anything else you'd like to go through? How about the cabinets in my bathroom!
Or did you do that already!" 


"Aiden, calm down!" I said. "I was
waiting for you to get out of the shower to tell you my decision! I just saw it
there, Aiden. I should have left it there, but I didn't! Now that I have found
out, I just want to know what is going on with you!" 


"What makes you think anything is going on! How
do you know it is even mine?" he asked. 


"Who else would it belong to?" I said. I felt
as if his reaction was a little bit over the top. This didn’t seem like that
big of a deal, unless there was something else going on that I didn’t know
about. "Aiden! I just want to know what's going on! Besides, if you’re on
some kind of medication maybe this is something the law firm should know
about!" 


As soon as the words were out of my mouth I knew I had
made a mistake. I hadn’t meant for it to sound like a threat. I flung my hand
over my mouth, as if to push the words back in, as if to take back the moment. 


The silence hung between us like a chasm. 


He looked at me, his eyes filled with anger and
disappointment. I could see the vein in his forehead pulse as redness crept
into his cheeks. We stood this way, frozen in the moment, eyes locked each other
waiting for the other to give. 


I finally dropped my eyes to the floor. I shuffled my
bare feet, suddenly aware that I only wore his shirt. It covered me like a
dress hanging halfway to my knees, but I felt very naked and vulnerable. 


Here we were. 


After weeks of pushing him away, I had finally decided
I wanted to be with him, and I had messed things up before they even had a
chance to get started. On the other hand I felt as if the man before me was one
I had never met before. Sure we had had arguments over the course of our
friendship, but nothing like this. I didn’t know what to do.   


"Aiden," I stammered. "I didn't
mean..." 


"I know what you meant," he said. 


He walked over to the pile of clothes and picked up my
dress and bikini. He walked over to me and extending his arm glaring at me the
whole time. I slowly took my clothes out of his hands and started down the
hallway towards the bathroom to change. 


I looked down at the crumpled garments in my hands.
Hang on, I thought. This is not how this is supposed to go. I slipped into the
bathroom and quickly changed back into my clothes. When I returned to the
living room, he stood by the door with his car keys in his hands waiting for
me. 


"Aiden," I began. "Believe what you
want, but I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I would never threaten
you." 


He stood there, feet slightly apart, arms crossed,
glaring at me. 


"I didn't mean it the way it sounded, I swear. I
just... I wouldn't, Aiden. You know that. For a moment I actually kind of
forgot that there was a competition going on between us," 


He cast his eyes down and I moved forward trying to
put my arms around his shoulders. He shrugged me off and stepped away, avoiding
my eyes. He spoke in a quiet tone, and sounded almost defeated. 


"Do whatever you feel you have to do,” he said.
"If it ruins me and that is how you win, you will have to live with
that." 


I took a breath to begin to speak, but Aiden turned to
look at me. The emotion in his eyes, while undefinable, struck me silent. 


"But at least you'll have your job, so at that
point, what does it matter?" Without another word, he stepped out the door
and stalked to his car. 


I had no other choice but to pick up the rest of my
things and follow him out. I felt helpless as I climbed into the passenger side.
I wanted to take back everything that had happened in the last ten minutes. The
day had been so perfect, and I chided myself for bringing it up. 


My worry for him was sincere. I just wished there was
some way that I could convince him of that. 


The ride home felt about as awkward as I would have
expected. He didn’t speak until we pulled into my parking lot. I turned to him
one last time, pleading with my eyes, unable to think of the right thing to
say. But as I opened the door to get out I felt his hand on my wrist, pulling
me back in with a gentle grasp. 


"Blair wait,” he said. I sat back down and closed
the car door, waiting to hear what he had to say. He took a deep breath and
rubbed his hands over his face before he began. "Blair, I'm sorry I reacted
that way. Of course I know that you would never threaten me like that. I know
that. I just.... I guess I was a little bit ashamed that you had seen them. I
don't want you to think that of me. Just, don't tell anyone about it okay? It
would end my career." 


"Of course I won't, Aiden,” I said. I still felt
hurt at his accusation, but I wanted to find a way to tell him that I would
never cross that line.


"I want you to know..." He took another
breath before he continued, "I started taking
them years ago, when I first started law school. I mean, I have been able to go
through times when I haven't used them at all, but sometimes when things get
hectic, I just need something to help me focus, to concentrate a little better.
Going up for this job, seeing you... I mean there's been a lot going on, you
have to admit. But then..." 


"Then what?" I said when he paused, pressing
him to continue. 


"Well, the point is that I'm not using them to
alter my state of mind or to get messed up or anything like that. I've never been
able to not function normally. It just helps me focus. That's all. But then
lately, I discovered that I didn't even need them anymore, even with the stress
of the case. I flushed what I had and threw the bottle away."


"Oh Aiden,” I whispered. I knew it had taken a
lot for him to tell me all of that. 


"But I know that... I can't. I mean, I don't
think it's safe to just stop cold turkey." 


"I think you've been abusing them, Aiden,” I said.
I wanted to say so much more, but I remained hesitant, at least for now. 


"I haven't been,” he said, turning to face me at
last, looking into my eyes for the first time since I had confronted him with
the bottle back in the kitchen. 


I wanted to remain patient, but his refusal to admit
his problem began to raise my ire once more. 


"Aiden, how have you been getting them?" I
asked. 


"One of my old roommates is a doctor. He writes
the prescriptions for me." 


"So you don't have ADHD and you aren't taking
them to be treated for anything medical. That means you could be addicted.
You're going to need help to get completely away from them,” I softened my
voice. "Aiden, you should have told me. I want to be able to help you with
this." 


"Yeah." He dropped his eyes looking a bit
defeated once more. "Yeah, you're right. Can we get through this case
first?" 


"Of course,” I said. 


"And you won't say anything about it to the
lawyers? Or anyone else?" 


"No Aiden. I promise, I won't." 


"Again, I'm sorry I blew up at you,” he said.
"I never should have acted that way. It's just... It's you. I was fucking
afraid. That's all." 


"I get it,” I said with a small smile. "I'll
see you tomorrow, okay?" 


"Okay,” he said. 


He leaned forward to kiss me, but I turned my head at
the last second. His attempt at affection landed on the edge of my cheek. Without
another word I exited the car and trotted up the stairs to my apartment without
looking back. 



 

Chapter
Ten



 

The following Monday in court went just as well as our
first, if not better. Aiden and I worked well together, feeding off of the
other's energy. Once we got into the proceedings, I barely thought about our
argument. 


As the case progressed, it became more apparent to me
that the prosecution hadn’t put much energy into building much of a case,
outside of the fact that Darius Shaw was standing over the body when the police
arrived. They didn’t take into account the thoroughness of our evidence and how
we had put it together. They didn’t realize that we had more information that
we had become privy to through the thorough collection of evidence done by the
detectives on the case. 


We had found and recognized the key piece of evidence
that we believed would prove without a doubt our client's innocence. Regardless
of how well we present the case, though the final determination would come from
the jury. 


The prosecution had Darius on the stand when they made
a fatal mistake in their questioning. The other lawyer paced the courtroom as
he asked questions, his hands locked behind his back in an almost military
pose. 


"Mr. Shaw," he began. "Can you tell the
jury where you were the night of your wife's murder?" 


"Of course," he said. I watched our client
with some nervousness. We had already discovered that he was a soft spoken man.
I only worried that his natural nervousness would be perceived as having
something to hide. "I was at home watching television." 


"Can you explain to the courtroom how you came to
be at your wife's home standing over her dead body?" 


"Objection!" Aiden said. 


"Sustained," the judge muttered.
"Rephrase the question please."


"Very well." The lawyer adjusted his pacing
to make a pass by our table, giving Aiden a plaintive glance. "Mr. Shaw,
can you explain to the court under what manner you arrived at her home." 


Darius Shaw glanced towards us before answering, his
eyes wide and trembling. I nodded and smiled in encouragement. We had tried to
keep him in the loop, but naturally had only given him the information that he
needed. For the case to move forward in the correct fashion we needed him to
speak as much from memory as possible. 


He began, "Well I was watching T.V. when Rita
called me. I almost didn't answer when I saw it was her." 


"Please," the judge interjected. "Just
try to stick to the events as they happened." 


"Yes sir,” he said, glancing over at him. "I
answered the phone, and she said she needed me to come over." 


"Did she give a reason for calling? For wanting
you to come over?" The lawyer asked. 


"Yes, sir. She did." 


"And what was that reason?" 


"Well..." I could tell that Darius was
reluctant to say. The lawyer gestured for him to continue. 


"I understand that it may be sensitive
information," the judge interjected. "But for the purposes of the
case, you do need to answer the questions." 


"We had been separated for a while, and she
wanted me to come over to see her. She told me she was lonely, that it didn't
change anything but that she was lonely." 


"So," the lawyer said. "Are you
insinuating that she wanted to have sexual relations? Is that correct?" 


"That is correct,” Darius said. 


"What happened when you arrived at her
home?" 


"I found her there. I let myself in through the
front door as I still had a key, and there she was.” Darius voice trembled as
he spoke of finding her body. 


The lawyer turned to the jury and raised his eyebrow
as if expressing doubt, and inviting them to do so as well. Aiden and I
exchanged a glance, but as he hadn’t made a definitive statement we had nothing
to verbally object. 


"How much time had passed between your phone call
and you finding her dead in her home?" 


"I think about fifteen minutes,” Darius said. 


"Thank you. No further questions." The
lawyer sat down. 


“We have no questions at this time,” Mr. Mahoney said.


"You may step down,” the judge instructed Darius,
who then returned back to our table. Both of the senior partners looked in my
direction. I stood and picked up the documents I had prepared.


"I'd like to call to the stand Detective Roger
Ingram." 


He had been the lead investigator to the crime scene
and had been largely responsible for the evidence gathered at the scene. While
working with the evidence as we had built our case, I had seen his name on
various documents and on the identifying labels on the photographs. 


The man I called, entered from the audience area. He
wore a white shirt and black sports jacket and came across as quite
professional. I would have my work cut out for me with what I was about to do.
As the detective was being sworn in, I glanced over at Ms. Klein who gave me a
confident nod. At last the detective sat down at the stand ready for my
questions. 


"Detective Ingram,” I began with a smile as I
moved around to the other side of the table into the center of the courtroom.
"How are you today?" 


"I'm just fine thanks,” he answered with some
bewilderment. "How are you?" 


"Very good. Thanks for asking,” I said keeping
the smile upon my face. "Would you care to share with the jury your role
in the investigation?"


"I was the lead investigator,” he said. 


"So you were in charge of finding Mrs. Shaw's
killer,” I clarified. 


"I believe we have successfully done that." Hhe
smirked while glancing towards our client.


"That is yet to be determined,” I said,
concentrating on the coolness of my tone. "Everyone deserves their day in
court." 


"Please, just answer the question,” the judge
said with a glare. 


"That's correct,” Detective Ingram said, still
unsure where I might be going with my questions. 


"Can you explain to the jury why you suppressed
evidence that might exonerate my client?" I stood in the center of the
court room, no more than three or four feet from the detective.


"I didn’t such a thing!" he said, as a sheen
of sweat appeared on his forehead. His lawyer stood about to object. 


"Get to the point, Ms. Michaels,” the judge
ordered in a stern tone. 


"If the court will bear with me just a few
moments longer,” I said. "Detective, during your casing of the crime scene
did you collect any evidence from Mrs. Shaw's body directly?" 


"Yes, we did,” he stammered. 


"From underneath her nails, I presume?" I
said.


"Yes," he said with a shamed face. 


"And was it determined who's DNA that was?" 


"No we didn’t,” he said. 


"And why not?" I asked. "Isn't it
routine to check that information? To have it tested?" 


"The DNA was filed,” he mumbled. 


"But as of today, it hasn’t been tested against
that of my client. Is that correct?" 







"That is correct." 


"Your honor," I said turning to the judge.
"I would like to ask that the court order the DNA be tested. Our client
has already agreed to submit to compliance to give a comparative sample. Until
the time that the test results are submitted into evidence, I have no further
questions." 


"Test is so ordered,” The judge said. "You
may step down, Detective Ingram." 


The man returned to the audience area giving me a
pointed glare as he passed by our table. I didn’t know the consequences he
might face for not processing all of the information correctly, but finding
that loophole had been a huge break in our case. 


