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   One
 
   When the final bell rang, I was happy that another school year had come to an end. As much as I loved being a high school English teacher, the past year had been a rough one. I spent it trying to balance the challenges of a separation and divorce with the challenges of a demanding profession. I breathed a sigh of relief that I held it together as well as I had. 
 
   My ex-husband’s infidelity had completely decimated any confidence I had in myself as a woman, but I was somehow able to maintain my belief in myself as a teacher. Teaching was the one constant in my life, and had been for the past 17 years. It hadn’t always been. There was a time, my second year of teaching, when I thought that I had made a career-ending mistake. I was also a newlywed then and I felt like I had my marriage to sustain me if my career fell apart. Now, at forty, it was my marriage that had fallen apart and my career was the thing sustaining me. Funny how everything comes full circle. 
 
   My best friend and one of the school’s fine arts teachers, Melanie (Mel) Malone poked her head into my classroom.  
 
   “I have a surprise for you,” she said. 
 
   I wasn’t sure I could take any more surprises. I had just found out that my ex-husband was getting married to the home-wrecking slut who destroyed our marriage. In what could have been the cliché to end all clichés, my ex left me for his 22-year-old TA (otherwise known as teaching assistant or tight-ass & perky boobs, as I often referred to her, when I didn’t call her The Home Wrecker). Not that I was bitter. I just supported him financially and earned all of our household income while he was in graduate school. Then I supported him mentally and emotionally when he was a new professor trying to secure tenure. I made tremendous sacrifices so he could have a brilliant career, and in the end, The Home Wrecker ended up with the prize. And she did nothing to earn it. As soon as my ex became a superstar tenured professor, I was dumped like yesterday’s garbage when she batted a few eye-lashes his way. The Home Wrecker got everything I had worked for and I got to be a 40-year old divorcée. 
 
   “Earth to Jennifer,” Mel said as she walked over to my desk. 
 
   Mel and I met our first day at the state university over twenty years ago and we quickly became inseparable. Our classmates joked that we were the Jen and Mel show because we rarely left each other’s sides. 
 
   “What’s up, Chica?” Mel gave me a look of some concern.
 
   “It’s been almost a year,” I said. 
 
   “Have I told you how much better you are without him?” We both knew it was a lame attempt to cheer me up but I appreciated the sentiment.
 
   “Every day,” I replied. But I still didn’t feel better. I still felt like the woman dumped.
 
   “Here’s what we’re going to do.” Mel held up the brochure in her hand. “I booked us a Girls Getaway Package in Sedona.”
 
   “I can’t go to Sedona,” I moaned.
 
   “Too late. It’s non-refundable.”
 
   I gave her a look of utter disdain. It didn’t faze her one bit. 
 
   “And don’t give me that look,” she said handing me the brochure.
 
   “What look?” I asked, trying to sound innocent.
 
   “Your look of utter disdain. You know that shit doesn’t work on me.” 
 
   Mel was always the tough one. As a feisty redhead, she didn’t take any crap from anyone. If there was an opposite of me, Mel was it. While I was petite and perhaps cute, Mel was nearly six feet tall and rail thin. I had more of an athletic figure, even though I hated sports. I never ran a day in my life but people would always mistake me for a runner. Mel had beautiful green eyes and shampoo-commercial perfect hair. I had brown eyes and a mop of brown curls. 
 
   I grabbed the brochure from her grasp and glanced down at it. 
 
   The Sedona Mountainside Resort was apparently the perfect getaway for any occasion. According to the brochure, the five-star resort was the epitome of opulence and serenity nestled in Sedona’s renowned Red Rocks. Each suite boasted breathtaking mountain views. Not only was Sedona a romantic getaway (barf!) but it was also one of the Top 10 Girls Getaway Destinations. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. I still wasn’t convinced of the sanity of such a proposition.
 
   Mel grabbed the brochure from my hands. “Look at this.” She pointed to a stunning photo of the acclaimed Red Rocks and read a sentence, “Sedona is considered the most scenic place in America with over 500 square miles of awe-inspiring beauty.” She looked up at me. “How can you possibly resist that?”
 
   I frowned. She still hadn’t sold me on the idea. 
 
   “You know this is my way of getting you back in the saddle,” she said. “And I don’t mean horseback riding. Although we could do that, too. Nothing wrong with a roll in the hay with a cowboy.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her.
 
   There were several reasons why I hadn’t dated since the divorce. First was that I was scared. I met my ex-husband when I was a freshman in college. He was the only person I had ever dated seriously and we quickly became an exclusive item. We got married right out of college and that was it. The extent of my great love life was Rob. I wasn’t sure I even knew how to date and I definitely didn’t know how to date in the 21st century.
 
   And even if I wanted to date, where would I meet someone? A bar? A club? I didn’t even go clubbing when I was the appropriate age for it. I couldn’t imagine my 40-year old ass wagging to rap songs with 20-year olds. 
 
   I taught high school students all day and graded their papers all night. It wasn’t like I went anywhere but the supermarket and the occasional trip to a Big Box store. My only other regular activity was walking Pugsy, my four-year old pug. I walked him a lot. But my neighborhood consisted of young couples in their starter homes and retirees on a fixed income. It’s all I could afford as a divorced high school English teacher.
 
   I never told Mel that I’d tried an online dating website—once. I got a few replies from older gentlemen, balding and puffy; they looked kind of like doughboys. I didn’t find any of them attractive at all. Then I received an email from a decent looking guy, who looked promising, until I read his email. He and his wife we’re looking for someone to join them in a threesome. I cancelled my account on the website immediately after that.  
 
   “We leave on Friday,” Mel said. “We’ll be gone five days. You’ll need to get a sitter for Pugsy.”
 
   Pugsy was one of the few things I actually got in the divorce. And I suspect that was only because The Home Wrecker doesn’t like dogs. 
 
   “Can you ask Lizzie to dog sit?” Mel asked.
 
   I rolled my eyes. 
 
   “Your sister is such a royal bitch,” Mel continued.
 
   “She’s a bit rigid,” I said trying to be nice.
 
   “That says a lot coming from you.” 
 
   “I’m not rigid,” I fired back. Am I?
 
   “Maybe not rigid, but you can be inflexible.”
 
   “Isn’t that the definition of rigid?” I asked. 
 
   “Okay, then, Miss Flexibility. Are you going on this vacation or not?”
 
   Peer pressure. Mel was good at it. 
 
   “You know I don’t have any money to spare. How can I possibly go on week-long vacation? And to Sedona? That’s awfully ritzy.”
 
   “This is my treat. You know my aunt left me a shitload of money and I have no one to spend it on. Except you. So start packing, sweetheart!”
 
   I was out of arguments. I guess I was going to Sedona.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Instead of driving right home, I took a detour to my sister, Lizzie’s house. Lizzie was an actuary. If you don’t know what that is, you’re not alone. The only thing I actually know is that she deals with numbers all day. As an English teacher, I deal with words. It’s just one of the many ways in which Lizzie and I are complete opposites. I hated going to her always spotless and perfect house, but I had no one else to watch Pugsy. 
 
   I parked my Prius in the perfectly marbled driveway and hopped out. I took a quick peek under my car just to make sure nothing was leaking or dripping because if I dared to get one spot of anything on the driveway, I would never live it down.
 
   As I made my way up her perfectly manicured walkway, I was careful not to accidently disturb a plant or brush one of the flowers because I would never hear the end of it.
 
   Lizzie must have heard my nearly silent hybrid car pull up, or she heard my footsteps on the pathway, because she was already in the doorway when I arrived.
 
   “What’s up?” she said with a tone that was less than inviting.
 
   “Are you going to be busy the next five days?”
 
   “What is it this time?” she sneered.
 
   I took a deep breath before I ventured on. “I need someone to watch Pugsy.”
 
   Without responding, Lizzie turned and walked into her house. I followed. Her entire house always struck me as more like an Ikea showroom than an actual place to live. 
 
   When Lizzie turned back, she gazed down at my shoes. “You did wipe your feet, didn’t you?”
 
   I held my tongue.   
 
   My sister glared up at me. “Why do you even have a dog if you’re not going to take care of it?”
 
   I’ve asked Lizzie to watch Pugsy twice in four years. The first time I had pneumonia.
 
   “Pugsy’s a boy,” I managed to get out in spite of the overwhelming feeling of intimidation I was suddenly feeling.
 
   Lizzie blinked at me as if she had no idea what I was saying. “You called him an it,” I continued.
 
   “Pugsy is an animal. Don’t start with your anthropomorphism, please. I can’t take it.” 
 
   “Will you be able to dog-sit or not?” I was starting to feel the familiar frustration I felt with my sister every time we interacted. 
 
   “Where are you going?” she countered.
 
   I weighed the idea of lying, but I knew Lizzie would be furious if she caught me. Lizzie never lied. She always told the absolute truth regardless of how it made someone feel. 
 
   “Mel invited me to go to Sedona,” I finally admitted.
 
   Lizzie scoffed. “What are the two of you going to do in Sedona? Wait, I take that back. I know exactly what Mel is going to do. But what are you going to do?” 
 
   “It’s a vacation, Lizzie. I’m hoping to have some fun. You may not have personal knowledge of the word, but I know you know what it means.”
 
   “You and I just have different definitions of fun,” she said.
 
   “I haven’t been on a vacation since Rob left me for The Home Wrecker. I think I deserve a little fun.”
 
   “I heard she’s pregnant,” Lizzie stated coldly. 
 
   It took me a minute to register what my sister said. The Home Wrecker is pregnant? The news came at me like someone had just kicked me in the stomach. It wouldn’t have been such a shock if I hadn’t spent nearly twenty years waiting for the day when Rob and I would have a child together. That day never came because he was too busy in graduate school in our 20s and he was too busy getting tenure in our 30s. Then when he finally became a tenured professor, I thought for sure our time had come. I guess his time with The Home Wrecker had come instead.
 
   “I guess that means you didn’t know,” Lizzie said and I swore she grinned a little.
 
   The room felt like it was closing in on me. Was I going to faint? All those years I wanted a child and I was told no. We have to wait, he said. The time just isn’t right, he said. We haven’t even been separated a year and he’s already having a baby with her? 
 
   I slumped into a stool at my sister’s kitchen counter. I was now 40 and my chances of being able to have a child were getting slimmer by the minute. Not to mention the fact that I was missing one important ingredient to even make a baby—my life was void of any men. 
 
   I finally shook my head in response to Lizzie’s question. 
 
   “Well, they didn’t waste any time,” Lizzie snarked. 
 
   “How did you find out?” I managed to get out with my suddenly dry mouth. 
 
   “My boss plays golf with your ex. I guess Rob was answering phone calls from Megan, sorry, The Home Wrecker, throughout the entire round. My boss was furious.”
 
   I was still stunned. Words completely escaped me, which is usually not a problem for an English teacher.
 
   When I glanced at my sister, she actually looked like she had a note of sympathy on her eyes. She exhaled and said, “Fine, I’ll watch the dog for you.”
 
   I managed a slight smile. “Thanks, that means a lot to me.”
 
   “Let’s not get sentimental. I still expect to be paid. Twenty dollars a day plus food.”
 
   I nodded. Sisterly love. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I got home, Pugsy was waiting patiently at the door for me. He was such a good dog and a wonderful companion. 
 
   “Just let me get changed and I’ll take you for a walk.” I leaned down and gave my little guy a kiss on the top of his head. His tail nearly wagged off. 
 
   A few minutes later, we were doing our standard 30 minute walk around the neighborhood. Several of my neighbors stopped to pat Pugsy on the head, which he always loved. He was the type of dog that basked in attention. He gave them each a few wags of his tail in appreciation.
 
   When I got back to my house, I noticed a Volvo parked in the driveway. I could spot my asshole ex-husband a mile away. And sitting in the car next to him was a young blonde. What the hell was The Home Wrecker doing sitting in my driveway?
 
   I tried to hurry past their car unnoticed, but the minute Rob spotted me, he jumped out of the car.
 
   “We need to talk,” he said without wasting any time on pleasantries. Rob looked a little disheveled, which surprised me. When we were married, he was always too perfectly put together. His shirt was wrinkled and his tie was a bit off kilter. I guess that’s what happened when he no longer had a wife, to take care of all of his clothes. Somehow I couldn’t imagine The Home Wrecker pressing his shirts every week. His dark hair was longer than I had ever seen it and looked scruffy. I wondered if he was growing it longer or if he just hadn’t had time to get it cut. He was also sporting a five o’clock shadow. Rob was always clean-shaven when we were together. I felt like I was standing next to someone I no longer knew.
 