Aiden turned and gave me a wink. 


I averted my eyes as I still felt a little bit hurt by
out exchange from the other night, but once more I felt the strange rush of my
involvement with the courtroom. 


The looks from the senior partners indicated nothing
but being impressed. The remainder of the day consisted of finding more and
more holes in the prosecution's arguments. By the end of the day I felt more
than confident that we would win. Still in the back of my mind I knew we relied
wholly on the jury for that decision. The day came to a close, and Aiden and I
gathered our things to go. 


"You did great today, as always,” he said as he
sauntered up next to me. We both spoke softly as to not gather the attention of
the senior partners. 


"Thanks," I said. "You were no slouch
either." 


I had remained distant with him all day. I still wasn’t
sure what response I would get from him. 


"Hey, I wondered if we could go somewhere and
talk... about what happened the other night." 


“I don't know. I think you have said everything that
needs to be said." I picked up my bag and brushed past him, headed towards
the door to the outside. 


"Blair wait,” he called after me. I didn’t slow
my pace until I stepped outside into the evening sunlight. "Blair,
please." 


I turned to face him. I had to admit his tone sounded
sincere, He raked his hands through his hair and cast his eyes to the ground. 


"Look, I don't deserve to have you listen to an
apology. I know that. But..." 


I stood and watched him stammer for a bit. The
presence of him acting like this offered me some small comfort, very small, but
I had missed the playful banter between us. 


"Can we walk for a minute?" Aiden said.
"Just... there's a park over there. It's a nice evening, and I don't
expect you to come out with me or anything, but I wanted to explain at
least." 


I eyed him suspiciously, watching him shuffle his feet
and glancing towards me as I thought it over. He looked a bit cowed, more so
than I had seen in a while. The fresh air did feel good, and if he had more to
say I was curious to hear it. Of course, I didn’t want him to know that. 


Not remotely. 


"Okay, fine,” I said. "A walk in the park.
Sounds great." 


We headed to my car to drop off my brief case. I kept
my body language distant as we walked along, a solid two feet between us. We
crossed the street to the park. I had always wanted to go to it since I had
first learned about the park, but it had remained just another luxury that I
had put off to focus on work. 


The place had large expanses of green slopes, dotted
with dogwood trees and maples for shade. Here and there were benches along the
edges of the walking paths. Some patches of flower beds decorated the areas. It
was easy to get lost in this place, charming and a welcome change from the busy
roads outside the courthouse. 


"I've been tearing myself apart about how I spoke
to you the other night,” he began. "I can't tell you how sorry I’m for the
things that I said. I don't blame you at all for being upset with me. But I
wanted to tell you that I've decided to go through an outpatient rehabilitation
program after the case is over." 


"Do you mean it?" I said, still unsure. 


"Yeah," he said. "When I realized that
you had found out about it, I was embarrassed. I didn't want to lose you, and
now I think I fucking have. At first I thought about quitting to get you back,
but after what happened the other night I finally came to the conclusion that I
need to do this for myself." 


The lampposts began to wink their lights on as the
evening fell, casting a golden glow over the pedestrians. I felt as if Aiden
were telling the truth, but I still didn’t feel ready to forgive him just yet.
I couldn’t condemn him completely though. 


His intentions seemed honest at least. 


I felt badly for how we had left things and I didn’t
want him to think that I judged him. I hadn’t thought about it in a long time,
but I had my own story to tell as well. I only had to think about it for a few
moments. 


"Aiden, I want to tell you something,” I began.
"Do you remember the boyfriend I mentioned that I had in college?" 


"Yeah. I think so," he said. "Didn't
you break up with him because he claimed you never spent enough time with
him?"


"Well, that's what I told you,” I said. "But
that's not exactly what happened." 


"Oh?" he asked.


"When I was in school, I felt like I was under a
great deal of pressure,” I began. "I had always been an honor roll student,
and when I couldn't keep up I started to crumble a little bit. Then I met Alex,
and he kind of pulled me out of it." 


"Your college boyfriend?" he asked. 


"Yes," I said. "He was a lot of fun at
first. He really helped me to let go. To ease up and not take things so
seriously all the time. I guess that was one good thing I got from that
relationship." 


"You mean the Blair that we know today is
'relaxed Blair'?" he said with a smirk. 


"Actually yes," I said with a challenging
glare. "But the point is, Aiden that I have some idea of what you’re going
through. One of the things that happened during that time is that I started
smoking marijuana. Alex got me started on it, saying that not only would it
help me focus, but it would bring us closer." 


He didn’t answer right away but just looked at me as
if seeing something new. I continued. 


"We did that for several months, and at first I
only did it every once in a while. Weekends mostly to wind down from school.
Things like that. But then it slowly started to take over. Before I knew it I
was getting high all the time. When I got my mid-year grades I realized I
needed to stop. I had dropped a whole letter in nearly all my classes. I
stopped immediately because I found that I no longer cared. I had worked hard
for what I had and I didn't want it to slip away because I couldn't handle my
stress. I tried time and time again to talk to Alex about it, but he kept
pushing me. We spent less time together, which gave me time to devote to my
studies. I knew I had to make a decision one way or another. I still cared
about him so I decided to go over to his apartment and talk to him about how I
was feeling. I wanted to see if we could work things out if he would stop the
drugs also. But..." my voice trailed off wondering how much more I should
tell Aiden. 


"But what?" he pressed. 


"When I arrived I noticed a car in the driveway
that I had never seen before. I had been over enough times to know what his
roommates drove, and I was pretty sure that none of them had a pair of purple
fuzzy dice hanging from the rear view mirror. I opened the door and went in
without knocking. No one else was home. But I found him in bed with another
girl." 


"Fuzzy dice girl?" 


"Yep." 


"Wow." 


"I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in the
fuzzy haze of getting high. Like I said, it really did make me feel better. But
I pushed through and focused on my books. That was probably the hardest thing I
ever had to do. My grades came back up almost instantly, and that's when I
decided that I didn't want to pursue dating any more. I became the hardnosed,
driven professional I am now." 


"I see." 


"My point is, Aiden, that you don't need them.
You breezed through high school barely lifting a finger. You had to have been
top of your class in school otherwise you would never have been selected for
this position. I'm really proud of what you’re doing. I want to be there for
you." 


"So you forgive me?" he said, giving me a
look that rival a puppy dog. 


I gave him a side long glance and finally grinned.
"Sure," I said, nudging his arm with my elbow. 


He looked at me for a long moment with a look of
speculation on his face. 


"What?" I asked starting to feel self-conscious.



"I'm glad you told me that,” he said quietly.


"Really?" I asked. 


"Yeah, I always had this image of you as this
perfect role model type. I know in high school you were the most driven person
I had ever met." 


"You want to get something to eat?" I
suggested, wanting to change the subject. 


"If we can stay in,” he answered. "I'm not
up for another night out." 


"Yeah," I said. "That sounds fine.
Let's go to my place since it's closer." 


"That sounds great,” he said with a grin. 


We walked slowly back to the car, still enjoying the
last remnants of twilight. The Pacific breeze had cooled the evening, but the
last few pockets of the day's heat still lingered. We picked up some burgers
and fries at a nearby drive-though and headed back to my apartment. Kelsey was
out, having left a note that she was over at Blake's for the evening. I had no
idea if that meant she would be back tonight or in the morning. 


"It seems we have the place to ourselves,” I said
with a sly grin. He met my smile, but lowered his eyes rubbing the back of his
head. "Maybe we could watch a movie or something,” I suggested sensing his
hesitation. 


I still felt a bit cowed in his presence, as if he
were one of the cool kids just hanging out with me to be polite. 


"A movie sounds great,” he said. 


I flipped channels to find a good buddy comedy while
he settled on the couch pulling his food out of the bag and laying it out in
front of him on the table. I grabbed my burger and took a bite, washing it down
with a swig from my soda. I liked that we didn’t have the expectation of having
to go to a fancy restaurant every time we got together. 


We ate in comfortable silence, back to our quiet
dynamic, our default setting of Aiden and Blair, just like we always had been.
I did feel a bit of an undercurrent that seemed different this time. We had
both revealed something to the other that we had never known before. His
behavior indicated that he felt a little bit vulnerable for it, but then again
so did I. I wanted him to know that everything he had said would be safe with
me. But the calm exercise of watching a movie had an air of domesticity to it,
which was also different for the two of us.  



After we ate and I paused the movie to clean up the
bags, tossing them in the garbage in the kitchen, I returned to the couch. He
had his arm resting casually on the back of the couch. I took the opportunity
to curl up next to him, leaning into the crook of his arm, which seemed to
cause him a bit of surprise. 


I started the movie, which neither of us were
watching, and smiled as he tentatively placed his arm around my shoulders. I
felt as if my heart would burst. Despite everything that had happened, I still
felt sometimes like that girl in the braces and glasses, wishing to catch his
eye like the pretty mall girls that he once went after. In the long run. 


I knew that this was better. 


We had both grown into adults. I had a better idea of
what I wanted out of life, and I knew that at least for now Aiden did fit into
that plan. The idea of falling in love had become a possibility, and I had
proven to myself at least that my work didn’t have to be compromised for that
to happen. 


As the movie continued I couldn’t help but notice his
soft breath on my forehead as I had my head leaning on his shoulder. His
fingers traced small circles against the fabric of my shirt and against my arm.
I had my knees pulled up, leaned slightly over onto his lap with my feet tucked
under me. 


The credits rolled, and I turned to face him, no
longer having the pretense of watching a movie. With his other hand he gently
reached over and cupped my chin, drawing my face to his. The kiss felt different
this time, more intimate somehow. I knew without a doubt that we had crossed a
threshold. 


I kissed him gently, relishing the warmth of his lips,
the strength of his body. With his arms around me I felt safe. I knew that
there wasn’t a thing that either of us could do that would harm what we had. I
moved my hands to his chest to unbutton his shirt, but he stopped me clasping
my hands with his. 


"Not yet,” he whispered, pulling back a few
inches "I want... " 


"What is it?" I asked. 


"I want you to know that I mean it,” he said.
"I don't want to rush tonight." 


I understood his meaning. 


"Okay," I said, placing my palm against his
heart and smoothing out the fabric of his shirt. 


"Oh Blair," he said, pulling us closer once
more and speaking with his lips pressed against my forehead. "I just want
to be with you." 


I leaned in and rested against his chest, the crown of
my head nestled perfectly into the crook of his neck. 


"You’re with me,” I whispered. "I'm not
going anywhere." I didn’t want to move, but I also knew that we both had
court early the next morning. "Do you want to go get some clothes for
tomorrow and stay over?" I asked. 


"I have a suit in the car. I picked up my dry
cleaning this morning,” he said. 


"Well that works our nicely." 


"Yes it does,” he whispered. 


We fell asleep on the couch wrapped in each other’s
arms while the television flickered with some late show. 



 

Chapter
Eleven



 

"Aiden and Blair! Sitting in a Tree!
K-I-S-S-I-N-G!" The sound of Kelsey's mocking voice cut through my sleep
like a knife through butter. 


I opened my eyes immediately, regretting having fallen
asleep on the couch due to the muscle cramp slicing through my neck muscles. 


Sometime in the night Aiden and I had repositioned to
a semblance of lying down. My head rested on the arm of the couch, and Aiden
was just lifting his head off of my shoulder. His hair stuck out in disheveled
spikes. I could only imagine what I must have looked like. 


I glanced up squinting at my roommate who stood over
us with a grin on her face and her arms crossed. 


"Good morning, Sunshine,” she beamed. 


I carefully sat up, untangling from Aiden as he also
became vertical. I rubbed my neck to try and relax the cramp. 


"Coffee?" I said, giving Kelsey a pleading
look. 


"In about ten minutes," Kelsey said while still
giggling as she headed to the kitchen. "I gotta say though, you guys
looked adorable all snuggled up together. Just adorable. Too bad I
didn't take any pictures before waking you up... Oh wait! I did!" 


Her laugh veered into a false maniacal cackle. 


"Great." 


I rolled my eyes and looked over at Aiden who glanced
at me with a sheepish look. We both burst into laughter at our scenario. The
clock indicated that we had about three hours before we had to be at court,
plenty of time. 


"What do we do now?" Aiden said, raking his
hands through his hair. 


"I think breakfast is in order at least,” I
answered. 


He chuckled and stood, adjusting his clothing and
heading off to the restroom. I met Kelsey in the kitchen just as she had the
coffee brewing. She looked at me wide eyed. 


"What?!" she said in a stage whisper. 


"I don't know," I said with a shrug.
"We just fell asleep on the couch together." 


"That's like.... I don't know. That's way
serious!" 


"It kind of is, isn't it,” I agreed. 


"More serious than sex even, I would say,” she
said with a knowing nod. Her face relaxed and she spoke again in a normal tone
as Aiden stepped into the kitchen behind me. "Coffee?" 


"Thought you'd never ask,” he said, reaching for
the mug that she held out to him. 


"I'm going to go and get ready for the day,"
Kelsey said in an attempt to avoid being the third wheel. 


She gave me a significant glance behind Aiden's back
as she exited the room, which I responded with by rolling my eyes. Despite the
obvious awkwardness, as soon as she was gone Aiden walked over to me and kissed
me on the forehead. 


"Good morning," he whispered. 


"Good morning," I said. 


I felt strangely light headed, as if everything were
falling into place. A small part of me felt a tiny amount of victory, since
waking up with Aiden had been a fantasy of mine for a long time. I poured
myself some coffee after he did and I opened the cabinets to see what we had to
offer for breakfast.


"Let's see,” I said. "Would you like some
Pop Tarts?" 


"Seriously?" he said. "Do you have any
eggs?" 


"We do not have eggs,” I said. 


"You stay here and get ready for work,” he said.
"I'm going to run down to the store and get you a proper breakfast. I
don't know how you enter the courtroom everyday on nothing but toaster pastries.
Honestly, Blair." He shook his head but the look in his eye betrayed his
continued playfulness. 


"Okay," I said with a small laugh. "If
you say so." 


"I'll be back in ten minutes,” he said, pulling
on his jacket and grabbing his car keys on his way out the door. 


I took the opportunity to take a shower and get
dressed while he was gone. When I exited the bathroom buttoning my blouse, I
was met with the undeniable scent of frying bacon. When I walked into the
kitchen I discovered Aiden working two pans on the stove top, bacon and eggs,
and putting on a pair of oven mitts to take the biscuits out of the oven. He
turned to me and grinned. 


"Kelsey let me back in on her way out,” he said. 


"What did you do?" I asked in astonishment. 


"I made you breakfast," he insisted.
"That's what I did. The biscuits came from a can, but we were on a time
crunch. Next time I'll make them from scratch. But watch. You'll do great today
in court. Better than you ever will have done before." 


So he can cook more than just fish.


"All because of your breakfast,” I said. 


"Yup." 


He leaned over and kissed me before grabbing a couple
of plates out of the cabinet. We ate together at the counter sill laughing over
the absurdity of our morning, and he headed off to shower and change. 


We discussed the idea of arriving a few minutes apart
from each other to the court house, but settled on just getting there when we
got there. We were in separate vehicles after all.


"Besides," I said. "I think Ms. Klein
is on to us already." 



 

The trial continued with remarkable success in the
following days. The senior partners met up with us as we arrived at the court
house and as always we awaited the summons from the bailiff. We had received
word that the test results had returned with the DNA found underneath the
victim's finger nails. The results supported our theory, and both of the senior
partners agreed that we would be close to a verdict soon. My task for the day
was to resume my questions regarding the test results. 


"I'd like to call Detective Roger Ingram to the
stand,” I said as I stood, upon the judge’s invitation. 


Prosecution hadn’t had anything new, and so the line
of questioning defaulted to the defense, to us. I waited the appropriate time
while the detective was sworn in. Then I turned and picked up the test results,
several eight by ten pages tucked into a clear plastic binder, the most
important page moved to the top to be read with ease. 


"Detective," I began, turning my body to
include the jury with my voice. 


The audience had filled out considerably as news of
the police oversight had spread. Court junkies, local online activists and
family members of both families filled the wooden benches across the small
barrier. I handed the test results to Detective Ingram. 


"Do you care to tell the court what document I
have just handed to you?" 


"Yes." He shifted his weight as if the gaze
of the entire room upon him caused him pain. "This is a test result on
some DNA." 


"Specifically which DNA." 


"The DNA found at the crime scene." 


"Where, specifically was the DNA found?" I
said, turning to look him right in the eye. 


I had seen the pictures of Rita Shaw's body. I hadn’t
intention of easing up on his discomfort. 


"Underneath her fingernails,” he said. 


I walked over and stood behind the chair in which sat
Darius Shaw, who watched the exchange with wide eyes. 


"Do you care to read to the courtroom what the
test was for, specifically?" I asked. 


"The test is to determine the match between the
DNA found and that of Darius Shaw,” he said. 


"Thank you, Detective," I said. "Before
we continue, indulge me with some information first. You have been working in
homicide for a long time. Isn't that so?" 


"Yes, that is so,” he said. 


"Would you say that it is safe to assume that the
DNA found underneath the finger nails of Rita Shaw to be that of the
killer?" 


He murmured something indistinguishable.


"I'm sorry?" I said, making a show of being
unable to hear what he had said. 


"That is a fair assumption, yes,” he said in a
louder tone.


"Would you care to read to the courtroom what the
results say, as to whether the DNA belongs to our client, Darius Shaw?
Specifically, do the test results match?"


He paused and shifted once more in his seat, with his
eyes cast low. "No they do not." 


"So the DNA found under the finger nails of the
victim, Rita Shaw, does not match the DNA of our client Darius Shaw. Is that
what I understand you to be saying?" 


"Yes, that is correct,” he said. 


"Is it even possible," I continued. "That
the DNA found belongs to anyone related to our client, Darius Shaw?" 


"No,” he mumbled. 


"I'm sorry?" I asked. 


"No, it is not possible." 


"No further questions,” I said, giving the jury
my best Pollyanna smile as I walked the length of the court room, circling
around the table as I took my seat. 


I glanced over to the senior partners who both looked
at me with approval, nodding and smiling. Ms. Klein gave me a subtle wink. 


I glanced over to the prosecution. The entire team of
lawyers scrambled through their notes with wide panicked eyes. The judge
crossed his hands while waiting for their response. Finally the lead prosecutor
stood. 


"The prosecution would like to request a
twenty-four hour recess,” he said trying to act cool, but I could see the
slight tremble in his hands as he spoke. 


"Granted." 


The judge lifted the gavel and brought it down with a
pop. The bailiff took over at that point and excused the jury and then the rest
of us. Ms. Klein leaned over to me. 


"Excellent work Ms. Michaels,” she whispered. 


"I have to be honest," I said. "Aiden
was the one who discovered the test was missing. My part was developing the
line of questions. We worked on it together." 


"Team work pays off once again,” she said with a
knowing glance. 


As soon as she and Mr. Mahoney had left the room, Aiden
stepped to my side. He acted as if he were going through his notes and spoke in
such a way that only I could hear him. 


"Do you want to have dinner with me
tonight?" he asked. "I think we have this case in the bag." 


"I think so too," I said. "Dinner sounds
great." 


"Great," he said. 


The look in his eye, such boyish optimism. Maybe Aiden
had been right, I thought. Maybe this wasn't the best of circumstances, but
maybe we would be okay after all. 


I felt like I walked on clouds as we headed out of the
courtroom. The senior partners had stopped in the hallway to confer over
something before they left and saw us walk out together. 


"Aiden," Mr. Mahoney said from across the
hall. "Would you care to come by the office for a moment before your day
ends?" 


"No, not at all,” he said. 


I couldn’t help but wonder what they might be meeting
about, and why I hadn’t been included in the invitation. 


Aiden turned to me as we reached the parking lot.
"I'll pick you up around seven?" he asked. 


"Yeah," I said, bringing my mind back to the
present. "That works for me." 


He trotted off to his car as I watched after him. I
tried not to let the disheartening feeling ruin my mood. I had recently decided
that I would be happy if Aiden got the job. He deserved it, much to my chagrin.
Initially I had hoped that my competition might be a shady bottom feeder that I
could easily outperform, instead I had gotten Aiden Player. 


Sweet, stubborn, charming, and despite the gap in our
acquaintance probably knew me better than anyone on the planet, aside from my
mother. 


I still wanted the job, and I hadn’t conceded yet. 


Nor would I, I decided. 


I still intended to fight for the full time job, but I
would do it the right way. Aiden was no stranger to competition having grown up
with five brothers. That much I knew. Losing to him would sting, yes, but it
would not be a total loss. I was a strong contender, and I had two weeks left
to prove to the partners that I was the right fit for the firm. 


I opened my car door and sat down, plunging the key
into the ignition. 


Enough about that right now, I thought. 


The case is not even over, and I have nothing to worry
about just yet. Whatever they were seeing him about had nothing to do with the
final judgment most likely. Just like the jury couldn’t decide the fate of our
client, the partners didn’t yet have the final determination of who would get
this job, unless of course I was far worse at my job than I thought I was. 


I pulled the gear into reverse, and carefully glanced
behind me. As I pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road, I shook my
head, imagining the negative thoughts tumbling out of my head, so as to no
longer darken my thoughts. I had better things to worry about now, I decided. I
had a date to get ready for.  


I found Kelsey in the living room when I arrived home.



"I'm going out with Aiden tonight,” I said before
even saying hello. "Help me figure out what to wear." 


"I can't,” she said as she pulled on her jacket.
"Blake is picking me up in fifteen minutes. How are things going with
Aiden? You two looked awfully comfortable this morning." 


"Well I am going out with him tonight," I
said as I kicked off my shoes and landed on the couch, rubbing my soles. 


“True." She grinned. "There he is. I gotta
run, but have fun tonight." 


"You too," I called as she grabbed her purse
and headed for the door. "Don't do anything I wouldn't do!" 


"Based on recent developments that gives me a lot
of freedom,” she said with a smirk before disappearing out the door. 


"What is that supposed to mean!" I called
but she was already gone. 


The silence of the apartment surrounded me like a warm
hug. It occurred to me that I had been going nonstop for several weeks,
surrounded at all times by either Aiden, Kelsey, or the partners. 


The thought about what Aiden may have been meeting
with the partners kept niggling at my mind no matter how much I tried to forget
about it. I knew that seeing him later would put my mind at ease. He would
probably tell me about it right away. I made myself a promise that I would not
ask him unless he brought it up. 


Enjoying the silence, I laid my head back on the couch
and closed my eyes. My mind traveled even further back to the incident at
Aiden's house. In true lawyer fashion I examined my actions, wondering how I
could have handled the situation differently, and of course picking apart
Aiden's actions as well, trying to determine if I needed to be more concerned.
I didn’t think so. I only knew that I needed to stand by my promise that I
would not share this information with anyone. 


The very thought of Aiden made a smile spread across
my face. I thought about the fun we would have later. Maybe I could even
convince him that we should have dinner at his place. I could already think of
a few things I might have in store to persuade him. I chided myself a little
bit for having waited so long to be with him, but enough day dreaming, I said. 


I stood and headed to my room to find something cute
to wear. A minute later, I headed to the bathroom and turned on the shower,
hoping the hot water would cool my thoughts. No matter how much I tried to
focus on getting ready and being excited to see Aiden, I couldn’t let go of the
idea that the meeting had some meaning. 


I knew I was a good lawyer. 


I would not have even been offered the opportunity if
I weren't. The matter of who got the job might not even be an issue yet. 


As I stepped into the shower, I decided with firm
resolution to put the idea out of my head and focus finally on getting ready
for our date. The hot water awakened my skin as I let it pour over my face and
body.


If Aiden was offered the job, the worst case scenario
remained that I would find another job at another firm. Absolute worst case,
would be that I would have to take an unpaid internship somewhere. I would have
to cross that bridge if it came about, but I truly believed that everything
would work out. 


So far I remained confident that I had good standing
with Mahoney and Klein. I had been performing well in the courtroom, and the
case seemed to be veering in a direction in which I could show off my assets. 


The game wasn’t over yet. 


Not by far. 


At a quarter to seven I stood in front of the couch in
my living room, wearing a red dress. I picked it out for the swishy skirt and
the flattering collar. I liked the way it accented my waist. My makeup looked
good and I had pulled my hair up into a dressy pony tail. I felt as if I couldn’t
do much with it, as thick as it was. 