   “What do we need to talk about?” I asked a bit too snidely. 
 
   He glanced around but all of my neighbors were inside, presumably getting reading for dinner, which is what I should have been doing. “Can we step inside?” he asked uncomfortably.
 
   I just stood there with my mouth gaping open. I could hardly believe his nerve. 
 
   “Please,” he pleaded. “This will only take a minute.” 
 
   I didn’t remember him being so whiny. Or going bald. I noticed he was starting to get a small spot on the top of his head. Serves him right, I thought.  
 
   I weighed my options. I could make a scene or just let him in. The quicker I talked to him, the quicker he and his tramp would leave.
 
   “Okay,” I said, without even looking at him. I merely turned and headed into my house.
 
   When we got into the living room, I noticed that The Home Wrecker had snuck out of the car and was now perched at his side. I didn’t invite her into my house but I decided not to make an issue out of it. Some things were just not worth the aggravation. I did glare at her, though, and she returned the gesture. I was immediately struck by the fact that she had already gained a few pounds. She didn’t look pregnant yet. She just looked fuller. 
 
   “So, why are you here?” I asked sharply. I think Rob was a bit taken aback by my tone, but I didn’t care. 
 
   He hesitated for a moment then said, “There’s no easy way to say this so I’m just going to come right out with it. Megan would like for us to get married in the Catholic Church, so I need to know if you would be willing to sign some documents our lawyer is preparing for an annulment of our marriage.”
 
   I could feel my chin drop nearly to the ground. He couldn’t be serious. An annulment would make our marriage invalid—worthless—null and void. Nearly twenty years of my life erased with the flick of a pen. I wasn’t sure what to say. Then it struck me. I glanced over at Megan, who was now gawking at me with her big blue eyes. She tried to feign innocence, but I knew a scheming shark lurked behind her cute little girl-next-door façade. 
 
   Rob was the one who committed adultery. He was the one who left me for another woman. He was the one who got his mistress pregnant out of wedlock. And he was asking to have our marriage annulled so they could get married in the Catholic Church. Oh, the irony. 
 
   Before I could even stop myself, I said, “I didn’t realize the Catholic Church was okay with having children out of wedlock.”
 
   Now Rob’s eyes grew wide. “How did you know?”
 
   “You mean besides the fact the Megan has gained at least ten pounds?” I snarked. It was mean, but I just couldn’t help myself. She was such a hypocrite.
 
   Megan glared at me. 
 
   Rob rubbed her arm in what seemed like an attempt to comfort her but she ripped her arm away from him. Trouble in paradise, I wondered? Wouldn’t that be karmic justice?
 
   Pugsy tentatively approached Megan and gave a few wags of the tail. She looked down at my dog like he had the plague. “Would you please get that thing away from me?” she snarled at no one in particular.
 
   I chose to completely ignore her. Pugsy continued to wag his tail in an effort to get Megan’s attention. She had a pained expression on her face. “I don’t want that dog near me,” she hissed.
 
   “That’s too bad,” I said. “He lives here and you don’t. If you don’t like it, you can leave.”
 
   Megan scowled but didn’t make any attempt to exit. She was clearly not used to not getting her way.
 
   “Will you sign the papers, Jen?” Rob said.
 
   I sighed. I considered telling them I would think about it. But what was there to think about? Rob had made his decision over a year ago and Megan won. What Megan wanted, Megan got. Now she wanted my marriage annulled. 
 
   As much as I missed my parents every day of my life since they died, I was just glad they didn’t live to witness my divorce. When they died, I was still happily married. At least that’s what I thought. Who knows if Rob was ever really happy with me? But my parents were devout Catholics, who believed that marriage was forever. But how could I have forever with a man who clearly didn’t want me? Hell, maybe Rob never truly wanted me at all. Obviously, he was ready to spend his life with someone else. 
 
   “Fine, whatever,” I said. 
 
   When I glanced over at Megan, I could see a sly smile forming in the corners of her mouth. Rob, on the other hand, looked a bit conflicted. This idea was clearly all Megan’s. 
 
   “I’ll get the paperwork to you soon,” he said then turned to walk out. Megan followed close on his heels. A few seconds later, they were gone. 
 
   Even though I hated myself for it, I started to cry. Pugsy hurried over to me with his tail wagging. I bent down and he gave me a big, sloppy dog kiss. Just what I needed.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Two
 
   I got my suitcase from the hall closet. It was dusty from lack of use. Maybe Mel was right. Maybe I did need to have more fun. I looked through my clothes trying to decide what to pack. Everything I owned screamed English teacher. If Mel expected me to meet a man, my wardrobe was sorely lacking. I couldn’t remember the last time I owned anything sexy. Had I ever? Was that the reason Rob traded me for a younger model? I was no longer sexy and desirable. I wondered if I ever could be sexy again. I wiped the teardrop that had escaped down my face. I wanted to feel something other than sadness.  
 
   When Mel picked me up, my mood had improved—slightly. I still wasn’t convinced of the wisdom of the trip, but she seemed pretty sure it was just what I needed. 
 
   She leaned over to me and said, “I know it’s been a while since you’ve been in the saddle, so to speak. Almost a year now, and by the way, I don’t know how you’ve done that, because I need my lovin’.”
 
   Mel was my best friend, but she definitely got around, even when we were young. And she wasn’t picky about gender, either. If she was attracted to a person, she was bound to get him (or her) into her bedroom, no matter what it took. Generally, it didn’t take much.
 
   “It has been a while,” I admitted. What I couldn’t admit was that it had been over a year because my ex-husband stopped having sex with me when he hooked up with The Home Wrecker. I later found out the reason. He didn’t want to cheat on his mistress with his wife. The irony of that stance was completely lost on him. 
 
   I wondered if I was still attractive. I had no way of knowing. My husband left me for a younger model, so that wasn’t a good sign. I thought I still look decent, for a forty year old. Was I really forty? And single? How did my life end up like this?
 
   “What’s wrong, Chica?” Mel asked. “You look so deep in thought.”
 
   I hesitated for a long moment then blurted, “Am I still attractive?”
 
   Mel laughed. Not a giggle either. A big, hearty laugh. I wondered if that was good or bad. Was she laughing because it was a ridiculous question, and I was still attractive, or because I was so unattractive that the question was equally ridiculous? 
 
   When Mel glanced over at me, she gave me a warm smile. “I didn’t mean to laugh, but what a completely ridiculous question.”
 
   I knew it. But why was it ridiculous? I was afraid for the follow-up. What if I was truly no longer attractive?
 
   “Woman, you are fine. You were fine when we were in our 20s and you’re still fine at forty.”
 
   Still fine, I thought. I’ll take it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The trip from Phoenix to Sedona took a little over two hours. I had only been to that part of the state a few times and never with Rob. He didn’t like to travel. I had forgotten how beautiful and scenic the place was. But the beauty comes at a price. Sedona isn’t cheap.
 
   The Sedona Mountainside Resort was definitely one of the more upscale places in town. When we pulled up to the front drive, I was immediately impressed. The brochure did not lie. The place was stunning. Sleek and sophisticated. I actually got a little chill of excitement as we hopped out of the car and grabbed our bags.
 
   Mel paid for the valet service, which didn’t surprise me because she said she planned to go all out while we were on vacation. She never did anything half way.
 
   The hotel lobby had a gorgeous fountain courtyard that sparkled with thousands of tiny lights. I felt like I had died and gone to heaven. 
 
   Mel checked us in and handed me my room key.
 
   “Excited?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. I had to admit I was. 
 
   She smiled. “The lengths I go to get my best friend laid.”
 
   I was suddenly glad we were the only patrons in the lobby. I could feel my face getting hot and I knew I was starting to turn red. I wasn’t sure I could live up to Mel’s high expectations for our trip. 
 
   “Let’s get dressed for dinner,” Mel said as she grabbed my elbow. “We can get a few drinks at the hotel bar and then I’ve got reservations at The Patio on Oak Creek. Open air dining. It’s a new place that’s supposed to be fabulous.”
 
   “That sounds great,” I responded and we headed to our rooms.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I cringed a bit when I opened the door to my room. It was nearly the size of half of my house. I immediately felt a pang of guilt at how much the place must be costing Mel. I would have to think of a creative way to thank her.
 
   The room somehow managed to feel cozy even though it was ultra-modern. I decided the fireplace opposite the bed probably contributed to the cozy feel. And the bed was thick with a huge comforter and gigantic pillows that looked extremely fluffy and inviting. I couldn’t resist lying down to give it a try. As soon as I did, I immediately regretted the decision. It was so comfortable, I didn’t feel like getting up again—ever. I sighed and sank into the bed’s depths of delight. 
 
   I knew Mel would be waiting for me, so I pulled myself from the coziness of the bed and headed into the bathroom. It was equally impressive. I had never been in a hotel with double sinks. I also noted that its stock of toiletries was much larger and more diverse than the standard roadside motel shampoo and lotion.
 
   The hotel also had a huge marble shower and extra-large Jacuzzi bathtub, which looked large enough to easily accommodate two people. Nice. I would definitely be testing the tub out soon. Wouldn’t it be nice not to have to test it alone? Ha! Like that was going to happen. I tried to rein in my fantasies to more realistic proportions. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, I knocked on the door to Mel’s room. When she opened it, my eyes widened. She looked amazing. Mel was always attractive, but in the emerald green backless halter dress and pumps she had selected, she looked like a knockout. When I glanced down at my knee-length flowered dress, I immediately felt inadequate. Yes, I was an English teacher, but did I have to broadcast it with every piece of clothing in my wardrobe?
 
   Never one to mince words, Mel said, “We’re trying to attract guys not audition for a remake of Little House on the Prairie.”
 
   Her words stung a bit but I knew she was right. My thoughts flashed back to the first time I saw The Home Wrecker in her tight little micro-shorts and V-neck that accentuated her very generous bust line. How could I have possibly competed with that? Especially if I really did give off a Laura Ingalls Wilder 1800s prairie vibe. 
 
   “Tell me you have something else to wear,” Mel implored. 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously, Mel,” I shot back with a little too much anger and hurt in my voice. “When do I ever go out?”
 
   Mel grabbed me and hugged me. “It’s okay. We can fix it.”
 
   She pulled me into her room and shut the door. 
 
   When she opened her closet, I nearly fell to the floor. The small space was overflowing with outfits. I knew she had brought a suitcase that made mine look tiny in comparison, but how did it hold everything that was in the closet? It was nothing short of a miracle. 
 
   “I know it may seem like a lot of stuff, but depending on who I meet, I want to make sure I’ve got all bases covered from slutty and seductive to elegant and classy.”
 
   I had to hand it to Mel—in the dating department, she had it going on. Of course, she’d had many years of practice. While I spent most of my 20s and 30s married to Rob, she had been playing the field. 
 
   “So, what kind of mood are you in?” she asked. She pulled a red strapless silk chiffon dress from the closet. “This one is alluring temptress.” She handed it to me. Then she pulled a second one from the closet. “This is naughty girl.” The dress was shoulder-baring and black sequined. She pulled a third one from the closet. “This is vision of the night.” It was a lovely sapphire lace peplum dress that I thought might look good with my coloring. 
 
   “I realize I’m a bit taller than you, but these three are extremely short and tight on me, so I think they might work.”
 
   “I’d like to try the blue one,” I said and handed her the other two dresses back. I took the dress with me into the bathroom. I held it up in the mirror. The color was stunning. I removed my prairie outfit and put the dress on. It was a tad bit loose but it would definitely work. When I looked at my reflection in the mirror, I nearly started to cry. There was an attractive woman staring back at me. A woman who was still desirable, and maybe even still loveable. 
 
   There was a light knock on the bathroom door before Mel came in. She gave a slight gasp when she saw me. “You’re a knockout in the right clothes.” 
 
   I turned to her and smiled. “Thanks. You’re an awesome best friend.”
 
   “I know,” Mel said and winked at me. “And now we’ve got some men to hunt.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Mel and I got down to the trendy hotel bar, it was already starting to fill up. I was glad to see there was a bit of a crowd because then I wouldn’t stand out as much. Mel chose a small two-seat cocktail table and we both perched on the stools. 
 