All in all I felt pretty and was excited to see Aiden
though it had only been a couple of hours. 


I glanced at the clock, and sat down on the couch,
absently flipping through the channels to pass the time before he arrived. I
lay my earrings on the coffee table to give the pretense of putting them on at
the last minute when he would arrive. 


I definitely had butterflies, but the good kind this
time. 


Seven o'clock came and went. He was probably running
late, though in the time that I had been with him, he had never once been late.
He remained infuriatingly punctual. All I could do was match it at the firm. 


At seven fifteen I stood and began to pace. I wondered
if I should call him, and I checked my phone to see no messages or missed
calls. I sat down again, crossing my arms and wondering if I should call or
just wait. 


For the time being I opted to wait. 


The television depicted a rerun of an old sitcom that
I used to watch back in high school. The humor rang hollow this time around,
but I watched it, nervously fiddling with the strap on my purse. 


By seven thirty I stood and picked up the phone once
more, debating on whether or not to call him. 


This definitely wasn’t like him. 


I wondered if perhaps his meeting with the partners
had somehow gone this long into the evening, but that seemed unlikely. Besides
he would have found a way to step away and call, I imagined. 


Of course my mind traveled then to another worst case
scenario. What if something had happened and he was unable to call? Who would
be notified if something had happened to him, I wondered. We had only just
begun the romantic element of our relationship. Would anyone know to contact
me? The idea of our longtime friendship being a factor didn’t cross my mind
until much later. 


Finally I caved to my thoughts and decided to call
him. I checked my messages first just to be certain, but saw nothing from him.
Then I scrolled down to his name and hit 'call'. He answered on the second
ring. 


"Hey Blair." His voice sounded strange.
Short and curt. He continued speaking before I had a chance to say hello,
"You almost had me convinced. How could you do it?" 


"Do what?" I asked confused by his
accusatory tone. 


"You threw me under the bus, Blair,” he said, his
voice thick with emotion. "You told them about the medication." 



 

Chapter
Twelve



 

"Aiden, what are you talking about?" 


"You know damn well what I'm talking about!"
he said. 


My confusion had begun to veer into feelings of anger.



He was accusing me of something, but I refused to
believe his thoughts would go that way. 


"You promised to keep my secret, Blair. You said
you would help me though this." 


It occurred to me that he wasn’t so much talking to me
as he was talking at me. I let him go on for a few minutes before I
interjected. 


"Aiden, what happened?" I said, trying to
get his attention back to me. "What did Mr. Mahoney want at the
office?" 


"As if you don't know!" he bellowed.
"Stop pretending, Blair. You were the only one that knew!" 


"I didn't tell anyone anything,” I said, seething
at his mistrust. 


"We need to have a serious talk,” he said.
"I'm coming over." 


"Well, please do!" I said, my voice raising
in volume with each word. 


He mumbled something before he hung up. 


Oh no you don't, I said. 


Whatever he had in mind to tell me would pale in
comparison to what I wanted to say to him. After the length of our friendship
and the course of our new romance, he had already lost faith in me this soon
in. If that was the merit of his trust for me than our problems were bigger
than I had originally thought. 


My mind had gone red with the anger that bubbled up
inside me in the few minutes it took him to get to my apartment. I opened the
door without a word, when I heard him tap at the door. I stalked back to the
middle of the living room and turned to him. 


"Is this about the medication?" I said,
trying to control my voice and keep myself from shouting in his face. 


"What else would it be about?" he spat the
words at me, crossing his arms. 


"Why do you think that I told anyone?" I
said. 


"Didn't you?" he said, raising his eyebrows.



"No, no matter what." 


"Is that so?" he said with a laugh.
"You know what, Blair. I want to tell you something and I want you to
listen closely because this may come as a surprise to you. I don't believe
you!" 


"Aiden, I..." 


"No," he said cutting me off. "I don't
believe you, because they do know about it somehow. Funny how that is. Isn't
it?" 


I stood helpless and silent watching him pace and
rant. 


"Let's look at the evidence, shall we?" he
said, tenting his fingertips beneath his chin. "You have said repeatedly
that your priority is to the case, to the job. You have made it clear that you
will do whatever it takes to win the full time position with the firm. Isn't
that true, Blair?" 


"Aiden, let me..." 


"Whatever it takes!!" His face had
gone pink and I saw from across the room the vein in his forehead, pulsing each
time he spoke. He continued, "I knew I should have watched out for you. I
underestimated you. I thought I was bad, but this... wow. I mean. Bravo." 


He clapped his hands together in a parody of applause
in my direction. 


"What are you talking about, Aiden?" I said.



I was beginning to grow weary of this tirade, but he
had said something that had sparked my curiosity and concern. 


"You’re not the only one playing at this game,
Blair,” he said. "I knew the moment I laid eyes on you that first day,
exactly what I needed to do to win this job from you." 


"Oh really," I said with a tired tone.
"And what's that?" 


"As soon as I recognized you, I knew I couldn't
win this job from you on pure merit and performance. I knew I needed to throw
you a curve ball." 


"Go on," I said as my stomach began to turn.



"You see, Blair. You’re smarter than me. You’re a
harder worker than I am. I needed to find a way to distract you if I was to win
the full time position." He curled his lips up on a sinister snarl as he
spoke. 


I was beginning to feel sick. 


I couldn’t believe this was happening.


"All this," he whispered in a voice as if
revealing the killer at the end of a mystery play. "Has been part of the
game." 


I sank down on the couch feeling as if the room were
spinning around me. "What are you saying?" I asked. 


"You know what I'm saying,” he said.
"Everything I have been doing from day one has been part of the plan.
Catching up, going out with you, that first kiss. Sleeping with you. All of it.
And the best part is, it's worked! The partners have noticed the way you seem a
bit distracted at work. With your brilliant mind you didn't even see the one
thing right in front of you standing in your way. I played you, Blair, and now
you have gotten me back. You just evened the playing field without even
realizing you were at a disadvantage." 


He laughed in a humorless way as the blood drained
from my face. 


At first I didn’t know what to say. 


The man who stood before me seemed to me like a
stranger, only bearing a resemblance to the man that I had begun to fall for. 


"I don't believe you..." I stammered, unsure
how to reply. 


"It doesn't matter if you believe me,” he said in
an arrogant tone. "What's done is done." 


"How could you do this to me?" I said in a
slow and even tone. "I didn't say anything to anyone about your
medication. But I owe a debt to whoever did, because now I know just who I’m
dealing with. I want you to get out of my house. Outside of the case don't
expect anything from me again, ever!
I never want to speak to you again!" 


"Gladly," he said. "I can only ask the
same of you. I'll see you in court tomorrow." 


"Get out of my house,” I said. 


He sneered another laugh, and headed towards the door.



I decided that he wasn’t moving fast enough and I
stood crossing the room and opening the door for him. 


If I could have shot fire out of my eyes he would have
been fully ablaze. 


"Until tomorrow,” he said with a crooked smile. 


I had tried to hold it in, but something about that
last little comment pushed me over the edge. 


"Get out!" I screamed, picking up one of the
candles from the coffee table and hurling it at his head. "Get out and
never come back! You piece of shit! Get out!" 


He dodged and the candle hit the back wall with a
thud, leaving a small imprint against the plaster. The moment he crossed over
the threshold, I slammed the door as hard as I could behind him. As soon as he
was out of sight, my knees gave way and I crumbled to the floor, my back
against the door. 


The truth of his words sunk in. 


Of course it was all a game, it made so much sense
now. 


I thought about how persistent he had been from the
beginning. It made sense that he had played me just like he had all those other
girls back in high school, using his charisma and charm to manipulate the
situation. He wanted this job, and he had used me to get the upper hand. 


Of course he had. 


Most likely he had developed the plan before he even
knew it was me. He knew he would have a female partner. They had probably told
him just as much as they had told me. When it turned out to be me, he just used
our past as his way in. It didn’t hurt his plan that I had grown up a little
bit. He never would have made a move for the skinny bespectacled girl, but the
way I looked now played right into his plan. 


EVERYTHING PLAYED RIGHT INTO HIS PLAN.


I felt dirty all over at the thought that I had let
him touch me so intimately. I wanted to throw up, but instead I remained curled
in a fetal position with my back against the door, crying into my arms. I had
never been so hysterical, and didn’t recall a time when I hurt so much just
form someone's words. 


I didn’t know what to do. 


There was no one I could call, and even if I did the
intensity of my tears prevented me from being able to speak. Humiliation,
shame, disgust all washed over me, part of the wordless rage that coursed
through my body. I didn’t know what time Kelsey would return, nor did I care. I
stayed there in the entry way of our apartment, crying while the evening light
crept across the floor marking the setting sun. Finally, I calmed myself enough
to make my way back to the couch. I found my cell phone on the table and called
Kelsey. It went to voicemail.  


"Hey, I'm sorry to bother you while you’re on a
date, but can you call me as soon as you get this?" I said in a trembling
voice. 


The phone rang about a minute later. 


"Are you okay?" she said. "What
happened?!" 


Apparently my voice had been a little bit transparent.



"Can you come home?" I said. 


"Blair," she said. "What's happened?"



"Aiden's been lying to me,” I said, my voice
breaking on the last word and threatening to fall back into hysterics. 


"I'll be right there," she said. 


A little while later, Kelsey came rushing through the
front door, tossing her purse into the chair and sinking into the couch next to
me. 


"Who do we need to kill?" she said. 


I pulled my hands across my face, clearing the tears
away. My skin felt red and puffy from my crying binge. 


"He said that he was using me to keep me
distracted from the case. So that he could get the job, or at least have the
upper hand with the case. He said he did the whole thing as a game to get the
upper hand."


"But why would he say that?" Kelsey
demanded. "He seemed like such a nice guy in high school and now from what
you had told me." 


"I know,” I said, reaching for the tissue that
Kelsey handed towards me. "This isn't like him. At least the him that I
used to know." 


"Yeah," she said and nodded. 


"I mean, I knew he had changed since we had known
each other, but this..." 


"We have to get him back,” Kelsey said. 


"He thinks I already have." 


"What do you mean?" 


"He thinks I reported him to the partners for
drug use." 


"What?" 


I explained what I had found the last time I was at
his place, including my resolution to help him through it without telling the
firm about his extra-curricular activities. "I mean I would have
implicated myself just as much as him if I had said anything. I don't know why
he thinks it's me." 


"Wow,” Kelsey said. She sat back on her heels and
a thoughtful look crossed her face. "Based on everything you have told me
this does not seem like him at all." 


"You should have heard him Kelsey,” I said.
"Not only did he confess everything, but he sounded like he enjoyed it. I
mean he laughed as he told me."


Kelsey tapped her chin as she thought it over.
Suddenly she stood and instructed me as to what to do. "You stay here. We
need hot tea, ice cream, and movies, right away." 


She vanished into the kitchen. I could hear the sound
of her fluttering around, the sounds of various items landing on the surfaces
of other items, water running, refrigerator door opening and closing. 


"Do you need help with anything?" I called. 


"No, you just sit there,” she replied in her
chirpy voice. A few minutes later she appeared with a mug in each hand, steam
arising from each. She set one down in front of me and grabbed the remote.
"Okay now what to watch." 


"Actually I think I might just go to bed,” I said.



"Are you kidding?" she said. "This is
prime man bashing time. You need a good action movie, something with lots of
explosions! Vicarious violence." 


"Yeah." I nodded, taking a sip of the tea.
The hot beverage did help to calm my nerves a little bit.


"I'll get us some ice cream,” she declared and
rushed off to the kitchen. 


She must have already dished them up because she
returned just as quickly and placed the bowl on the table in front of me,
chocolate chocolate chip. Her flavor not mine. I set
down the steaming mug and sat back against the couch, watching her flip through
the channels on the television trying to find the right one.


"What are you in the mood for?" she asked. 


"Whatever you decide,” I said. 


It seemed important to her that I accept her comfort,
so I let her settle on an old move from the nineties, robots from the future wreaking
havoc on modern day Los Angeles, or at least nineties Los Angeles. 


Before she started it she turned to me, tucking her
feet underneath her legs. 


"Do we want to plan his murder now or after the
movie when we have some inspiration?" she said with a gleeful grin on her
face. 