   When the waitress came over to our table, we both ordered glasses of Chardonnay. I glanced around the bar. There was certainly no shortage of men in the immediate vicinity but most of them were older than us by at least ten years. Not that I had anything against older men. I hadn’t given it enough thought to even establish any kind of preference for whom I might want to date. Since there weren’t hordes of men lining up to date me, did I even have the right to be picky? Maybe a temperature and pulse were enough when you’re middle-aged and getting back into the dating game Ugh, how I hated those two little words. Middle age. It made me feel ancient.
 
   When the waitress returned, she gave us each our glasses of wine then leaned in close. “Your tab is being taken care of by the gentleman at the far end of the bar.”
 
   Mel gave me a little Cheshire cat grin. She waited for what seemed like an eternity before she lifted her glass and turned in the generous man’s direction. 
 
   I noticed an older man, looking to be in his mid-50s raise his glass to us and smile. He was wearing a green polo shirt and dress slacks. He had a bit of a paunch but not the worst I had ever seen. I was glad to see he still had a thick head of hair, even if it was completely grey. I guess he would be considered attractive, but he was definitely not my type. Not that I really knew what my type was. I just knew he wasn’t it. 
 
   Mel turned back to me. “Is he still looking at us?”
 
   I glanced up and he was still gazing in our direction. I nodded.
 
   “Good,” she said as she grin grew wider. “It’s time to go.”
 
   Confused, I took a big sip of the wine the waitress had left. It was delicious and I was sorry to leave the rest of the glass. I noticed that Mel hadn’t even touched hers. “Aren’t you even going to drink the wine?” 
 
   She shook her head. I had no idea what she was doing but she seemed confident in her approach. We both stood and exited the bar. She didn’t look back. She didn’t do anything to acknowledge the man again. I found it both strange and fascinating. 
 
   We headed to The Patio on Oak Creek for dinner. The place was upscale but very intimate. The sun was getting ready to set and the outdoor tables right on the shoulder of the creek were perfect. I had never had dinner with the lovely sound of the creek as background music. It was divine.  
 
   I was glad we actually got to drink the wine we ordered. And we followed it up with delicious tomato bisque soup, then a main course of Chilean Sea bass, which seemed perfect with the creek setting. We decided upon a lighter desert of seasonal fruit and crème.  
 
   On the walk back to the hotel, Mel reminded me of the plans for the following day. 
 
   “We have to get up early,” she said. “We’re booked on a Jeep tour. It’s supposed to be the best way to see the sites of Sedona.”
 
   “How early is early?” I asked. “We’re supposed to be on vacation.”
 
   “He’s picking us up right outside the hotel at 8:30.”
 
   I cringed. 
 
   “This is supposed to be the best Jeep tour company in Sedona,” she continued.
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “Says who?”
 
   “Their website.”
 
   I just shook my head. I was stuck on a Jeep tour first thing in the morning. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When the phone rang, I jumped out of bed. For a moment, I forgot where I was. On vacation, in Sedona, I slowly remembered as I realized there was no dog on the bed with me. No dog to kiss me awake and let me know he needed to go out. What time was it, I wondered as I looked over at the clock. Eight! How did I oversleep that much? I always got up at 6 a.m. I hadn’t overslept in 20 years. 
 
   The phone continued to ring. I picked it up.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Mel said. I wondered why she was sorry. Already. We hadn’t even been in Sedona for twenty-four hours. Usually it took her a day or two to do something worth being sorry about. “I’m not going to be able to make it to the Jeep ride this morning.”
 
   “But you’re the one who booked it,” I moaned. I didn’t even want to go on the ridiculous Jeep ride. She’s the one who talked me into it.
 
   “I know,” she said. “But I just can’t make it. You’ll have to go without me.”
 
   “But I don’t want to go without you. I don’t really want to go at all.”
 
   Then it hit me. The older guy at the bar last night. They had a moment.
 
   “You little slut,” I said playfully.
 
   “You won’t love me any other way,” she said.
 
   “Will I see you for lunch?”
 
   “The Jeep tour includes a picnic lunch. But I’ll see you for dinner. I’ve already got reservations. Have fun!” And with that, she was gone.
 
   I thought about me alone with some Jeep tour guide on a picnic. Ugh. He was probably older, balding, with a paunch. And probably married. That would be just my luck. It’s only one day, I told myself. Surely, it won’t be that bad. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I stood in the circular drive right outside the hotel waiting for the Jeep guy to arrive. Mel told me his name was Cody. What kind of name was that, anyway? I imagined some kind of cowboy. Not something I ever found remotely attractive. 
 
   I was starting to get a little nervous. I had never actually ridden in a Jeep before. My ex thought vehicles like that were dangerous. He was probably right. What was I doing here? The things I let Mel talk me into.
 
   A few minutes later, a black Jeep pulled up next to me. On the side of it in gold lettering were the words Jim Miller Jeep Tours. A young man hopped out of the driver’s side and walked up to me.
 
   He was tall, about six feet, and had wonderful wavy brown hair bleached slightly by the sun. Dark sunglasses covered his eyes.
 
   When he came to a stop in front of me, he crossed his muscular arms over his chest. When I glanced up, I thought I saw the sides of his mouth curl into a slight grin.
 
   “Waiting for a tour?” he asked, still looking down at me.
 
   With his arms crossed, the black tee shirt he was wearing drew tightly across his broad shoulders. As I glanced down, I noticed he was wearing slightly faded but nicely fitting black jeans. Very nicely fitting. Wow, I thought. How was I going to spend an entire day with this guy? He exuded pure masculinity and sexuality. I could barely take standing next to him. He made me extremely nervous. Or maybe I was getting turned on? It had been so long since my “on” button was flipped, I had forgotten what it felt like.
 
   “Are you Mel?” he asked trying to draw my attention away from his—jeans. 
 
   I looked up, now a bit embarrassed. “No, Mel can’t make it. It’s just me today.”
 
   “Okay,” he said. “She prepaid for two.”
 
   “Don’t worry. She knows she’ll lose the extra fee she paid.”
 
   He was still looking down at me. “Do I look worried?” I wished he wasn’t wearing those damn sunglasses because I couldn’t read his eyes. 
 
   I tried to speak, but no words came out. What was wrong with me? This man, this very young, absolutely gorgeous and incredibly sexy man, left me, an English teacher, without words. 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   He held out a hand. “I’m Cody Miller,” he said. 
 
   I took his hand and there was a palpable energy exchange between us. A shiver ran down my spine. We held each other’s grip a bit too long.
 
    “Jennifer Ellis,” I said, then quickly removed my hand from his.  
 
   His expression changed very slightly and I swore he glanced down at my left hand. Was he trying to figure out if I was wearing a wedding ring? That’s ridiculous, I thought. Why would this gorgeous and very young man care if I was married? I was…forty.
 
   He had a strange look on his face. It was as if he was trying to figure something out. I pointed to the name on the side of the Jeep. “Any relation to Jim Miller?” I asked.
 
   “You could say that,” he replied.  
 
   As he turned, I couldn’t help but look at his assets in those tight-fitting jeans. It was not like me at all to ogle any man’s backside, but what an incredible backside it was. He walked back over to the driver’s side of the Jeep and hopped in.
 
   I stood on the curb, immobilized. I couldn’t believe how ridiculous I was being. I felt like a fourteen-year-old girl with a crush. A crush? How was that even possible? The guy was definitely too young for me. He looked younger than thirty. He was probably ten years younger than me…at least. I couldn’t have feelings for a man that young. I wasn’t a cougar. Was I?
 
   He glanced my way. “Are you coming?” he asked.
 
   I willed my feet to move and made it to the passenger side of the Jeep.
 
   “Be careful climbing in,” he said.
 
   I cautiously stepped up and into the passenger seat. That’s not too bad, I thought. 
 
   When I looked over at Cody, I noticed he was looking in my direction. Was he staring at me? It was hard to tell with those damn sunglasses.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “It’s hard to see you with those sunglasses on,” I admitted and was immediately embarrassed.
 
   He flipped the sunglasses up so they rested on the top of his head. He had the most incredible brown eyes I had ever seen. They were deep and dark, almost like espresso. When our eyes met, it sent shivers down my entire body. Like tiny earthquakes. I had never felt anything like it before. Not even with Rob. 
 
   “You’ll need to buckle up. There’s some pretty rough terrain out there. I don’t want you to fall out of the Jeep.”
 
   I stared at the seatbelt nearly immobilized. I couldn’t take my eyes off of Cody. There was something so completely magnetic about him. But it was more than that. I felt overwhelmingly drawn to him and I couldn’t figure out why. 
 
   “Want some help?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, because I was still having trouble getting any words out. Not. Me. At. All. 
 
   “Before I buckle you in, do you have a scrunchie?”
 
   I frowned. 
 
   “The thing girls pull their hair back with?”
 
   I hadn’t even thought about bringing a hair tie or even a hat. So much for being prepared. I shook my head.
 
   “I’ve gotcha covered,” he said. “Just open the glove box.”
 
   I did as he said. The right side of his glove box was filled with a rainbow of different colored scrunchies. 
 
   “Grab whatever color you’d like,” he offered.
 
   I hesitated. “Are they used?” I asked and wrinkled my nose up a bit.
 
   He laughed. “Of course not. Girls use them and take them home with them. I restock every few weeks.”
 
   I reached over and grabbed a light blue scrunchie and tied my hair back with it.
 
   I could feel Cody’s gaze on me. I glanced over and his was staring at me intently. “I would have pegged you for a pink scrunchie kind of girl.” 
 
   “No, I’m definitely blue,” I said, then realized the double meaning in my words.
 
   He nodded as if he understood my underlying meaning. 
 
   Then he reached right over me and grabbed the seat belt. Our bodies were so close, I could smell him. He smelled fresh and clean with a hint of cinnamon. I was entranced. As he placed the seatbelt over my chest, another bolt of electricity moved through my entire body. When I looked up, his eyes were glued on me. There was so much sexual tension in the air between us it was almost unbearable. I didn’t realize I had so much want, so much need, so much lust, inside me. This guy had reignited a passion in me that I thought might have been lost for good. 
 
   The undercurrent between us finally subsided a bit after he buckled my seatbelt. I wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   “So, does everyone call you Jennifer?” he asked. I was surprised by the question. 
 
   “Almost everyone. My friend, Mel, the one who made the reservations for this tour, calls me Jen.”
 
   “No one calls you Jenny?”
 
   I scoffed. “Never.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Do I look like a Jenny to you?”
 
   When I looked over at Cody, he had a childlike glint in his eye.
 
   “Jenny’s are playful and fun-loving. And sexy.”
 
   I laughed. “Then I’m definitely not a Jenny.” 
 
   “I think you are. You just don’t know it yet.”
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time I was playful, or fun-loving. Maybe third grade? But wait, did he really call me sexy?
 
   “Okay, Jenny, are you ready for an adventure?”
 
   “You’ve got me strapped into this thing. I guess I’d better be,” I responded.
 
   Cody put his sunglasses back down over his eyes and we were off.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Three
 
   The Jeep ride was a bit rougher than I expected, especially when we went off road. I hung on to the sides of my seat so hard I was surprised my knuckles weren’t turning white.
 
   Cody looked over at me and chuckled. “Is my driving that bad?” 
 
   “No,” I managed to say. “The terrain is a bit more rugged that I thought it would be.”
 
   Cody grinned. “It usually is.”
 
   He wasn’t instilling much confidence in me. I hoped if he rolled the vehicle, he would be willing to come to my rescue and save me. I had a brief fantasy of him scooping me into his arms and holding me tight. Then I ordered myself to snap out of it. Cody was out of my league in so many ways. He was young, gorgeous, sexy-as-hell. What would he ever want with a 40-year-old divorcée? 
 
   “Our first stop is Bear Wallow Canyon,” he informed me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When he finally stopped the Jeep, the view nearly took my breath away. The photos I had seen of the place did not do it justice. The red rock cliffs were like nothing I had ever seen before. 
 
   “Let’s get out and look around,” he said as he hopped out of the Jeep. 
 
   I unbuckled, but before I could get out, Cody grabbed my arm and helped me out.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. He still had a hold on my elbow as he met my gaze. His sunglasses were flipped up so I could see his gorgeous brown eyes again. One look from Cody and my heart fluttered. 
 
   “Better get your camera out,” he suggested as he released me from his grip. “I can take a shot of you in front of the landscape.”
 
   I was suddenly embarrassed. Why had I not thought to bring a camera? 
 
   “You do have a camera, don’t you?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Cody grinned. “No problem,” he said. “Just make sure I get your email address, so I can send you the shots I take.”
 
   He removed a smartphone from his pocket. “Stand right here,” he said as he headed close to the edge of the abyss. It was a long way down. 
 
   I stood where he had directed and he backed up a several feet and put his phone up to his eye. “Say Cheese Burrito.”
 
   That made me laugh. He snapped the shot before I even had a chance to pose. When I walked over to him, I saw that he was looking at the photo he had just taken. He grinned.
 
   When I got close enough to see the photo he’d taken, I was appalled. I looked like a complete fool.
 
   “That’s a great shot,” he mused.
 
   “It is not,” I countered. “You snapped it before I was even ready.”
 
   “I prefer more natural photos. You look so carefree and happy in this one. I like it.”
 
   Me? Carefree and happy? Those weren’t two words that had described me in years. 
 
   “I think you’ll really like the next stop, too. Back into the Jeep.”
 
   Cody took me to the volcanic Mogollon Rim Trail, which was equally impressive. We stopped several times along the loop for photos and Cody continued to take candid shots, which I thought were dorky but he really seemed to like. It had been a long time since I kicked back and had fun. It felt good. And the company was more than fine. 
 
   “I’ve got one more place to take you before lunch,” Cody said. “It’s one of my favorites.”
 
   When we arrived at the Chapel of the Holy Cross, I was impressed. Completed in 1956, the Roman Catholic chapel was actually built into the buttes. A giant cross appeared to support the building as it seems to rise out from the rock. The entire place was framed with picturesque red rocks. One of the rock formations resembled the Madonna and Child surrounded by praying nuns. 
 
   Outside the Chapel, I took in the spectacular view of the valley 200 feet below. I closed my eyes and allowed the slight breeze to warm my face. When I opened my eyes again, I caught Cody staring at me from a few yards away. The sun made the waves of his beautiful brown hair glisten. He walked over to join me as I took in the magnificent view. It was a view that made it more obvious why so many people loved Sedona. 
 
   He stood so close to me that my heart began to race. I chided myself for acting like a schoolgirl. I thought about all of the raging hormones in my classroom. I had a little more sympathy now for my high school students. 
 
   When Cody touched my shoulder, it sent a bolt of electricity through my body. 
 
   “Gorgeous, isn’t it?” he asked. 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “I feel so at peace whenever I come up here.”
 
   When I looked at Cody, he had a lovely grin on his face. I enjoyed seeing him happy. For a split second, his smile seemed so familiar to me, it gave me goose bumps. I tried to shake off the feeling. “I’m falling in love with this chapel,” I said. 
 
   “Me, too,” he admitted. “It would be a lovely place to get married, if they allowed weddings. And if I found the right person to tie the knot with.”
 
   “Finding the right person is the difficult part,” I said wistfully.
 
   “Not married?” he asked. He seemed surprised.
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   He looked puzzled. “Why not?” 
 
   I could feel my face turning red. 
 
   “If you don’t want to…”
 
   “It’s okay,” I managed to say. I took a deep breath and continued. “I was married. For a long time. To my college sweetheart.”
 
   “What happened?” His inquiry seemed genuine, so I continued.
 
   “He traded me in for a new model.” I gave Cody a false smile, but when I looked back at him he wasn’t smiling back. He eyes turned dark. I wasn’t sure what he was going to say. I couldn’t gauge his reaction. 
 
   “I’m sorry that happened to you,” he said finally. “What was your ex’s name?”
 
   “Rob McMann,” I answered with a bit of sadness I wasn’t expecting. “Why do you ask?” 
 
   “I think Rob McMann is a complete and total idiot,” he said.
 
   I gave a half smile. “He’s a tenured university professor, so I don’t think you can call him an idiot. An asshole, maybe.”
 
   “Any man, who would give you up, is an idiot,” he said firmly. 
 
   When I gave him a smile of appreciation, I could see his eyes dance a bit. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By mid-afternoon, I was starving. Cody must have sensed my hunger because he glanced over and asked if I wanted to stop for lunch. I nodded.
 
   “Great, I know just the place,” he said and smiled. 
 
   We drove to what looked like a secluded location along Oak Creek. The scene was idyllic. It reminded me of a Thomas Kinkade painting. He grabbed a blanket from the back of the Jeep and handed it to me.
 
   “Do you mind carrying this?” 
 
   “Not at all,” I said as I took the blanket into my arms. 
 
   Cody then grabbed a picnic basket from the Jeep.
 
   “This is such a romantic spot for a picnic,” I said without thinking. I could feel myself blush as Cody turned to look at me. He gave me a wicked little grin. 
 
   “I didn’t mean romantic between you and me,” I said quickly, trying to backtrack and cover my mistake. “I just meant romantic in general.”
 
   “I know what you meant and you’re right. It is romantic.” His eyes danced as he looked at me. I gulped. I knew I had to stop thinking of Cody in any romantic way. He was way too young to date 40-year-old me.
 
   “There’s a nice flat spot right by the creek,” he said.
 
   I followed him down to the creek’s edge. He put the picnic basket down then helped me spread out the blanket. The spot he picked was partially nested in the trees but allowed enough sunlight for it to still feel warm. We both took places on the blanket so we were facing each other.
 
   “I hope you like what I packed,” he said. “I try to bring a variety of items.”
 
   I smiled in appreciation. “I’m sure I’ll love it.”  
 
   He opened the basket and removed a box. “Tuscan style flatbreads and Focaccia Crisp Crackers,” he said. Then he removed a cheese tray. “Provolone, Havarti Jack and Gouda.” Then he took out a two other items. “Chipotle Salmon Pâté and Summer Sausage.”
 
   “Sounds great.” I licked my lips in anticipation. 
 
   He then removed a tray that looked like it had assorted fruits. “Strawberries, grapes and kiwi,” he said. “And, finally…” He removed a bottle of Chardonnay and a wine glass. “I hope you like white.”
 
   “I love it,” I said. “Thanks.”
 
   He opened the wine and served me a glass. “Aren’t you going to have any?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “No drinking on the job.”
 
   Everything was so perfect and lovely, I had momentarily forgotten he was being paid to escort me. I realized that was probably the reason he was being so nice. I was fooling myself into thinking he was attracted to me. He was just doing his job. 
 
   We both munched on the items he had packed. They were all delicious. 
 
   “So, did you pick everything out or is it pre-packed for you?” I asked. 
 
   “I do all my own picnic packing,” he answered.
 
   “Great selection.” 
 
   He nodded. “It’s taken me a while to perfect. The most difficult thing was getting the best cheese and cracker combination.”
 
   I smiled. He obviously took a lot of care and pride in what he did. 
 
   I took another sip of my wine and relaxed letting the sunlight shine on my face. It felt so warm. I took a deep breath and relaxed. 
 
   “It’s peaceful here, isn’t it?” Cody asked. I opened my eyes and glanced at him. He gave me a sly smile. 
 
   “And you’re very good company.” I don’t know why I felt so comfortable with Cody. He felt so familiar to me. If I believed in reincarnation, I would have sworn we had known each other in another life. 
 
   We continued to look at each other. His gaze was so strong, I felt like he was looking through me. 
 
    “So, I’ve told you a few things about my personal life. What about you?” I asked.
 
   He grinned. “What about me?”
 
   “Why don’t you have a girlfriend?”
 
   He shrugged. “Not a lot of time. But I’d make time if it was someone like you.” 
 
   I gulped. Maybe he was flirting with me. It was so hard to tell. I didn’t have much experience in that area. Scratch that. I didn’t have any experience in that area.  
 
   He hesitated for a moment, then leaned back and said, “If you want to know the truth, I think I scare a lot of women off. I’ve been told I’m too intense.”
 
   He couldn’t be serious. Looking the way he looked—I pictured him with hoards of admirers.
 
   “You think I’m kidding.” His eyes turned serious. I could feel a knot in my stomach starting to develop. He continued, “I kind of vacillate between being a brooding artist and an asshole.”
 
   I wasn’t sure I liked that response at all. A brooding artist I might be able to handle, but I already had my share of asshole with Rob.
 
   Cody’s gaze was penetrating. It sent shivers through my entire body. I could sense he was waiting for a response, but no words would come out of my mouth. What was wrong with me? I was never at a loss for words. I couldn’t be when I stood in front of a room full of teenagers for a living.
 
   I could absolutely melt in Cody’s eyes. I wondered if he had that effect on all the ladies. “So, does that mean you’re the love ’em and leave ’em type?” I finally got the courage to ask, although I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.
 
   I chuckled. “I may have broken a few hearts,” he replied. I thought he might have been underestimating just a bit. 
 
   He leaned back on his elbows and stared at me. His gaze was so powerful, I felt like he was undressing me with his eyes. It sent shivers through me again. The man exuded pure sexuality. There was no doubt he was an alpha male in every way. As I took in every inch of his masculinity, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had met him before. But that was ridiculous. How would the two of us have met? 
 
   Oh, God…I had the sudden realization that he was young enough to have been one of my students. I quickly scanned my memory banks. I couldn’t remember ever having a student named Cody. I didn’t always remember faces, especially when people changed so much after high school, but I had a good memory for names. No, no boys named Cody. I was reasonably sure I was safe in that department. Not that I would ever, in a million years, consider dating a former student. It had an almost incestuous feel to it. 
 
   When I looked back over at Cody, I noticed his eyes were still on me. I wished I could read his expression. He was right about one thing—he was definitely intense. 
 
   “So,” he said finally, “What do you do when you’re not on vacation?” 
 
   I relaxed a bit and said, “I’m a high school English teacher.” 
 
   There was an almost imperceptible change in the air between us as the words hung in the air. His deep eyes grew even deeper, if that was possible. I wondered what I had said that shifted things. Did he not like English teachers? Our profession did take a bit of a bad rap. 
 
   I tried to lighten the mood a bit. “I have a dog, too.”
 
   A slight smile upturned the corners of his luscious mouth. I thought about what it would be like to kiss him. Then I chided myself for having such thought. I had only known Cody a few hours and I was thinking like a—well, I was thinking like Mel. What had gotten into me? I honestly had not had feelings like this in…I couldn’t remember ever having feelings like this before. I was completely lusting after a man—a much younger man, I might add—and one I hardly knew. 
 
   “I’d be willing to make a wager that you’re a Beagle kind of girl,” he said.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Hmm, maybe a Basset Hound?”
 
   “Nope,” I said.
 
   He scrunched up his nose then leveled another guess. “A Great Dane?”
 
   I laughed. “Don’t you think that breed would be a little large for me?’
 
   He smiled. “Okay, then how about a Chihuahua?”
 
   “You’re not very good at this game,” I said. 
 
   “One more shot,” he said. He looked at me intently, then after a moment, he said, “A Pug.”
 
   I nodded. “Good guess.”
 
   That brought out a full smile and when he smiled, the man lit up everything around him. His smile nearly took my breath away.
 
   “Well, I love dogs. Unfortunately, I work so many jobs right now that I don’t have time to take care of one. Maybe someday…” His voice trailed off as if he didn’t know when that day would be. 
 
   “And why do you have so many jobs?” I was suddenly curious. 
 
   “That’s a story for another day,” he said as he stood up. “We’ve got to get going. I need to get you back before it starts to get dark.”
 
   “It can’t be that late,” I said rising. I looked at my watch. Three-thirty! How did it get to be 3:30? Where had the day gone? It felt like only a few hours had passed by.
 
   I watched as Cody packed up the picnic gear. When I tried to lend a hand, he gave me a look which said it was his job. “I’ve got it,” he said.
 
   The two of us walked back over to the Jeep. He placed the picnic gear into the back and we both hopped into our respective places in the front seats.
 
   “Do you need a hand getting strapped back in?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. 
 
   When he leaned over to help me, I couldn’t take my eyes off of his muscular arms. The man was so hot. Everything about him made me melt inside.
 
   After he fastened me into my seat, he turned his face toward me. We were now just inches apart. A flash of heat rushed through me. 
 
   “I hope you had a good time,” he said. His eyes glimmered and it sent another rush of excitement though me. 
 
   I gulped. “Yes,” I managed to squeak out.
 
   “Good,” he replied. 
 
   His luscious lips were now so close to mine, I thought he might kiss me. 
 
   “I aim to please,” he continued, then winked at me.
 
   I couldn’t believe I was close to having an orgasm and he hadn’t even touched me. Was that even possible? Was I really that pathetic? It had been over a year since I’d had sex and even longer since I’d actually climaxed. 
 
   He moved back over to his side of the Jeep and I exhaled. I hadn’t even realized I had been holding my breath. 
 
   He put on his sunglasses, started the Jeep and we were off.
 