I rolled my eyes over to her, feeling a fresh batch of
tears forming just underneath the surface. 


"Kelsey," I said. "We are talking about
Aiden."


"Oh," she said.


I watched her face transform as the slow dawning crept
over her features. Her smile vanished and her eyes subdued. She remembered us
back in high school after all. 


"Of course." 


She set down her mug and offered her arm out to me.
Unable to hold back, I curled my head onto her bony arm and succumbed to the
fresh onslaught of tears. She endured silently, for a long while, as the ice
cream melted in the bowls next to us. I had never felt so hollow from the
inside out, as if everything inside me had been scooped out with a giant melon
baller, cut into tiny pieces and displayed to be eaten by whatever onlookers
may be close by. 


Not only had I lost myself, but I had lost my best
friend. 


Despite everything I had begun to hold on to the
notion that Aiden and I would remain friends as we always had been. I couldn’t
comprehend the turn that he had taken. 


If I thought back to our days in high school I would
have recognized the potential he had for manipulation, but since we had
reconnected I had seen a maturity, or perhaps I had assumed it. I didn’t
realize that he had pointed that same ability to manipulate towards me. 


I had fallen for it because I hadn’t seen it coming. 


His familiar face had been my down fall. I assumed a
trust that wasn’t there. I brushed away the tears and picked up my cooling tea.



"Go ahead and start it. I'll go change. I think I
could use the distraction after all." 


She turned on the movie and I slipped into my cotton
pajamas and wrapped my robe around me, returning to the couch. I could barely
pay any attention to the film before me. The future of humanity was at stake,
and I couldn’t care less. The heroine fought a valiant struggle, but about
halfway through I found myself nodding my head
backwards against the couch. 


"Kelsey," I said. "I've got to go to
bed. I have court tomorrow and I need to get some sleep. I'm sorry I ruined
your date."


"Not ruined. Just postponed,” she said, as I
stumbled back to my bedroom, stopping only to briefly brush my teeth and wash
my face. 


Once I made it back to my bedroom, I curled under my
blanket. My window remained open to create a breeze, a small reprise against
the Southern California heat. I felt glad that I hadn’t boxed up my stuffed
animals, but had brought them with me as an inkling of sentimentality when I
had packed for the move. 


Now I felt comfort in their bizarre presence. 


The large plastic googly
eyes of my stuffed wombat stared at me plaintively as I wrapped my arms around
the small Teri cloth unicorn, a remnant from my elementary school days. I
tucked the corner of the blanket over the small family of creatures, the clown
with the red and white stockings, the long haired cat puppet, the tiny sheep
that fit in the palm of my hand, all received the same care that I had once
devoted to them when I was a very small child. 


After I felt satisfied that they were all sufficiently
tucked in, I pulled the blanket up to my chin. Despite my previous nodding off
in front of Kelsey, I felt as if all thoughts of sleep had left me. I laid
completely still and closed my eyes listening to the hum of silence around me.
The small noises from outside seemed to jolt me back to awareness as if a jet
plane were flying overheard. I wanted nothing but to slip into the oblivious
nothing of sleep. 


The look on Aiden's face kept creeping back to the
surface of my conscious mind. His eyes had changed into something I couldn’t
recognize. The man who had stood in my living room just a few hours ago hadn’t
been the same as the one I had fallen for. 


Something had happened. 


That part I couldn’t quite piece together. My mind
whirled at the idea that he thought I had told them, but I knew with certainty
that I hadn’t. I hadn't even told Kelsey until just a bit ago, after the fact. 


But if I hadn’t told them, who had? I wondered. 


I had run out of tears. All that remained was the
bewilderment of what had happened. I mourned more for the loss of my friendship
than for anything else. I hadn’t wanted a boyfriend, and it had taken much for
me to admit any feelings. 


Even more for me to act on them. 


It made sense in some bizarre way that this should
happen now. It had played out as if this were some cruel punch line to a large
joke, a long con that culminated in nothing more than his acquisition of the
job, and my complete emotional dismemberment. I remembered the kindness in the
boy I had once known. I recalled the way in which we used to run off together,
hiding in the tree house in his back yard with stacks of books that we would
take turns reading. 


I couldn’t decide if he meant what he said, or if he
was still trying to break me somehow. Allegations of improper drug use would no
doubt end his career. Was this his way of lashing out? 


Finally sleep found me. Just before I drifted off one
last comfort drifted across my mind. We had never had sex in this bed. I was
glad that we hadn’t, or else I would never again be able to lie in it, much
less sleep. I knew that I wanted nothing more to do with him ever again. 



 

When I arrived the next morning nothing seemed to be
amiss between the senior partners and Aiden. They exchanged pleasant small talk
just as always. I glanced between them, trying to keep my confusion at bay. 


The way he had laid into me the night before had led
me the conclusion that Aiden's job was at stake beyond even the scope of just
losing the full time job. Before I had much time to ruminate on it the bailiff
came and collected us to go to the court room. I silently resolved to just get
through the case, hear the verdict and get on with my life. 


I thought briefly about my mother and felt saddened as
she had remained best friends with Aiden's mother over all these years. I had
no doubt that they would continue to remain so even if he and I were no longer
speaking. They had years of practice after all while both of us were in school.
She would be disappointed, no doubt, but ultimately this was my life, my
decision and she would have to live with any decision that I made regarding my
love life. 


We arrived in the courtroom. Aiden would take the
majority of the closing arguments, since I had opened. I refused to look at or
speak to Aiden unless absolutely necessary. I could still catch moments in
which Mr. Mahoney or Ms. Klein was looking us over, appraising our behavior. 


Everything was already in place at this point, I
decided. All I had to do was finish out the trial, and then one of us would be
offered the full time job. After that I wouldn't have to see him anymore. I
could move on and mend my heart and return to the days where Aiden remained a
memory of someone I had once known a long time ago. 


I felt as if the case had gone on for months, but it had
only been a few weeks in actual court. Much had happened within that time. The
one thing that I could count on with Aiden was that he remained just as
professional as I. It seemed that we both had that in common throughout. 


He nailed the closing arguments, bringing the
attention of the jury back to the facts as we had presented them. That
regardless of what the police had discovered upon arriving, the evidence filled
in the gaps of assumption to show what really happened. 


Under any other circumstances I would have been proud
and congratulatory. But all I could see as he delivered his words, was a
conniving manipulator. I wanted nothing more than the case to end. Much of the
anger had dissipated, and all that remained was the deep cutting hurt and
sadness.


The arguments came to a close, and the jury was
ushered out for deliberation. Neither of us said anything to one another. I
positioning my face to show professional distance. I had trained myself to
avoid looking in his eyes as I believed this might have been too much for me. 


Instead, I looked directly into the center of his
forehead only when absolutely necessary. We had the option to stay during
deliberation and none of us thought it would take very long. I wandered around
the courtroom trying to find a way to pass the time. 


The sadness threatened to overtake me at times, but I
managed to keep myself distant enough as to keep that from happening. 


Ms. Klein passed me in the hallway. I felt that I no
longer had anything to hide. My anger kept me focused on the one thing I had
left, the full time position. At this point I figured they had enough to have
made a decision. 


Another wave of hollow sadness came over me when I
realized that I didn’t have Aiden to turn to, whether I won the job or not, he
was gone. Still I veered back and forth between seething anger and mournful
loss. He was the one who had hurt me and yet I wanted to find comfort. With him
gone I had nowhere to find that comfort. 


"Blair," Aiden's voice called me from down
the hall four hours later. I stiffened at the sound of his voice. "The
jury is back,” he said in a clipped voice. 


No doubt one of the partners had sent him after me. He
avoided my eyes just as much as I did his but held the door for me as I entered
the courtroom. He followed a few feet behind me until we reached the defendants
table. 


Mahoney sat next to Ms. Klein with Darius Shaw between
them and us. I tried to read the faces of the senior partners, but I suspected
they had done this a time or two. They had small relaxed smiles, showing neither
confidence nor retreat. I needed to learn how to implement that face. 


Mr. Shaw kept his eyes down, but I could see his jaw
muscles working as the jury slowly shuffled in each taking their seats. I
watched their faces but they all proved just as unreadable as the lawyers. I
wanted to stand up and scream just to relieve some of the tension in the room. 


I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled as the bailiff
walked over to the foreman, a timid looking man with thinning hair and wire
rimmed glasses. The juror stood and handed the slip of paper to the bailiff,
who then walked across the courtroom once more to hand the paper to the judge.
The judge put on his reading glasses. 


The silence felt deafening. 


It seemed as if every person in the audience had held
their breath to hear the verdict. As the seconds ticked by I felt as if I was
going to explode. The judge unfolded the paper and read over it before
speaking. I dropped my eyes and closed my eyes unable to bear it any longer as
he read the words. 


"The members of the jury had come to a unanimous
agreement, and based upon the evidence presented in this courtroom on the crime
of first degree murder, they find the defendant Darius Shaw, not guilty." 


Palpable relief swept over the room. I exhaled, nearly
light headed, unaware that I had been holding my breath so long. The Shaw
family behind us began to cry and exclaim with joy to have their brother, son,
and father back. We stood and exchanged hugs and congratulatory handshakes. Mr.
Shaw wiped tears out of his eyes as he reached to put his arms around Aiden and
then me. 


'Thank you!" he said. "Thank you, thank
you!" He continued to repeat the words as he embraced each of us, also
taking a moment to point towards the ceiling while whispering the same words. 


I watched him step through the barrier into the
awaiting arms of his family, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of his
little girl rushing to him as he crouched down to catch her up in his arms.
That little girl had already lost her mother, and her tiny hands clasped
together around his neck secure in the knowledge that she would not also lose
her father. 


I relished in the victory of the moment, keenly aware
of the frayed edges, the reality of facing the next steps in the process. The
partners had already told us that we would have a meeting either today or
tomorrow depending on how long the jury took to deliberate. It was late
afternoon now which led me to surmise the meeting would be the next day. 


The other partners would be there also, some of whom
we had only met in passing. I knew that one of them would be retiring soon
which is what would open the spot for either myself or Aiden, depending on what
they decided. Now that the case was over, I had no choice but to face the
music.


After the emotions of the trial began to dissipate I couldn’t
help but feel the ever present sadness creeping back into my psyche. Aiden had
always been a friend, even when we had lost touch, he was kind of always there,
through conversations with my mother and updates in passing. I had always felt
that if we had ever reconnected that we had the type of friendship that would
simply pick up where we had left off, and for a while that is what I thought
had happened. 


I stood in the court room and watched Aiden interact
with the Shaw family as they each took turns to thank him. The crush of reality
began to settle upon me, and I knew I had to get out of there before I
embarrassed myself or anyone around me. 


I wanted to burst into tears if anything just to get
the release of emotion out of the way. 


The cloak of loneliness wrapped around me despite the
press of people and voices. I turned and focused on gathering my belongings to
leave the court room. I had begun to feel that my entire life were falling
apart. The case was over so I had nothing to distract me. If the choice of the
partners settled on Aiden then I knew I would have nothing left. I felt as if
my entire life were falling apart. 


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mr. Mahoney approach
with Aiden in tow. 


"I wanted to congratulate you both on a job well
done," he said once he had both us in proximity. "The other partners
and I couldn’t have expected a better team than the two of you proved to be. It
has been a real pleasure to watch the two of you work." 


"Thank you, sir,” I said. 


I glanced towards Aiden but he avoided my eyes,
keeping his face turned firmly towards Mr. Mahoney. 


The eternal suck up, I thought to myself. 


There were still elements of the past few days that didn’t
make sense to me, and I wondered if the partners had any idea the dynamic that
existed between the two of us all while working on the case. Ms. Klein had
hinted that they had, but I remained uncertain. 


Perhaps she had kept it to herself. 


I hoped.


I turned back to focus on Mr. Mahoney's words. 


"No doubt you both need a break. We would like
for the two of you to come to the office after a thirty minute recess,” he said.
"The other members of the board will also be present."


This late in the day?


My heart began to thump harder.


This was it. 


"We'll be there," Aiden said with a
confident smile. 


I also tried to smile, but it felt false stretched
across my face. 


This was it! 


My mind could think of nothing else but the moment
that loomed before me. I didn’t know how I could survive another half an hour
of not knowing. 


As soon as Mr. Mahoney left, Aiden turned away from me
without a word. 