   The trip back to the hotel was quiet. We were both deep in our own thoughts. I wondered what I was doing lusting after a much younger man. Had I lost my mind? Was I really that desperate for male attention? What if the feelings I felt were one-sided? What if he was just being nice to me? What if he was just doing his job and I was really nothing special to him? What if this was how he was with all of his clients?
 
   When I looked over at Cody, I caught him peeking a glance at me. He quickly put his eyes back on the road. Was he looking at me because he liked me or was he just looking at me because he was doing his job? Surely, all of intense energy between us wasn’t just me. Surely he felt it too. Didn’t he?
 
   He pulled right up to the entrance of the hotel, in the exact spot he had picked me up at eight hours earlier. Eight exhilarating hours ago. I couldn’t believe how I felt with Cody. He made me feel young again. He made me feel alive again. He made me feel attractive again.
 
   As soon as he parked, he jumped out of the Jeep and hurried over to my side to help me out. When he grabbed my hand, it surprised me. The heat from his touch radiated through my entire body.
 
   When I was safely on the pavement, I thought he would drop my hand, but he didn’t. He held it in his grasp. “I’m glad you decided to do this with me,” he said. He had a softness in his eyes that I had not yet seen in him. There were so many layers to the man, I could probably peel them back for years. 
 
   Years? Really? Was I already planning a future with someone I’ve only known for eight hours? I was completely and totally out of my mind. 
 
   I wanted to ask him if I could see him again, but that was too forward and I was not that person. Although my heart was coming undone thinking about never seeing him again. 
 
   “I’ll see you soon,” he said as if it was a promise. How could he be so sure?
 
   “Okay,” was all I could manage to get out as I melted into his beautiful brown eyes. 
 
   Then I heard my name being yelled from across the parking lot. “Jenn–i–fer!” The female voice sounded shrill and maybe even a bit drunk.
 
   When Mel approached, Cody quickly dropped my hand. And when he did, my heart sank a few inches with it. 
 
   That’s when I noticed that Mel was dragging an older, grey haired man behind her. He was the man from the bar who had bought our drinks. The man I assumed she had spent the night with.
 
   “Who’s this hottie?” Mel blurted gawking at Cody. The man standing behind her didn’t seemed to be fazed a bit by Mel’s behavior or outburst.
 
   When I looked at Cody, I could see his face had flushed a bit. I wondered if he was embarrassed by Mel’s remark. Or maybe he was embarrassed because he held my had a bit too long and he thought Mel had seen us. 
 
   “I’ve got to get the Jeep washed and put to bed for the night,” Cody said. “It was a pleasure, Jenny,” he said and gave me a quick nod. He was back to business. That quickly. It made me wonder if I had imaged the earlier moment between us. 
 
   When he turned to leave, Mel mouthed, “Oh, my God,” to me. I nodded.
 
   Cody hopped back in the Jeep and I hoped he would take one last look back at me. If he gave me just one look, I’d know he was actually interested and that it wasn’t just me who was completely and totally turned on all day. 
 
   When he started the Jeep, I nearly turned away in shame, but then I noticed he took one quick peek back in my direction. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I noticed an ever so slight smile in the corner of his mouth. Then he turned, put the vehicle in gear and drove away.
 
   “Shit,” Mel said. “That is one fine man.” 
 
   I glanced at the older man standing behind Mel and he was grinning. It was the strangest thing. “Mel’s a spit-fire, isn’t she?” asked the man.
 
   “That’s one word for her,” I added. 
 
   The man chuckled and embraced her from behind. Then he started kissing the back of her neck. The scene was a bit unnerving. When Mel looked at me, I think she could sense my discomfort, so she playfully shooed the older man away from her. “We’ll have plenty of time for that later, Marve,” she said.
 
   “We’ve got dinner reservations for seven,” Mel told me. “Wear something sexy. Marvin’s bringing a friend for you to meet.”
 
   I inhaled a deep breath. After spending the day with Cody, I wasn’t interested in meeting one of Marvin’s friends. I was really only interested in finding a way to go out with Cody again. I had to admit, I had a crush. And not just an average everyday crush. I had a huge monster crush on a much younger man that was probably only going to end in disaster and heartbreak. But at that moment, I didn’t care. 
 
   I met Mel and Marvin in the lobby about fifteen minutes before seven. Marvin said his friend was going to meet us at the restaurant, which just down the road from the hotel, within walking distance. I think Mel was a bit disappointed when she saw the dress I was wearing.
 
   “I thought I told you to wear something sexy,” she reprimanded as she eyed the purple flowered sundress I had put on. 
 
   I thought it was sexy. In a way. Well, sexy for me. “This is all I’ve got,” I replied. 
 
   Mel shook her head. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”
 
   “Need I remind you, that I haven’t actually dated anyone since the 1990s.” 
 
   Mel’s eyes softened. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m sure Marvin’s friend will love you, frumpy dress and all.”
 
   I shook my head and chuckled. Mel certainly knew how to cheer me up.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Four
 
   We arrived at the restaurant at seven and the place was packed. Marvin waved at another grey haired gentleman, who looked to be about his age, mid-50s. Both men were wearing expensive black suits and looked stylish. Marvin’s friend was a bit taller than him and thinner. He looked like he probably worked out.
 
   When Marvin’s friend approached, he stood next to me and held out a hand. “You must be Jennifer,” he said. 
 
   I shook his hand. It was rougher than I expected. “I’m Walt Myers.”
 
   He had light blue eyes that lit up a little when I looked into them. He seemed warm and friendly, but there was no spark between us. Not like the strong sexual energy I felt between Cody and me. 
 
   “I reserved a window table,” Marvin said as he placed his hand on the small of Mel’s back and led her into the restaurant. 
 
   Walt also placed his hand on my back in a similar gesture and led me inside. It felt awkward having him touch me. We didn’t even know each other. And I knew I wasn’t being fair to Walt, but I wished it was Cody touching me instead of him.
 
   We were seated at a lovely table with a gorgeous view of the moonlit mountains. It was breathtaking. 
 
   Marvin asked if we had any objections to him ordering for the table. None of us did. He decided on a bottle of Pinot Grigio, sole and salmon rolls with ginger sauce appetizers and grilled rosemary swordfish for the main course. 
 
   Everything Marvin ordered was cooked to perfection. He certainly knew how to select delicious dishes. Marvin and Walt made small talk about their golf adventures until we were mid-entrée.  
 
   Then Walt leaned over to me and said, “So, Marvin tells me you’re an English teacher.”
 
   I felt at a complete disadvantage because Mel had told me absolutely nothing about Walt.
 
   I nodded politely. I never knew how to respond to questions about my work because people had such mixed feelings about school, especially about their previous experiences with English teachers. 
 
   Then he leaned over and whispered, “I’ve always loved that Van Halen song “Hot for Teacher”.”
 
   I was glad I hadn’t taken a sip of my wine a moment earlier because I would have choked. I didn’t know how to respond, so I just smiled politely, but I wanted to escape. I didn’t find Walt attractive and I didn’t want to lead him on. I felt trapped. I decided to try and neutralize the conversation.
 
   “So, what do you do for work?” I asked.
 
   Walt leaned back and said, “I’m a general contractor, like Marvin. We don’t compete very much though because I’m more industrial and he’s mostly commercial.”
 
   I nodded even though I didn’t have any idea what the business entailed. “It’s getting more competitive though, so I’ll be taking a very early retirement. I want to travel and enjoy life. I’d like to have a companion.”
 
   He gave me a small smile when he said it, as if he was propositioning me. I had just turned 40, so I couldn’t imagine retiring. I was at the highpoint of my career. 
 
   “That sounds tempting,” I managed to get out, but all I really wanted to do was get back to my room, light the fireplace and snuggle in the big fluffy bed. 
 
   When the last morsel of the delicious food had been devoured, Marvin smiled and said, “Anyone save room for dessert?”
 
   We all shook our heads. 
 
   There was a bit of a stand-off as both men tried to pick up the tab but Marvin eventually won out. But he had to promise that Walt could pick up their next round of golf. 
 
   As we exited the restaurant, there was a bit of awkwardness as Walt and I had to negotiate our parting ritual. A handshake would have been too formal but we weren’t at the stage where he could give me a kiss. Finally, he leaned down a gave me a peck on the cheek. He lingered a moment by my ear and whispered, “I hope I get to see you again.”
 
   I nodded and gave him a small smile. I felt a bit of sadness and guilt that I didn’t care whether I ever saw him again.
 
   As we headed back to the hotel, Mel put me through a bit of an inquisition. 
 
   “So, did you like him?” she probed.
 
   I didn’t feel comfortable being completely honest in front of Marvin because Walt was his friend and it was his idea to set us up. I didn’t want to insult him.  
 
   “He seemed nice,” I replied. And it was the truth.
 
   “I think he really liked you,” she said. “He couldn’t take his eyes off of you the whole night.”
 
   I wanted to say, that’s because he was ‘hot for teacher’, but I refrained. 
 
   “I know he’s available tomorrow night, if you’re interested in going out again.”
 
   “Let me think about it.”
 
   I could see Mel was disappointed that I didn’t jump at the chance to go out with him again, but I really didn’t want to. I wanted to see Cody again. Was I being completely unrealistic in thinking that I would ever see him again? Or that he thought of me in that way? Or that he’d even want to see me again? Maybe Walt was the best I could do at 40. I just wasn’t ready to settle yet.
 
   As we headed back toward the hotel, I noticed a small, quaint coffee shop that was still open. “I think I’m going to grab a cup of herbal tea before going to bed,” I said to Mel. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” she asked.
 
   “Of course, the hotel is almost across the street,” I said.
 
   Mel leaned down and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Have a good evening,” I said as I waved them away. I noticed Marvin put his arm around Mel’s shoulder and pull her close. I was happy to see her so happy. It wasn’t often that Mel found someone she was so compatible with. 
 
   I’m not sure why I hesitated when I approached the entrance to the coffee shop. I felt inexplicably nervous. It made no sense. Peering through the window, I noticed the place was clean and well lighted. There were still a few patrons talking and enjoying themselves. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that if I walked through the door, my life would change. I was being completely irrational. I doubted a cup of tea would be life altering in any way.
 
   I forged ahead and stepped inside. The atmosphere was even cozier than it appeared from outside and I immediately felt at home. Whoever had decorated the place had taken great care in every detail. There were shelves of antique coffee pots and tea pots from a variety of different countries and eras. 
 
   Not to mention the fact that they were baking because the place had the aroma of fresh cinnamon buns. The smell almost made me hungry again.
 
   An older couple sat at a table in the far left corner. They appeared to be deep in conversation. The remaining eight tables were empty. A young man sat at the counter eating a sandwich of some kind.
 
   As I tried to decide which table to sit at, I glanced over and noticed the server behind the counter was staring at me. My jaw dropped when I recognized it was Cody. He didn’t smile or even nod, he just stared at me with laser intensity. It made me wonder what he was thinking. 
 
   As I approached the counter, he didn’t take his searing brown eyes off of me. His intensity was a bit unnerving. 
 
   I gulped when he continued to stare at me. Even though we had the width of the counter between us, I could still feel heat and pure sexuality radiating from his body. There was a tenable connection between us that seemed to get stronger with every encounter. 
 
   “What would you like?” he asked, not taking his eyes from mine. I could see a mischievous grin forming in the corners of his mouth.
 
   What a loaded question, I thought. Can I just order you, preferably to go? If I was Mel, those words would have been already been spoken.
 
   “What types of herbal teas do you have?” I asked.
 
   “Mint, chamomile, orange, cinnamon spice. The cinnamon spice is my favorite.”
 
   “The cinnamon buns sure smell good,” I said. “But I just had a big dinner.” 
 
   He had a strange expression on his face. Was it a look of disappointment or was I reading too much into it? 
 
   “I went to dinner with my friend Melanie,” I explained. “And her boyfriend, Marvin.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “And you didn’t have a date?” 
 
   I didn’t want him to know I had been with another man, but I didn’t want to lie, either. “They tried to set me up with someone.” 
 
    “Well, a beautiful woman should always have a date on a Saturday night,” he said. “But I’m guessing the date didn’t go very well.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   He gave me a sexy grin. “Because you’re here with me and not with him. I guess he wasn’t able to close the deal.”
 
   “And that’s something you think you can do?” I couldn’t believe the words had slipped from my mouth. I had never been so bold and daring, especially with a guy.
 
   “There’s no thinking about it,” he replied. “I know I can.”
 