I couldn’t stand it. 


I would have felt better if he had even said something
snarky or hateful, but the infernal silence felt like a dagger in my heart. I
left the courtroom, debating on whether or not to grab some lunch before
heading over. 


In the end I drove around the block, killing time and
feeling as if my mind would burst. With ten minutes to spare I stepped onto the
elevator that led up to the pale waiting room into which I had stepped so many
weeks ago. 


Aiden had already arrived and had his back to the
elevator doors when I stepped out. He stood with his hands in his pockets,
looking out the window to the far right of the room, his reflection in the full
length window glanced towards me but then quickly went back to examining the
sky line. 


Across from me sat Willa, silent and watchful behind
the huge desk. I smiled and nodded to her and made my way to the furthest couch
as far away from Aiden as I could be without leaving the room altogether. 


I picked up a magazine and stared at the pages,
flipping through without seeing any of it. The seconds ticked by, with Aiden
and I continuing to ignore one another. I didn’t know
if the partners were in the office or if they would arrive via the elevator. 


Aiden walked over and sat across from me picking up a
magazine. He mirrored my movements across the great glass table between us and
looked at me until I looked up at him. 


My wordless glare told him everything he needed to
know before I shifted and became engrossed in my magazine once more, plainly
ignoring him. 


The recipe for easy breakfast muffins had never seemed
so interesting. The only sound in the room was that of Willa's fingers tapping
away at her keyboard. Emails, perhaps. Data entry. No doubt something vitally
important to the running of the firm. 


At exactly three minutes to the hour Mr. Mahoney
entered the waiting room from the back office. Aiden turned towards him and
stood to greet him, smoothing out the fabric of his jacket. I stood and put the
magazine down on the table. 


Both Aiden and I took an expectant step towards him,
expecting him to lead us back to the office. To our surprise he raised his
hands and offered an obsequious smile. 


I was unsure what to do next. 


"We appreciate your patience. If the two of you
will bear with us just a few moments longer," he said. "The board
would like to meet with each of you one at a time. Aiden, we will be seeing you
in just a few moments. Ms. Michaels, if you care to follow me." 


He gestured for me to join him down the hallway.


I did my best to keep my posture and face in a
professional manner as I followed him. The plush softness of the carpet
threatened to swallow me whole with each step I took. I had never notice the
length of the building of before. 


My stomach had turned into knots and I felt as if I
might throw up at any moment. 


I was glad that I hadn’t eaten after all. 


The look on his face had revealed nothing when he had
come to gather me from the waiting room. We arrived at the office door and he
opened it, inviting me to step in. The other members of the board sat around
the conference table on the other side of the office. I stepped inside and they
all stood for introductions. Ms. Klein introduced me as Mr. Mahoney took his
place at the head of the table. 


"Everyone this is Blair Michaels," Ms. Klein
said. She gestured to each member in turn, two that I had only seen in passing.
"This is Jack Warren, our newest partner." 


"How do you do," I said, shaking the hand of
the silver haired gentlemen with his hand extended. 


Ms. Klein continued, "And this is Frederick
Klein, one of the founding members of the firm and my brother. He will be
retiring at the end of this month." 


"And not a moment too soon!" he bellowed as
he shook my hand. 


"It's an honor to meet you sir," I said,
hoping that my voice sounded more confident than I felt. 


"If you would have a seat Ms. Michaels." 


Mr. Mahoney gestured to the empty chair across from
the partners. I did so, but couldn’t help but to feel like someone on the
receiving end of an interrogation. 


They all faced me with calm resting faces that I couldn’t
read in the slightest bit. I stilled my hands from shaking by folding my
fingers together and placing them on my lap under the table. I concentrated on
keeping my features subdued but attentive. 


Mr. Mahoney continued, "First we would like to
tell you how difficult the decision has been. Both you and Mr. Player have done
an exceptional job." 


"There was some discussion," Ms. Klein
interjected. “Of finding a way to retain both of you since you both worked so
well together. Up until the final decision we remained torn. Truly." 


"In the end we decided that the original
agreement would work best after all,” Mr. Mahoney continued. “It is
unfortunate, but we only have so many resources. Please believe that we
deliberated long and hard over the decision, but we wanted to let you know that
we have decided to ask Aiden Player to assume the full time position." 


I felt certain that I was going to be sick. 


And I didn’t give a fuck if they had to see it.


"We also want to tell you that you will receive
the highest of reference from each of us upon your next job application, and if
there is anything that any of us can do to assist you, please do not hesitate
to ask. We all have confidence that you won’t have difficulty finding
work." 


I took a moment before speaking. I could hear
Mahoney's speaking, but the words had begun to swirl together. 


Finally I found my voice. "I understand," I
said speaking in a calm and confident tone, unlike my inner emotions.
"Thank you for everything. This has been an amazing experience, and I have
learned more than I could have imagined. Thank you all for the opportunity, and
it was more than an honor to meet you all. I can assure you that Aiden will
make a wonderful lawyer. I think you have made the right choice.” 


I managed to get through it sounding sincere, though I
wasn’t certain that I meant the statement about Aiden in the same way in which
they heard it. 


"Thank you, as well,” Ms. Klein said in response.
"Please stop and see Willa on your way out to pick up a company card for
references." 


"Of course," I said. 


They all stood which I took as an indication that our
part of the conversation to be over. I shook each of their hands, trying not to
rush. All I wanted to do at that point is to get out of the room before I
embarrassed myself entirely. 


I made it out of the office and into the hallway,
pulling the door closed behind me. As soon as I was out of sight from the
partners I let the smile slip from my face. I felt the anger and shame rush the
blood into my cheeks. My hands shook as I reached for my car keys. 


I needed to get out of there as soon as possible, and
it occurred to me that I would have to walk past Aiden to do so. 


I steeled myself, firming my jaw and steadying my gaze
as I headed down the hallway. 


He had remained seated in the waiting room, and sat
with his ankle crossed over his knee. He glanced up as I waltzed into the room
without pause. Before I slipped my sunglasses I glared at him with all the fury
that I could find letting it spill out of my eyes without restraint. 


"Congratulations," I said, spitting the word
like a curse, heading straight for the staircase so as to avoid having to wait
for the elevator. 


I didn’t see his face as I left, nor did I want to. 


He had been a dick to me.


Now he’s getting the job.


Fuck me.


I made it to my car, but I had to wait about fifteen
minutes before I had pulled myself together enough to drive safely. 


I got home and instantly threw off my clothes, letting
them land in the corner of my room. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to go ahead
and put on my pajamas and crawl into bed, even though it was only six in the
afternoon, or close to it, or if I wanted to eat the entire contents of the
refrigerator. 


I thought about calling my mother, but I wanted to
revile in my misery for a little while longer. I did find myself relieved when
I arrived and Kelsey wasn’t home. 


One thing was certain. 


I didn’t want company. 


Not yet. 


What I settled on was to change into a tee shirt and
jeans, pour myself a drink, and curl up on the couch. I turned on the
television and binged watched some cooking show in which contestants had to win
against each other. The judges could randomly change any ingredient during the
process of the preparation. Sounds fair, I thought as one chef's chicken
Marsala had to incorporate canned peas. 


I found it quite cathartic when any of the contestants
were kicked off for various reasons. I simply imagined Aiden's face in place of
the chef who had lost. 


By the time Kelsey arrived home, I had had about three
drinks. I must have had tear marks down my face as well as I slouched upon the
couch turning my eyes towards her as she entered. 


"How did it go?" she asked as she set down
her bags. 


"How do you think?" I said, raising a glass.



"Hm..." she speculated for a moment, tapping
her fingers against her chin. "Well normally the early imbibing of
beverages indicates a celebration." 


I rolled my eyes and glared vicariously at her. 


"On the other hand," she continued. "It
could also mean that you’re drowning your sorrows." 


"Bingo," I murmured. 


She paused and looked me over perusing the situation. 


"Okay," she said cheerily. "Here's what
we are going to do. First, let's get some food into your body, and then some
coffee, and then I want you to tell me all about it. Sound like a plan?"
This last bit wasn’t a question.


I followed her with my eyes as she called the delivery
place for a couple of large meatball subs and a bag of bread sticks. It sounded
good despite myself. While she did that I tucked my feet underneath my legs and
pulled the throw blanket over my shoulders.


Absently I picked up my phone, just to glance through
it as she disappeared into the kitchen. It was then that I noticed I had three
missed calls, all starting about half an hour after I had left the firm, and
all from Aiden. 


He hadn’t left any message. 


If he wanted to talk to me he would have to try harder
than that. 


I had nothing to say to him, and I didn’t want to hear
anything that he had to say. I punched my phone closed and curled back up on
the couch to wait for the food. 


An hour and a half later I felt considerably better,
having eaten. I still felt hollow and defeated, but at least my head had
cleared somewhat. I cupped my hands around the warm late day coffee cup that
Kelsey had pressed onto me, letting the contents further calm my nerves. 


"You’re going to be fine!" Kelsey insisted.
"What you should do, is go into Entertainment Law. There's a huge market
for it. You already live in the right area." 


"Maybe," I said as I dipped a bread stick
into the small cup of marinara. "But my expertise is in criminal
law." 


"Tell you what," she said. "Don't even
worry about it tonight. I think we should do something that neither of us have
done in a long time." 


"What's that?" I asked. 


"Let's get our cutest outfits on and let's go
clubbing!" 


"Are you even serious right now?" I said
rolling my eyes. "Besides, you went clubbing just last week." 


"When was the last time you've been?" she
asked raising an eyebrow. 


"That is entirely beside the point,” I declared.
"It does not sound fun at all. Getting groped by a hundred drunken people
while overly loud bass lines bring our hearing ability down a few notches? No
thanks." 


"Geez, Grandma,” she said rolling her eyes. 


"Besides," I insisted. "I think it's
supposed to rain tonight. I picked up my phone to glance at the weather app,
only to find another missed call from Aiden from about ten minutes ago.
"Wow, someone can't take a hint,” I mumbled. 


"What's that?" she asked. 


"I've had, like, five missed calls since I got
home,” I said. 


"Really?" she drew out the word and grinned,
leaning forward as if to hear the rest of the details. "From whom might
these calls be from?" 


"Who," I said. 


"What?" 


"It should be, 'who might the calls be
from'." I looked at her evenly as she rolled her eyes.


"Quit changing the subject," she said. 


"Lawyer, remember?" I said. "At least
that was the plan." 


"Oh, come on!" she said in a tone that
indicated she had finally had enough. "Get over yourself already!" 


"Excuse me?" 


"Do you think you’re the first person to get
passed over for a job?" she said. "Wallow in it. Feel sad for a
little while. Then get over it! Get out there and find another job. I'll bet
the offers were lined up when you graduated law school, weren't they." 


"Um... I guess so,” I said. 


She was right. 


They had been. 


"And you got how many missed calls from
Aiden?" 


"Five," I said. "But how did you know
they were from Aiden?" 


"You just told me,” she said with a grin as she
ducked the throw pillow I launched in her direction. 


Out the window to the balcony I saw the clouds had
piled up gray upon gray and small droplets of water began to pelt against the
patio door. 


"See?" I said, gesturing towards the window.



"They do have indoor clubs, you know,” she
insisted. 


Our conversation was interrupted by a knock on the
door. Kelsey gave me another raised eyebrow. I tilted my head to indicate that
she answer it. She stood and walked over. When she opened the door I couldn’t
see who it was, but I could guess based on the look on her face. She leaned her
head back towards me. 


"It's for you," she said in a sing song
voice. I threw the blanket off and walked over to the door. She stepped aside
and grabbed her car keys. "I'm heading out,” she chirped. 


"Are you?" I said with a glare. 


"Yep." She grinned at me as she sailed out
the door. "Talk to you later!" 


I would have to kill her when she got back. 


Aiden stood in the thresh hold drenched from the down
pour. His hair plastered against his forehead and the black tee shirt he had
changed into clung to his body in a way most distracting, despite how angry at
him I remained. 


God, he looked amazing.


"Don't you have a job to tend to?" I said in
my most condescending tone. 


"Oh for god's sake, Blair,” he blurted. "I
turned it down!" 


I hadn’t expected this response. 


"You what?" I asked. 


"I turned down the job,” he repeated. "I
didn't take it." 