   He looked at me with so much raw sexual desire, I nearly passed out. 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the young guy at the end of the counter wave his arm to get Cody’s attention. 
 
   “Excuse me,” Cody said and headed over to attend to the young guy. 
 
   I let out the breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding. Was I really flirting so shamelessly with a much younger Jeep tour-guide and coffee shop attendant?
 
   I saw the young guy hand Cody several dollar bills then hop down from his stool at the counter and exit.
 
   Cody came back to where I was standing and gave me his full attention once again. 
 
   “Have you decided what you want?” he asked. The question seemed so innocuous on the surface, but the way he asked it and its intended double meaning sent shivers through me. I want you, was all I could think, and it was true. There was something about this man that completely consumed me. I barely knew him, but he felt so familiar to me. He completely intrigued me and frightened me to the core. 
 
   “The buns are tempting,” I said. “But I’d better resist. I think I’ll stick with some cinnamon spice tea.”
 
   He leaned in as close as he could with the counter between us and whispered, “I really think you’re missing out by not giving my buns a try. Maybe you’ll think about taking them to go.”
 
   I swallowed hard trying not to think about taking his buns back to my hotel room. A year was a really long time to go without sex, or even affection for that matter. As much as Mel wanted me to have a fling, I just couldn’t picture myself actually doing it. As much as I craved male companionship, I wanted it to mean more than a one-night stand. Was that unrealistic at my age? I wondered if I’d ever have a chance at true love again. 
 
   I took a step away from the counter and smiled at Cody. He was the epitome of male perfection: rugged, handsome, strong. Was I the only woman on Earth, who wouldn’t take him home for the night? 
 
   “I’ll get your tea,” he said quickly and the electricity-filled moment between us passed. 
 
   I took a seat near the end of the counter where the young guy had been seated earlier. I watched as the older couple threw away their coffee cups and exited the shop. Cody and I were now the only ones left in the place. I glanced at my watched and saw that it was a few minutes before ten. I wondered what time the place closed.
 
   Cody placed the hot tea in front of me. “Enjoy,” he said but didn’t linger. He started what seemed like a closing routine, wiping down the counter and putting items away. 
 
   “What time do you close?” I asked.
 
   He looked up from his work. “Whenever the last customer leaves,” he said and grinned.
 
   I wondered if I should hurry up and finish so he could go home. My dilemma was solved when he pulled up a stool close to me and asked, “Mind if I join you?”
 
   “I’d love it,” I said.
 
   When he sat down, I could feel the energy between us in full force again. I knew it was strange for me to be so overwhelmingly attracted to him so quickly. But there was something about Cody that I found irresistible and I wasn’t sure why.  
 
   “I hope I wasn’t being too forward with the bun jokes,” he said. “Most women seem to enjoy the innuendos. I sell a lot of buns that way.” 
 
   I bet you do, I thought. I couldn’t help remembering how good his buns looked in those black jeans he wore when we were on the Jeep tour. 
 
   “Any big plans tomorrow?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. “Mel already met a man and it’s kind of put a bit of a monkey wrench in our plans. I don’t feel like being a third wheel again. Truth be told, it was a bit awkward at dinner.”
 
   “I hate to see a woman’s vacation ruined. I don’t have any Jeep tours scheduled for tomorrow and I don’t work here until the evening, so if you don’t have plans, I’d love to take you on a hike.”
 
   “That sounds great,” I said. 
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’d like to pick you up early. That will give us more time to sightsee.”
 
   I eyed him. “How early is early?”
 
   He grinned. “Is eight too early?”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Then it’s a date.” Much to my surprise, he leaned in and whispered in my ear, “And maybe I’ll bring you my buns for breakfast.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
     I was awakened by the sound of pounding on my hotel room door. I glanced over at the clock. It was only 7 a.m. Surely, Mel wasn’t up already. But who else would be pounding on my door?
 
   I dragged myself from the bed and slugged over to the door. I peeked through the peephole and sure enough, Mel was standing there staring at the door. I unhooked the safety latch and let her in. 
 
   She charged into my room like she was already on a caffeine high. 
 
   “Marve had a tee time booked and I didn’t feel like driving around in the cart, so I stopped by to see what you were up to,” she said turning toward me.
 
   I hesitated for a moment and before I could even form a coherent thought, she continued. “I’m really sorry I haven’t been good company. This was supposed to be a girl’s getaway to cheer you up. I just never expected to meet anyone like Marvin.” She gave me a genuine grin.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m glad to see you so happy.”
 
   Mel plopped herself on the corner of my bed and made herself comfortable. “Marvin truly is one of a kind,” she said. 
 
   He sure is, I thought. I still wasn’t sure what she saw in him. 
 
   As if she was reading my mind (which she did a lot), Mel said, “I know he doesn’t seem like much on the outside, but he has a big heart. And you know what? He adores me. No one has ever adored me. I’ve had people put up with me because I’m fun-loving and great in the sack, but I’ve never had anyone fall head-over-heels for me. He likes everything about me and doesn’t want to change me.”
 
   I couldn’t help but think about my marriage to Rob. I don’t think he adored me. Looking back, I’m not even sure how much he really loved me. I often thought he proposed because it’s what was expected. We dated all though college and that’s what people did once they graduated. That was the next step—getting married. And he got accepted into a doctoral program and wanted someone to support him. I got a teaching job right away so I was a steady income. I think that also gave him a sense of obligation. 
 
   “Earth to Jennifer,” Mel said to get my attention. “What were you thinking so deeply about?”
 
   “Rob,” I admitted.
 
   She shook her head. “Hell, no! We’re here for you to forget about that jackass. We need to find you a new man.”
 
   I grinned and Mel eyed me suspiciously. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” she pried.
 
   “Maybe,” I said coyly. I wasn’t sure I should tell her. I didn’t want to jinx it.
 
   “Spill,” she said.
 
   I sighed and said, “Remember the good looking guy from the Jeep ride?”
 
   Mel jumped from the bed. “Are you kidding me?” she almost screamed. “Good looking is an understatement. That man is absolutely gorgeous. You have a date with HIM?
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Oh. My. God!” Now she was screaming. “When?”
 
   “He’s coming to pick me up in about an hour. We’re going on a hike.”
 
   “And when were you planning on telling me this? I practically had to drag it out of you. Never mind. We have to get you ready.”
 
   She was now pacing around my room in a frenzy. “An hour! Why are you still in your pajamas? I can’t even believe this. That man is stunning. What are you going to wear?” She stopped her caged animal routine and stared at me.
 
   “I didn’t bring much,” I said.
 
   “Why? I told you we were trying to get you a man.”
 
   I gazed down at my slippers, “I didn’t think you were serious.”
 
   Mel put her hands on my cheeks. “Listen to me. I may not be serious about much, but when it comes to you being happy, I’m always serious.”
 
   I gulped.
 
   “Now we’re going to do this and do it right,” she said. “I want this guy in your bed by tonight. Got it?”
 
   I nodded even though I knew Cody was working the night shift at the coffee shop. And I really wasn’t the type of person to have sex with someone on the first date.
 
   Mel furrowed her brow. That meant she didn’t believe me. “You need to get over the idea of not sleeping with someone on the first date. The whole concept is old-fashioned. This is the 21st century.”
 
   “I actually haven’t dated since the 20th century, so you can see my dilemma.” It was 1990 to be exact. The year I met Rob. 
 
   “Times change,” she said. 
 
   “You’re actually not instilling much confidence in me,” I admitted.
 
   She ignored my concerns and hurried over to the closet. “We have to find something flirty and fun, while still being sexy but not slutty.”
 
   She froze when she opened my closet. “What the hell is this?” she asked.
 
   I gulped. “My clothes,” I muttered. I knew I was in trouble. 
 
   “Do you have anything that doesn’t look like you just stepped out of a library?” 
 
   I sighed. “I brought some shorts and T-shirts.”
 
   “Not helpful.”
 
   “We’re going on a hike,” I said in my defense. “I’m sure the shorts will be fine.”
 
   I grabbed a polo shirt from the closet. “And I can wear this.”
 
   “Oh, hell, no!” She grabbed the polo from my hand and tossed it on the bed. “This calls for the reserves.”
 
   She darted from the room and came back a few minutes later with a beautiful blue silk top I had never seen her wear. She held up the blouse. “Well? What do you think?”
 
   “It’s gorgeous,” I said, admiring the fabric.
 
   “It’s five hundred dollars’ worth of gorgeous,” she said. 
 
   I quickly drew my hand back, now afraid to touch it. 
 
   She continued. “Marvin bought it for me for our six-hour anniversary.”
 
   I shook my head. “I couldn’t possibly wear it. First of all, it costs more than my monthly car payment, and you haven’t even worn it yet.”
 
   She grinned. “And I haven’t even shown you what else he’s bought me. Don’t worry about it. Right now, you need this more than I do. You have to wear it.”
 
   I rubbed the fine silk with my fingers. “This is too much.” 
 
   “I won’t take no for an answer,” she said smiling at me.
 
   I hesitated. Before I had a chance to respond, Mel unbuttoned my pajama top and had shoved me into the bathroom. “We don’t have time to argue,” she said. “You have a gorgeous hunk to get ready for.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Five
 
   When I walked out of the hotel lobby, Cody was waiting for me. He was fidgeting with his shirt sleeves and seemed a bit nervous. Surely, a guy like him had plenty of experience with women. When he looked up and saw me, a huge smile overtook his face. He hurried over to me and carefully examined my outfit from head to toe. “You look amazing,” he said.
 
   “You don’t look so bad yourself,” I joked. He looked amazing, too. He had on a white button down shirt that fit snuggly against his muscular chest. His sleeves were rolled up exposing his muscular arms. He had on dark black jeans, tight in all the right places and black hiking boots. 
 
   He grabbed my hand. “Come on. I have so much to show you.”
 
   He led me over to a different Jeep than the one he had for the tour. This one was red and didn’t have any commercial markings on it. He gave me a hand getting into the passenger side and then stepped around it and jumped into the driver’s side.
 
   “Does everyone around here drive Jeeps?” I asked. 
 
   “It’s easier to get around that way,” he replied. “Did you bring a scrunchie?”
 
   I nodded. “I remembered.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the hair tie. I used it to put my hair into a ponytail. 
 
   “I love it when you pull your hair back,” he said. “I can see your beautiful face.”
 
   He leaned over and gave me a soft kiss on the cheek. It sent shivers through my body. If that simple act could make me feel so much passion, I wondered… Stop, I told myself. Nothing like putting the cart before the horse. Our first date has hardly even started. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” he asked. I could see genuine concern in his eyes.
 
   I nodded. “Everything is great.”  
 
   “Then let’s go.” He removed his sunglasses from his breast pocket and put them on. He stared the engine, put the vehicle into gear and we were off.
 
   “So, how many jobs do you have?” I asked, trying to make small talk, which I was rarely good at. 
 
   He chuckled. “Just four,” he replied. 
 
   I choked a bit. 
 
   “Is that a lot?” he asked.
 
   “That seems a bit excessive.”
 
   He looked deep in thought, as if he was trying to figure out what to tell me or how much to tell me. I knew the look. I got it a lot myself. I was usually the one who was hesitant to reveal too much of my personal life. 
 
   Finally he said, “I’ve been working as an artist since I was eighteen. I was fortunate enough to get an apprenticeship with a well-known sculptor through a mutual friend. I did that for eight years. It was a great opportunity, but no pay. I needed to support myself, so I started working for Jim Miller, the owner of Miller’s Jeep Tours. My dream was always to own my own gallery, mostly to display and sell my own works, but also host other rising artists.”
 
   I could see a look of pure joy radiating from Cody’s face as he talked about art and the gallery. That was obviously his passion. He continued, “When Jim’s dad passed away, he left him a wonderful piece of property with a building that would make a perfect gallery but it needs a lot of work. Jim’s dad was one of the original settlers in Sedona and he owned a lot of property. As he got older, he wasn’t able to take care of all of it and many of the buildings he owned fell into disrepair. Jim’s willing to sell me the property for an extremely good price, but it’s still a lot of money. Hundreds of thousands of dollars. This is a tourist town and I can make quite a bit of money in tips both as a tour guide and in the coffee shop. When the Jeep business dies down in the winter, I sell Christmas trees at Jim’s lot and we use the Jeeps to shovel snow for people. Nearly every penny I make goes into a special account we set up for the gallery, for me to purchase the building and land and make all the necessary repairs. I’ve been saving since I was 18. In another two and a half years, I should have all the money I need to make the dream a reality.”
 