"What? Why?" I asked, confusion muddling my
anger. 


"Oh for... Can I come in?" he asked. 


He had gotten my attention. 


I stood aside and gestured for him to come inside.
Without a word I slowly walked to the linen closet and got him a towel. He
silently waited, his hair dripping in the entry way, until I handed him the
towel. 


I stood with my arms crossed as he toweled his hair. 


Finally he stopped. 


He kept his eyes down to the floor and didn’t speak
for a few minutes. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, waiting to
hear what he had to say, and still not sure if I cared. 


"Look," he began. "I never meant for
any of this to happen. I... The other night, Blair. I don't expect you to
forgive me. I wouldn't forgive me for the things that I said." 


"Then why did you say them?" I said, still
glaring at him. 


 "I don't
know how to tell you this, but... I wasn't entirely myself that night." 


It took me a moment to understand his meaning. 


"Were you... high?" I asked. 


"You could say that,” he answered. 


"Aiden," I said, gesturing wearily towards
the couch. "Would you like a cup of coffee?" I asked though I kept my
tone distant. 


I didn’t want him to think this was friendly coffee. 


"That would be nice,” he said. "I may have
caught a chill out there in the damn rain." 


"That would be a shame, now wouldn't it,” I said
dripping with sarcasm. 


"I deserved that," he called after me as I
stepped into the kitchen. 


I returned with a cup of coffee for him. 


"Let's start from the beginning,” I said. 


"Okay." 


He sat down on the couch and I sat across from him in
the chair. 


"What happened the other night?" I asked.
"What was the meeting about? Before you came over." 


"Let’s just say the meeting contained a
misunderstanding. It triggered an episode and I just went on an old fashioned
bender. Made me paranoid. Of course I lashed out at you, because you’re the
person I care about the most."


"Is that so…" 


I wasn’t convinced and I wasn’t sure what he wanted
from me by coming over. 


"Yes, Blair,” he said softly. "That is
so." Something about his voice when he spoke caught my attention. He had
lost the confrontational defensive edge. 


He glanced up from underneath his eye lashes, giving
me a look that would have melted me up until the last night he was here. I
leaned back and listened. 


"I want you to know, I don't expect you to
forgive me. Not in the slightest. But I just want you to know, I had to tell
you in person that I didn't mean a word of what I said the other night. Not a
single word." 


My cool disposition was starting to crumble. 


The last thing I wanted was for him to see me fall
apart, but with the pain and anger rising up to the surface I feared that is
exactly what was about to happen. 


"Then why did you say it!" I said in a voice
sharper than I intended. 


He lowered his eyes and shifted in his seat, as an
uncomfortable silence passed between us. 


I stared him down hard, sending daggers through my
eyes at him. 


He kept his eyes averted, tapping his fingers
alongside his coffee mug. He took a sip of the hot liquid and then set it down
on the table. 


For the first time in our lives I noticed the palpable
difference between us. 


Every other time, we had held on to the undercurrent
of our friendship, something I had thought would always be there. 


But this time it was gone. 


I felt certain that he noticed it too, the way he couldn’t
bring himself to look at me. Finally he spoke again. 


"There's no excuse, Blair,” he began. "Try
to understand. My mind wasn't in a good place. I wasn't right, but... I thought
you had tried to hurt me and I wanted to hurt you back just as badly." 


"But why did you think that I had told the firm
anything?" I asked. 


"I knew that you were the only one who
knew." 


"But... I hadn't even told Kelsey. I hadn't told
anyone. How did the firm find out? Who told them?" 


"I did,” he said with a sheepish look. 


"What?" 


This I had to hear. 


"That meeting, it turns out they were vetting me
for the part,” he said. "I didn't know it at the time, but... Part of
their policy is to ask about any medications that I might be on. Of course I didn't
recognize that's what was happening, so I jumped to the conclusion that they
were asking about the Amphetamines. I thought you had ratted me out," he
finished, letting his words fade into silence as he sat with his elbows on his
knees, his hands hanging limp in front of him. "So I admitted to the
addiction, and left the office. After I met up with my doctor friend, I spent
the next couple of hours driving around trying to figure out how to confront
you about it. Things got a little bit out of hand as you already know, and I’m
so, so sorry." 


"Wow,” I said. 


I didn’t know how else to respond. 


"The things you said really hurt me, you
know." 


I would never admit it, but I felt a little bit angry
with myself for still feeling attracted to him, the way his wet hair had fallen
over his forehead made him look even more pitiful than his words belied. 


I really wanted to stay mad at him for a little while
longer. 


"I know,” he said simply. 


He raked his hands through his hair sending it
standing in all different directions. Without thinking I laughed and reached
forward to smooth it down, before I realized what had happened. I pulled my
hand back when he looked up at me, as if I had touched a hot stove. 


For the briefest moment I had let the door open once
more. 


A tiny inkling of that familiarity had snuck through,
just enough to make me want to find it again. He noticed the moment also, and
reached out to take my hand before I had pulled it back all the way. I sat
frozen, caught between my anger towards him and my desire to rush into his
arms. 


He kept his eyes fixed on me and laced his fingers
through mine, carefully as if he didn’t want to disturb the delicate dynamic. I
recognized a need in his eyes, different that I had seen before, not longing,
not desire, but something more, something that I couldn’t yet define. I didn’t
know what I feared the most. The look in his eyes or the thought that there
might be a similar look in mine looking back at him. 


"Dammit Blair," he said in a low voice,
almost as if speaking to himself. "I love you. I don't want to mess this
up." 


"What?" I said unsure if I had heard
correctly. 


"I said I don't want to mess this up." 


"No, before that." 


"'Dammit Blair'?" he said. I noticed as he
spoke a tiny crook of a smile appearing at the corner of his mouth. 


"Aiden..,” I said giving him another glare.


 With that he
clasped my hand fully and pulled me around the coffee table and over next to
him on the couch. 


"I said, I love you, Blair." He hadn’t taken
his eyes off of mine during the whole conversation. "Did you hear me that
time? I love you, Blair Michaels." 


Again I found myself unsure how to respond. 


Of course this declaration didn’t change the hurt that
I still felt, though it had diminished a great deal since he had arrived. But it
did change the expectation of what I wanted from him. The man before me now, I
knew without a shadow of a doubt was the same Aiden that I had grown up with,
sweet, charming, sensitive. 


Of course I loved him. 


Despite this realization I wanted to stay mad at him,
and part of me was still a little angry that he chose these words to break down
my defenses, as if he knew they were the only words that could reach me. I took
a deep breath and exhaled slowly keeping my eyes steady on his. 


"I love you too, Aiden Stephen Player,” I said
with certainty. 


"Middle name?" he said with a grin as he
placed his hand behind my head and pulled me closer. "I must be in trouble,”
he murmured. 


"Have no doubt,” I responded before my lips
succumbed to his. "You are."



 

We had a lot of things to work through, that much
remained certain, but I had seen a darker side of him and knew that I could
forgive him. He had also seen a side of me that I wasn’t proud of. 


We lounged on the couch for a while, enjoying each
other’s kisses, something I had thought I would never have again. Ever so
slowly it began to come back. I knew this was a new beginning for both of us,
but I still felt a little bit hesitant. 


He held my face in his hands and took turns gazing
into my eyes, almost as if seeking something there, permission or forgiveness I
couldn’t tell. He kissed my face, from my lips to my eyelids and back again,
around my forehead along the edge of my hair line. His fingers tangled into my
hair as he held my close to him, and I nestled into his embrace placing my
hands upon his chest. 


The feel of his heartbeat under my palm had become the
elixir to which I was helplessly drawn. My fingertips touched the flesh just at
the neck line of his tee shirt, and I found myself compelled to trace along the
edge of the fabric, up the side of his neck and around the curve of his ear. 


He pulled in his breath as my hands moved across his
flesh, making me feel a growing sense of power. My own body had begun to
respond as well, all the previous anger melted away and transformed into desire
for him despite myself. 


I held back but my lips betrayed my need and I brought
my teeth down in gentle pressure upon his lower lip. He drew back for a moment
at the pain, but smiled and shook his head before he leaned in placing his
mouth on the curve of my neck. 


We spoke without words as our hands traveled over each
other’s bodies. 


I hadn’t yet decided if I wanted to invite him to my
bedroom. 


I knew I wanted to. 


The question remained as to whether or not I should. 


I considered the words of Kelsey and those of my
mother, both who had encouraged me to enjoy life a little bit more. With my
head lying against the back of the couch, and his arm around my shoulders, I
considered the surge of adrenaline that accompanied his touch, his hand at my
waist, his lips on my skin. 


I knew that I had a whole world of possibilities
before me. 


For now I didn’t have to worry about any of them. I
had the love of my life wrapped in my arms. His fingertips had found the hem of
my shirt. He slipped his hands underneath the fabric and traced the flesh of my
stomach, sliding along the edge of my jeans. He noticed that I my breath caught
at his touch, and he smiled at my reaction. I began to tug his tee shirt off
over his head but stopped before I did so. 


"Wait," I whispered, smoothing the fabric
back down. "Come with me." 


Taking his hand I pulled him from the couch and led
him down the hallway and into my bedroom. It wasn’t as spacious as his, and
perhaps not as modern. I noticed that he didn’t mind the layout as he hadn’t
taken his eyes off of me yet. 


I pulled him down onto the mattress, pushing aside the
plush animals and tossing them to the floor. He pulled off his tee shirt,
revealing the sexy swirls of tattoos on his arms and shoulders. 


I pulled him down and threw him over, straddling his
torso. There was something I had wanted to do since the first day I had seen
him and today would be the day. 


I pulled my tee shirt off and watched his eyes widen
upon the realization that I hadn’t been wearing a bra. I smiled and leaned down
to kiss his mouth once more, letting my nipples graze across his bare chest.
His fingers clutched at my hips, curling around the belt loops of my jeans. I
raised back just a little bit with a mischievous smile on my face, and
whispered in his ear. 


"Lay completely still,” I said. 


He nodded but I could sense that his teeth were
clenched together and his breath had grown ragged. I moved my lips from
alongside his ear and traveled down the side of his neck, letting my breath be
the only thing that made contact. 


Until I reached the first curl of his tattooed skin. 


I flickered my tongue along the ink markings, tasting
the saltiness of him and the remnants of rain that had dried on his skin. With
one palm remained planted on the center of his chest, I traveled along the
length of his arm, tasting and kissing as I went. His body twitched at my
touch, and he let out a small moan with each breath. His arm muscles tightened
underneath my touch and I traveled back up the other side of the markings. 


When I reached his shoulder, I traveled down the
middle of his chest letting my hand slide over, absently tracing a circle
around his nipple as I found it. He pulled in a sharp breath once more,
struggling to keep control. 


"God, Blair,” he moaned. "Do you know what
you do to me…" 


I had an idea. 


But I wanted to do more of it before I made up my
mind. The rush I felt at his reaction compared to nothing else, not even
winning a court case. My mouth found his other nipple and I let my tongue trace
circles mirroring the other side with my fingertips. 


I felt my own body respond in the same way, my nipples
growing hard. My stomach lay across him, leaning against him and I felt his
manhood grow beneath me, straining against the fabric of his jeans. I couldn’t
resist the temptation and I moved one hand to caress the promising package. His
hips twitched at my touch.  


"Soon enough," I whispered. 


I wanted to play with him for a little while longer,
before I let him have his way. 


While my fingers fumbled to unbutton his jeans, I
kissed down the length of his taut abs, catching out of the corner of my eyes,
his hands clenched into fists, clutching at the fabric of my sheets. 


At last I unleashed his member, letting it spring
forward hard and pulsing with expectant need. I wrapped my hand around his
shaft and lifted my head to look into his eyes. I gave him a small smile, as
once more my breasts pressed against him more firmly this time. 


The way his body lifted just slightly off the mattress
every time I touched him drove me crazy. I felt as if I had total control over
him, and he was letting me have my way. 


I leaned up and kissed him gently on the lips and my
fingers slowly began to massage his cock. As if to clue me in to his eagerness
and frustration he bit my lower lip, much as I had done to him before. I could
the see the fire behind his eyes when I looked up at him. 


"You're going to pay for that,” I said with a
hint of a smile. 


"I hope so," he whispered. 