   “That’s one of the most impressive stories I’ve ever heard,” I said. “Most people don’t have that level of dedication and commitment to anything.”
 
   He glanced over at me. “I don’t let anything stand in the way of my pursuit of passion,” he said. “Do you mind if we make a quick stop before the hike?” he asked. “There’s something I’d like to show you.” 
 
   Five minutes later he stopped next to a run-down building that sat across the street from several established art galleries. 
 
   He jumped out of the Jeep and hurried over to my side. He put out a hand and helped me out.
 
   “This is it,” he said. He looked like a proud father showing off his new baby. “I know it doesn’t look like much right now, but it has a lot of potential.”
 
   The building looked like it had seen better days. He was right to say it needed a lot of work. My hesitancy about the place didn’t seem to deter him at all. “Let me show you something,” he said. He ran to the back of the Jeep and removed a backpack. He unzipped the bag and removed a notepad. He opened it and held the page up so I could see it next to the building. It was a like a “before” and “after” comparison. The sketch on the notepad was of a lovely looking Spanish style gallery. I couldn’t see any potential just looking at the timeworn building, but Cody sure did. The sketch of the gallery he intended to build was phenomenal.  
 
   “Wow,” I said truly impressed. “Now I understand why you work so many jobs. Turning that,” I pointed to the building, “into this,” I said pointing to the sketch, “will take a lot of funds.”
 
   He nodded. “It will be worth every penny.”  
 
   When I looked at Cody, he was still looking at the sketch and grinning from ear to ear. There was so much more to this man than the great looking package. The more I found out about him, the more I wanted to know. Was it bad that I already longed for a future with him? I knew I wanted to be with him when he completed the gallery. His pure joy was contagious. 
 
   “You are the only woman I’ve ever told about this,” he said with a more serious expression. 
 
    I found that hard to believe. “Why?” 
 
    “Most women are only interested in trying my buns.” I knew it was a joke, but there was also a bit of sadness in his voice as well. 
 
   “Well, if it’s any consolation, your buns are the last thing on my mind right now.” I pointed to the building, which was starting to grow on me. “It’s amazing.” I said. “You’re amazing.” As soon as those words left my lips, I immediately regretted it. I didn’t want him to think I was a sap. 
 
   He gazed it me and his expression turned serious. “You’re the one who’s amazing,” he said. He bent down a placed a gentle kiss on my lips, which completely took me off guard. My first reaction was to step away. 
 
   “Too soon?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. “You just surprised me.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “A good surprise?”
 
   I nodded. He leaned down and kissed me again, this time with a bit more intensity. The growing energy between us was palpable. When he allowed his tongue to explore my mouth, I was so aroused, I let out a moan. 
 
   When we stopped so the two of us could catch our breath, he took a small step away from me. “We’d better get going. Not that I didn’t enjoy what we were doing, but there are a few sites I really want you to see.”
 
   I was still reeling from the intensity of the kiss that words completely escaped me. I felt like Cody had placed me under some kind of spell. It was a spell from which I hoped to never escape. 
 
   He took me to a lovely place called Soldier’s Pass Trail. The hike was considered moderate but I still felt out of shape. In the places I had trouble with the hike, Cody grabbed my hand and helped me along. He was so strong and I felt safe with him. He showed me several well-known sites like the Devil’s Kitchen sinkhole and the Seven Sacred Pools. He made sure to snap a bunch of photos for me with his phone’s camera.  
 
   Cody showed me a rock formation that looked like an indigenous man surrounded by mountains. His gaze appeared to be far off. I wondered what he was thinking about. 
 
   “This site always reminds me of my dad,” he said. His serious tone and expression made me think that he didn’t have the best memories of his father. 
 
   “My dad was indigenous. My mom was white.” 
 
    “What tribe?” I asked. I was curious to know more about the man I was starting to have deep feelings for.
 
   He hesitated before he spoke. When I looked into his eyes, he seemed conflicted. I sensed he was unsure whether he should open up to me about his past. 
 
   “Cheyenne,” he said finally and looked away.
 
   That one word hit me like a ton of bricks. I realized it was a nation of people, but it was also a name. The name of a boy, who nearly ruined my life. It was a name I had spent the last 15 years trying desperately to forget.
 
   Cody continued. “My dad spent most of his life in prison and that’s where he died.” The somber look on his face told me he still had some unresolved anger toward his father.
 
   “You were raised by your mom?”
 
   He gave one unamused laugh. “My mom was a drug addict. Raising me was the last thing on her mind.” He looked into my eyes. “We don’t need to talk about my ugly past on such a beautiful day. I want you to have fun and enjoy yourself.”
 
   He took my arm and led me toward another rock formation that looked like a sphinx.  
 
   Of course, Cody not wanting to talk about his past made me want to know about it even more. Now I sensed where all the intensity came from. The more puzzle pieces I put together, the larger the puzzle expanded. I wondered if I would ever know everything there was to know behind the depth of his beautiful brown eyes.
 
   As we took in the view, I decided to try a different line of conversation, but one I was equally curious about.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” I ventured.
 
   “Of course, you can ask me whatever you want,” he teased.
 
   I smiled. “Will you answer a question for me?” I tried again. 
 
   “Depends on the question,” he said. I had my hands full with this one.
 
   “Why didn’t you ask me out the first day we met? When you took me out on the Jeep ride?”
 
   “It’s against company policy. Jim is strict about stuff like that.”
 
   “You never make an exception?”
 
   “As much as I wanted to ask you out, and believe me, I really wanted to ask you out, I could never disrespect Jim like that. I owe him a lot.”
 
   I nodded. The man certainly had integrity. 
 
   “I’m just glad you like tea,” he said and gave me a wide grin. “Most people end up at the coffee shop and I was hoping you would, too. Besides, Sedona is a small town. I knew the chances of me running into you again were high.”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Don’t you believe in fate? Destiny?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I knew the definition of those words, but I wanted to hear more about what he meant by them.
 
   He looked deep into my eyes. “The romantic notion that if two people are meant to be together, the universe, or God, whatever you want to call it, will find a way for them to be together.”
 
   “I haven’t really given it much thought,” I said.
 
   He chuckled. “I thought women were supposed to be the romantic ones. Don’t women want to find their soul mates?”
 
   “Do you believe in soul mates?” I ventured.
 
   He nodded. He didn’t take his eyes from mine. A shiver ran through me. I had a strong feeling that destiny had brought us together. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt like I was supposed to meet Cody. 
 
   “Besides,” he continued, “You gave me your email for the photos, remember? If fate didn’t eventually bring us together, I knew the Internet would.”
 
   That made me smile. How could I have forgotten he was going to email me all of the photos?
 
   He grabbed my hand. “We’d better keep hiking. I want you to see Brins Mesa.”
 
   The trail got steeper and we had to traverse several stone staircases to get to the top, but when we made it, the view was worth the effort. 
 
   Cody turned to face me. His face alighted with a big grin. “So, was it worth the climb up here?”
 
   “This is incredible,” I said. “I didn’t think Arizona could be this beautiful.”
 
   “Sedona gets a lot of tourists, but not many people make it this far,” he said.
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For a wonderful day. I don’t get too many of them.”
 
   He stepped so close to me, I could feel his breath on me. “We’ll just have to change that.” He brought his lips close to mine and gave me a soft kiss. 
 
   When I opened my eyes, he was staring at me intensely. “Was that okay?” he said.
 
   I couldn’t speak. I was melting inside. I nodded.
 
   He bent down again, but this time his kiss was more passionate and urgent. My body responded with feelings I had never felt before. I longed for him to possess every part of me. 
 
   When he pulled away, he took my face in his hands. “Was that still okay?” 
 
   “More that okay,” I managed to mutter.
 
   He grinned. “We need to head back so I can get ready for work.”
 
   I looked at my watch. It was already past two. I knew he had an evening shift. “I hope I didn’t make you late.”  
 
   “You’re worth it,” he said.
 
   “Why do you like me so much?” I blurted before I could stop myself. He eyed me like it was a ridiculous question.
 
   “What’s not to like?” he replied.
 
   “I’m sure you could have your choice of women. Why would you choose me?”
 
   He grinned. “When was the last time you looked in a mirror?” 
 
   I tried to make my expression more serious. “There’s a significant age difference between us.” There, I finally got it out into the open.
 
   He chuckled. Not the reaction I was expecting. “Is that what you’re worried about?” He looked into my eyes. “It’s not even an issue.”
 
   Maybe it was an issue for me, I thought, but I didn’t want to press the matter any further. Perhaps Mel was right. I should relax and have fun with my hot young date. It wasn’t like I was looking for a relationship with him. Was I?
 
   He grabbed my hand. “Let’s get back to the Jeep.” 
 
   As we walked down one of the stone staircases, I somehow lost my footing. I looked over at Cody and I could see a look of panic spread over his face as he tried to catch me. But I dropped too quickly and went sliding what seemed like several hundred feet down the incline. The only thing that stopped me from taking an even worse tumble, probably to my death, was a huge boulder. When I slammed into it, I put my hand out in a panic and got it smashed between me and the big rock.
 
   Within seconds, Cody was on the ground next to me and I was being cradled in his arms. 
 
   I could feel the tears well up in my eyes and I tried to stifle my urge to wail in both pain and embarrassment. 
 
   Cody attempted to calm me by gently caressing the side of my face with his hand. “It’s going to be okay,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
   My breath hitched and I could feel the hot tears streaming down my face. Cody did his best to wipe them away. Then he kissed my forehead. 
 
   “We need to figure out if anything is broken,” he said. 
 
   I felt so warm and safe in his arms, I had momentarily forgotten about the pain in my hand.
 
   As he rose to his feet, he gently lifted me up with him. “Can you stand?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. “It’s my hand.” 
 
   We both looked at my injured appendage. It was scrapped up pretty badly and starting to bleed. When I looked down at Mel’s silk shirt, I was horrified to see that it was torn up and filthy. I couldn’t hold my emotions back any longer. I sobbed.
 
   Cody took my face in his hands. He wiped away my tears and tried to smile, but I could tell he was upset, too. “I need to get you to the hospital,” he said calmly.
 
   I shook my head. I hated hospitals. 
 
   “You need to have your hand looked at.”
 
   He was right. The pinkie side of my hand was now throbbing with pain. “Okay,” I finally agreed. 
 
   Before I knew what was happening, Cody scooped me into his arms to carry me back to the Jeep. 
 
   “This really isn’t necessary,” I said.
 
   “What?” he looked puzzled.
 
   “I hurt my hand,” I said. “I’m still capable of walking.”
 
   “Just let me take care of you,” he said. “Please let me do that.”
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time someone took care of me. It had to be my parents when I was a kid. Rob certainly never did. He was always the one who needed to be taken care of. I nested my head on Cody’s chest and closed my eyes. I felt so safe in his arms.
 
   Cody drove as fast as he could and we made it to the hospital quickly, but my hand was throbbing in pain. I could feel tears streaming down my face as we entered the Emergency Room.
 
   Cody led me to the front desk. A stark looking woman with glasses pushed down her nose glanced up at me. “How can I help you?” she asked.
 
   “I slipped and fell while I was hiking,” I said. “I injured my hand.” I held up the offending appendage. 
 
   She grimaced. “Ouch.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She continued. “I’ll need to see some ID and your insurance card.” She looked down her nose at me. “You do have insurance, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course,” I said. I fumbled for my purse, which was difficult with my hand in so much pain.
 
   “Here, let me help you,” Cody said. He carefully removed the purse from my arm and placed in on the counter. He unsnapped the front and opened the pouch. He removed my wallet. When he opened my wallet, the photo holder contained a picture of Pugsy. I was mortified. I could see a smile forming as Cody said, “Cute dog.”
 
   “My license and insurance cards are right behind Pugsy’s photo,” I told him.
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Pugsy?” He stifled laughter. He glanced at me and said, “Sorry,” then kissed the tip of my nose. 
 
   “I wanted a Pug since I was a little girl and I always wanted to name him Pugsy.”  
 
   The woman at the counter cleared her throat. “The two of you are very cute, and so is Pugsy, but I’d like to get a photocopy of your ID and insurance cards, so we can get your paperwork processed and you can see a doctor,” she scolded. 
 
   Cody took the ID and insurance cards from my wallet and handed them to the woman. She took the two cards from Cody and handed him a clipboard with paperwork and a pen. “She’ll need to sign the bottom of this form.”
 
   My eyes went back and forth between the pen and my hand. Grin and bear it, I thought. 
 