I kissed my way back down his chest, tracing my tongue
down the core of his abs, and flicked the tip of his head, tasting him for the
first time. He let out a moan, and I played with him tracing my tongue around
his firmness, licking and dancing my lips around his head. 


I had wanted to take more of him, but his manhood had
proven to be much larger than I had expected. I would never let him on to that
though. 


Instead I decided to continue with the torture,
tracing my tongue alongside the shaft tickling the base with my fingertips. 


Finally he could take no more. 


He had placed his hand on top of my head, massaging
his fingers gently through my hair. He pulled his hand into a fist and lifted me
off of him. He sat up, and with an animalistic growl he grabbed me around the
waist. Before I knew what had happened he threw me down onto the bed. The
tables had turned. 


My whole body screamed for his touch and so much more
as he brought his face down between my breasts. His hands pulled at the waist
band of my jeans, slipping them off within seconds. With his teeth and his
hands he pulled down my panties around my ankles where I kicked them off to
join the other clothes that had fallen by the wayside. 


As if to return the torture that I had administrated, he
hovered over me, with his mouth over my right nipple which had grown hard and
erect begging for his touch, his mouth, his tongue. His eyes flicked over to
mine with a crooked grin on his face, before he brought his mouth down on me.
The fire seared through me immediately and I wanted to wrap my legs around his
naked torso. He kept his body just out of reach, except for the delicious
torture of his mouth. 


He circled his tongue around the pink flesh, pulling
the hard tip into his mouth and then letting it go slightly only to caress the
sensitive area with his teeth sending me into convulsions of pain and pleasure.



He pulled my body closer to his, wrapping his arm
around my waist and straightening me out on the bed. With his other hand he
lifted my arms above my head, clutching both of my wrists together as he ran
his other palm along the length of my torso. 


My legs twitched and flailed, as I felt as if I had
lost all control of my desire. I wanted him inside me but relished in the
rising desire that he incited in me. I couldn’t help but let a gasp escape my
lips as he moved his mouth to the other nipple. The hand that didn’t hold my
wrists had moved to the now exposed breast. With his mouth he teased one and
with his fingers he teased the other. In my nether regions I sensed his manhood
resting against the entrance of what I most wanted, and I hitched my hips
towards him. 


"Soon enough," he whispered pulling back
slightly. 


I wanted to fight back. 


I wanted to throw myself onto him and straddle him
until our bodies became one. But he had me pinned, my arms held down against
the mattress. 


I remained at his mercy. 


He had eased up on my breasts, let go of my wrists and
kissed his way down my stomach. I kept my arms where they were and clasped my
hands around the wooden bars of the frame behind me. I wondered for a moment
what he might be up to until he landed upon my womanhood in such a way as I had
never before experienced. I cried out as his tongue caressed my already moist
portal, flicking and teasing me to the heights of ecstasy. 


"Oh god!" I cried as my voice rose with my
adrenaline, my head pressed back into the sheets tangling my hair even further.
"Oh god, Aiden! Don't stop!" 


I had lost all control and tilted my body towards him.
He lifted my hips and buried his tongue deep inside me, even as he had
positioned his hand flat on my stomach in such a way as to stimulate my nerve
center with the pad of his thumb. I had lost all measure of what he was doing
to me, except for the sensation of pleasure that coursed through my body. 


Every nerve on fire, every fiber of my being awakened
to his touch. 


My feet planted on either side of him, pushed my body
up away from the sheets, and he adjusted to keep contact working me into such a
frenzy. I could no longer hold back. He licked and massaged until my body
shuddered, convulsing against him. He slowed his pace when I collapsed back on
the bed. I felt like I was flying, floating on a cloud. 


He kissed along the curve between my legs and my
torso, tracing his fingers alongside my sides. 


"Come here?" I whispered. "I want to
know what I taste like." 


He lifted up until his face came inches away from
mine. With my hands on either side of his face, I gently brought my lips to the
corner of his mouth, tasting the remnants of my release. 


His breathing was deep and needy, just as mine had
been a moment ago. He let me kiss him and lick his face like a cat, and I
wrapped my legs around him. 


At last he pulled himself forward and slid his cock
inside me filling me up to the hilt. He shuddered as he moved his hips against
mine. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and buried my face against his chest,
clinging to him as he rolled me over on top of him. 


When I leaned up he looked me over, his eyes taking in
every inch of my skin. I noticed his bottom lip tucked under his teeth though
his hands rested gently against my thighs. 


I circled my hips, rocking back to let him in deeper
inside myself as my eyes remained locked on his. I knew without a shadow of a
doubt that I wanted nothing more than this. All of the troubles of the day
slipped into oblivion. 


I steadied my rhythm, sensing his need growing,
relishing in his pleasure, etched on his face, eyes closed, head pressed back, and
breath ragged and uneven. 


I pulled my body forward and kissed his mouth deep and
purposeful. With that kiss I felt his body give in, he shuddered and clutched
at the skin of my back, raking his fingers across my flesh. Beneath my palms I
felt the goose bumps erupt as he released. He held onto the kiss, not letting
my lips escape his until he had finished completely. Then his hands found their
way into my tangled hair. 


He smiled at me with a sheepish grin. 


"Does this mean you forgive me?" he asked. 


I laughed and laid my head upon his chest. 


"No, it doesn't,” I said. "But I will one
day." 


He pulled me closer, his arm around my shoulders. I
nestled into him wondering if I had ever felt more satisfied or complete than I
had in that moment. We had walked through the fire together and now I felt as
if we could survive anything. 



 

Epilogue:


Six
Months later 



 

The building loomed in front of me, a tall red brick
structure with a large door leading into the offices within. The historical
detailing had made it eligible for remodeling according to historical accuracy.
I glanced at the large lion heads that adorned the entryway. I didn’t know if I
wanted to step through the doors yet, but I knew that I couldn’t put it off any
longer. 


I smoothed the fabric of my suit jacket, and took a
tentative step onto the first concrete step. My high heeled shoes made a hollow
sound each time it came down on the surface echoing against the brick walls of
the edifice. With nervous fingers I smoothed back my hair, checking myself over
in the reflection of the glass door before pushing though into the hallway. 


The renovations had opened the area to new businesses,
several of which had taken advantage of the property and opened locations
within the hallway. 


I saw a salon to my right brightly lit with pink
lettering and an expanse of empty chairs waiting for beauticians to rent them
out. On the other side a small Italian eatery was in the process of preparing
for their grand opening later in the week. 


We would have to try it, I thought to myself. 


Inside the gated entrance I could see the owners, an
attractive older couple, scurrying about placing last minute details to the
decorations. Further down the hall I saw the doors into a small suite, a
satellite office of a dentist. The gold lettering reflected the light of the
morning sun through the glass door on the other side of the hallway. 


I looked around me, wondering what kind of business
had been here before, a bank I believed is what I had heard when we looked at
the real estate. 


I glanced at the time on my phone and turned down the
right hall. Finally I found it. I walked up to the glass double doors and
examined the lobby within. I couldn’t bring myself to touch the metal bars that
would open the doors. I simply stood for a moment taking in the image of the
doors. 


A few minutes later I hear another set of footsteps
approaching from the same direction which I had come. 


“It's quite a sight, isn't it?” Aiden's said as he
stepped next to me. 


He stopped and looked at the doors much in the same
manner that I had been. 


“Do you think it's too soon?” I asked. 


“Whether it is or not,” he said. “What's done is done.
This is our office now.” 


He stepped forward, pulled out the key and unlocked
the doors. I waited for him to step inside before I also entered. He held the
door open for me as I placed my shoes carefully upon the plush sea colored
carpet. I turned to face him. 


“Congratulations,” I said in a trembling voice. “The
Law Offices of Agnes Klein are now open for business.” 


“It still has that new office smell,” he said as he
inhaled deeply. 


The lobby of our small agency had a desk with a
computer. Behind it two doors led to our separate offices, one for him and one
for me. We had opted for a quiet opening, no fan fair. 


The city had its share of law firms that catered to
the smaller incidents. Ambulance chasers is what I had heard them called in the
past. Aiden and I wanted to do something different from that, but more along
the lines of what the other office had offered us. 


About a month after he had declined the position, I
contacted Ms. Klein through the number on the contact card that I had picked up
the last time I had been there. It had taken some convincing but she finally
agreed to have coffee with me. 


“I have a list of grants that we would qualify for,” I
had told her as she sipped her espresso, bringing the tiny mug to her lips with
a thoughtful look upon her face. “The only thing in which we are lacking is
notoriety. That is where you come in.” 


“And what would my role be exactly?” she questioned. 


“We would need very little input from you at all,
unless you felt otherwise,” I explained. “I have looked into the logistics
extensively.” 


“I’m sure you have,” she said. “Go on.” 


“With your name, the clients would recognize that we
exist with the backing of one of the premiere firms already in the Los Angeles
area. Aiden and I would do all the work. Nothing else would change for you.” 


“And what happens if you fail?” she asked. “My name is
at stake?” I could almost see a hint of a smile upon her questioning lips. 


I picked up my latte and took a purposeful sip,
swallowing carefully and placing the cup back upon the small square napkin.
Then I folded my hands in front of me leaning only my wrists on the table as I
leaned forward. 


“You worked with both of us for nearly three months,”
I began. “You said yourself that you and the partners wanted to find a way to
have both of us stay on. The opportunity itself was quite prestigious, and only
the best of the best were even considered for the part time jobs, isn't that
correct? Now since we both had made that kind of impression do you think that
we would be the types of lawyers, or even the types of people who would fail
under any type of scrutiny?” 


She thought for several minutes, tapping her manicured
nail against the porcelain edge of her miniature cup. Matching my movements,
she lifted her cup, took a sip and then set the cup carefully back into the
saucer. 


“And you have of course thought this through
extensively?” 


“Yes we have,” I answered. “Aiden and I are quite
certain this is what we want to do.”


“Well, the two of you do work well together. That much
is certain,” she said. “Alright, if you can track down the funding for it, draw
up the contracts and we will get together. You can have my name.” 



 

“I'm just glad she went for it,” I said as I looked
over at Aiden. “I don't know what we would have done without her mentorship.” 


He flashed me his crooked grin and said, “I’m sure
that we would have thought of something.” I smiled at him as he sauntered over
to me and wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me close. 


“Aiden,” I said. “We are right in front of the doors.
What is someone sees?” I said. 


“There needs to be clients coming in for someone to
see,” he said. I glanced over at the clock. Nine o'clock. The second hand had
just slipped past the top of the hour. 


“Now we are officially in business,” I said. “The
calls should start rolling in.” 


Oddly enough the phone did ring a minute later.


“I guess we need to hire a receptionist,” I said as I
untangled myself from Aiden's embrace and reached for the phone. 


The feeling of enormous pride filled me as I realized
that everything had fallen into place at last. Aiden was here with me. He had
finished his recuperation in record time and today stood before me as a picture
of health. Ms. Klein had confessed to me during out contract meeting that she
would be glad to mentor us into opening our own firm. 


Aiden and I locked eyes once more. He turned and
picked up his brief case and entered his office. 


I reached picked up the phone and held it to my ear. “You
have reached the law offices of Agnes Klein. How can I help you?” 


Continued in Saved about
Aiden’s brother, the Player brother series. Click here to continue.



 

Get
Each of My Newly Released Books for 99 Cents By
Clicking Here 



 

Click here to read the entire
Stepbrother Romance Series


Click here to read the entire Slammed
Romance Series


Click here to read the entire Breathless
Romance Series



 

[image: free download example ca]



 

Get your
free copy of my never released book when you sign up for the authors VIP
mailing list.



 

Click
here to get your free book 



 


 

Like
me on Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/pages/Claire-Adams/547513332025338


             


Newsletter:
– Click
here to get an email as soon as the next book in the series is available.



 

This
book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are
products of the writer's imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not
to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual
events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.



 

Copyright
© 2015 Claire Adams



 




cover.jpeg
2 i/' o 3 Y
5 ; 2\ X
i U P &
= 3
- A L
S ; ’ N
/ : ) y’ : L\
3 A e
. i A
' .8 E *
L\
_AVER/BROTHER NOVEL

CLAIRE ADAMS





images/00001.jpeg
FREE BOOK!

NEVER RELEASED
BOOK FOR FREE!

CLICK HERE OR THE
LINK BELOW TO
GET YOUR FREE

BOOK