   “I can help you,” Cody said. Very gently, he placed the pen in my hand and then guided my signature with his hand. 
 
   He smiled at me like a proud father. “You did it,” he said. He took the clipboard and pen and handed them back to the woman. 
 
   “I assume you want your boyfriend to go back with you,” the woman said.
 
   Before I could say that Cody was not my boyfriend, he nodded. “I want to be there for you,” he said.
 
   I nodded to the woman and she told us to take a seat in the small waiting area until my name was called.
 
   We were the only two people waiting so it didn’t take long before a nurse peeked her head out and said, “Jennifer Ellis.”
 
   We both followed the young woman as she led us into the emergency room area. She opened a curtain and motioned for us to take the small room. 
 
   “I need for you to sit on the bed,” she said to me. She then motioned to Cody, “You can take a seat there.” She pointed to a chair right next to the bed. 
 
   I did as I was instructed and parked myself on the hospital bed. Cody sat on the chair next to the bed and made sure that he moved the chair as close to the bed as was humanly possible. The nurse excused herself and closed the privacy curtain before exiting. 
 
   I slumped down onto the pillow at the top of the bed and sighed. What a great ending to our date. Not.
 
   Cody took my non-injured hand and held it in his. “I’m sorry you were hurt.”  
 
   I gave him a half-hearted smile. “Don’t you have to go to work? I don’t want you to get in trouble or anything.” 
 
   “I’ll phone my boss and let him know. It’s not a big deal. I’m more worried about you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
   He kissed my cheek. “My pleasure,” he whispered in my ear. The gesture sent shivers surging through my body.  
 
   “Why don’t you just rest until the doctor comes in?” He gently stroked the top of my good hand and let his fingers move up to softly caress my arm. Despite the unfortunate setting, I was getting completely turned on by Cody’s touch. 
 
   I thought about the last time I was in a hospital Emergency Room. I had fallen while taking Pugsy for a walk and twisted my ankle. It was when he was still a puppy and had tons of energy. I had to practically beg Rob to take me for X-Rays because he was working on his application for tenure. He drove me to the ER and dropped me off in front of the driveway. I was lucky he even stopped the car for me to get out because he was in such a hurry to get back to his work. 
 
   Of course, I could barely walk and it was several hundred yards to get into the building. Luckily a hospital employee saw me struggling and he got me a wheelchair so I could make it into the building. It was difficult to stomach some of the pitying looks the hospital staff gave me when they asked me if I had someone with me and I had to say no. And how pathetic was I when I had to wait in that same driveway, with my foot all bandaged up, for over an hour, for Rob to pick me up. He said he was “on a roll” with his application and couldn’t pull himself from the computer. I guess his indifference to my injuries should have been a clue that he was also indifferent toward me and our marriage.
 
   I looked over at Cody and smiled. 
 
   “What’s that smile for?” he asked.
 
   “I appreciate you being here with me,” I said. “It means a lot to me.”
 
   He furrowed his brows. “Where else would I be?”
 
   He pulled my non-injured hand up to his lips and gave my fingers a soft kiss. 
 
   When the privacy drape opened, a middle-aged woman in scrubs walked in. “I’m Dr. Weller,” she said in a professional tone. “What happened?”
 
   I explained how I had tumbled down the mountain and sustained my injuries. She carefully lifted the elbow connected to my injured hand in an effort to inspect my hand more closely. 
 
   “This will need to be cleaned, but I don’t think you’ll need stitches. The bleeding seems to have subsided. We’ll have to do a few X-Rays to make sure nothing is broken. I’ll be back in a few minutes with a nurse assistant. They’ll also be someone coming by to complete your paperwork.” She gave me a forced smile then exited the room, pulling the privacy drape back in place as she exited.
 
   “She’s all business,” I said.
 
   “Hopefully, nothing is broken and you can get back to normal soon,” Cody said. He now had the fingers of my good hand entwined in his. 
 
   “Or as normal as possible for me,” I joked.
 
   The privacy drape opened again and a young women entered with a clipboard and more paperwork.
 
   “Jennifer Ellis?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. She asked for my ID and before I could even reach for my purse, Cody had removed my wallet and handed her my driver’s license. 
 
   “What’s your date of birth?” she asked.
 
   Ugh. Really? Cody was sitting right next to me. Did I have to say it out loud for him to hear it? I knew he’d find out how old I was eventually, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to admit to him that I was forty.
 
   “It’s on my license,” I squeaked. 
 
   She glanced over at Cody and gave him the once-over. Then she looked at me more closely. Yes, I’m an older woman, I wanted to shout. But do I have to make it that obvious how much older? 
 
   “I actually need for you to tell me your date of birth,” she said. “It’s required.”
 
   “August 8, 1972,” I said. I didn’t dare look over at Cody but I noticed that he gave me hand a squeeze.
 
   The woman used a small machine she carried to scan my license then she handed it back to Cody, who placed it carefully back into my wallet.
 
   “The doctor should be back in a few minutes,” she said as she exited the room.
 
   Once again, we were by ourselves. I looked over at Cody. He was grinning. “So, why are you so hung up on the age thing?” 
 
   “Because I’m forty. Middle aged,” I said as I held back tears.
 
   Cody rose and kissed my cheek. Then he put his lips up to my ear. “I heard women reach their sexual prime in middle age,” he whispered. “I’m dying to find out if that’s true.”
 
   My entire body began to quake as he put little kisses down my neck.
 
   “And men reach their sexual prime at twenty-nine, so we’re a perfect match.”
 
   I didn’t think that was true, but it didn’t matter when he grabbed my earlobe in his mouth and sucked on it. 
 
   “We’re in a hospital room,” I said anxiously.
 
   “I know,” he said as he kissed my chin and made his way to my lips.
 
   His kiss was soft but still erotic. It was as if he was caught between wanting to give me a harder and more penetrating kisses and not wanting to hurt me. When our lips separated, I felt a bit of a letdown. I didn’t ever want him to stop. I never felt like I belonged with someone as much as I felt I belonged with Cody. It didn’t make any rational sense whatsoever, but I really did feel like destiny was at play. It was both exhilarating and panic-inducing. 
 
   “How are you doing?” he whispered as he gently kissed my forehead.  
 
   “My hand doesn’t hurt as much anymore,” I said and exhaled. He left me nearly breathless.
 
   “I’m glad I could be of service,” he said and grinned. 
 
   When the privacy curtain opened again, the doctor walked back in with a nurse. She was carrying all kinds of wound care items. Cody stepped back and let them do their work on my cuts.
 
   After I was cleaned, doused with anti-septic and bandaged, the nurse said, “Now we’ve got to get you to X-Ray.” She looked at Cody and asked him if he’d carry my personal effects. I couldn’t help but smile as the gorgeous and uber-masculine Cody walked dutifully down the hallway with my purse in his hand. It didn’t seem to faze him a bit. Maybe he wasn’t lying about wanting to take care of me. 
 
   Luckily, nothing was broken. I was discharged from the hospital with some additional bandages and antibiotic cream. Cody looked tired as he walked me back to his Jeep. 
 
   “Thanks, again,” I said. 
 
   “I’ve never actually had anyone to take care of before,” he admitted. “I like it.” 
 
   I smiled. “Well, you’re good at it.”
 
   He leaned close to my ear and whispered, “There are other ways I’d like to take care of you.”
 
   The closeness of his face to mine and the suggestion of intimacy sent shivers down my spine.
 
   “I know you must be tired, so that will have to wait for another day.” 
 
   With the electricity he had just sent coursing through my body, tired was the last thing I was. 
 
   He gave me a soft kiss on the cheek. I wanted more. So much more. My body was aching for more of his touch.
 
   “I’d better get you back to the hotel.”
 
   And with that, he helped me back into the Jeep and we were off.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I was glad when he parked the Jeep in the lot rather than pulling up to the drive. It would have been awkward saying goodbye in front of the hotel. And parking meant there was a chance, no matter how slight, that he would stay with me, even for a little while. I don’t know why, but I just wanted to be near him. I felt safe in his presence. And desirable. It had been a long time since I felt either of those things.
 
   “I’ll walk you to your room,” he said and it wasn’t a question. 
 
   I smiled. Was he still taking care of me? I wanted to tell him that he could take care of me in my room, too. But I didn’t want to sound like an idiot, or even worse, be rejected.  
 
   He held my hand as we walked through the lobby and headed toward my room. It was a bit awkward when we both stood outside the door. 
 
   “Would you mind getting the key out of my purse and opening the door for me?”
 
   He did as I asked, but when I entered the room, he waited outside. I was a bit disappointed.
 
   “You can come in,” I invited hopefully. I felt so vulnerable. What if he was just being nice and really didn’t want me after all? Or even worse, what if he changed his mind? I looked down at my torn and dirty clothing and realized what a mess I was. 
 
   He stepped into the room but seemed to still have some hesitation in his eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   He stepped closer to me and cupped my face with his strong hands. He looked into my eyes with a serious expression. “I want you, Jenny. I’ve wanted you from the moment we met. But I’m not sure this is the best time. You’re injured and I don’t want to hurt you. When we’re together, I want it to be perfect.”
 
   I sighed. He had a point. But I just couldn’t stand the idea of him walking out the door. “Do you want to just lie on the bed and take a nap with me?”
 
   He grinned. “If I lie on that bed with you, there will not be any napping going on, I can assure you of that.” 
 
   I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes. He was going to leave. I tried my best to hold myself together. He bent down and kissed my forehead. “You need to get some rest.” 
 
   How could I possibly rest with all of the sexual tension now running through my body?
 
   “I’ll call you later,” he said. 
 
   I just nodded. I didn’t dare speak for fear of crying. What had come over me? I was acting like a baby. But there was part of me that was afraid that I might never see him again. 
 
   When the door shut behind him, I allowed the tears that had been welling up to stream down my face. 
 
   By dinnertime, Cody still hadn’t phoned, so I made plans to meet Mel and Marvin for dinner. I made it clear, though, that I had no interest in going out with Walt again. 
 
   We decided to get something light in the hotel restaurant. When Mel and Marvin saw that I was wearing a bandage on my hand, both of their jaws dropped simultaneously. 
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” Mel gasped.
 
   “I’m fine. I fell when we were hiking.”
 
   “Did you fall all the way down the mountain?” Mel asked. Even though I knew she was concerned, I also knew she couldn’t help her sarcastic side.
 
   “Just a few hundred feet,” I said. 
 
   Marvin whistled. “You’re lucky you just hurt your hand.”
 
   “The good news is, it’s not broken,” I said. “The bad news is, Mel’s new silk shirt is.”
 
   “At least tell me you got laid,” Mel retorted. “Tell me ruining my shirt was worth it.”
 
   I felt myself getting red. Mel and I often talked to each other in such blunt terms, but I wasn’t used to talking about my sex life (or lack thereof) in front of Marvin. I glanced up at the man and he was grinning from ear to ear as if we were having the most normal conversation in the world. 
 
   “I wish I had better news, but alas I do not,” I said. “Not that I would have sex on the first date anyway.” I didn’t want to mention that I probably would have if Cody had made a move. 
 
   “Mel’s right,” Marvin said. “You two really are complete opposites.” He leaned down and nuzzled her behind the ear. Then I swear I heard him growl like an animal. 
 
   I sighed. I didn’t know how I would ever have an appetite watching these two practically making out all night. 
 
   When it didn’t look like Mel and Marvin were going to stop their public displays of affection on their own, I cleared my throat. Loudly. They finally got the hint and backed away from each other. 
 
   Mel looked a little flustered, which was a first, but she quickly came to her senses and said, “At least tell me you got another date to redeem yourself and get some goodies.”
 
    “Not yet,” I sighed. I was so disappointed I hadn’t heard from Cody, I could have cried. 
 
   Mel raised an eyebrow. “I told you, you have to give them something to keep them coming back for more.” 
 
   Marvin snickered then he leaned in for another kiss and they went right back at it for another round of making out. Ugh. It was going to be a very long night.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Six
 
   I was back in my room by eight and under the covers reading my book by firelight by nine. Still no calls from Cody, though. Maybe I had imagined his interest in me. Or maybe he changed his mind about me when he really thought about the difference in our ages. By ten o’clock, I was about the give up on him when my cell phone rang.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Cody asked.
 
   “Better,” I said in a little too short of tone, but I was disappointed that he had waited so long to call.
 
   “I ended up going into work,” he explained. “I would have phoned earlier, but we were swamped. I just closed.”
 
   “Thanks for checking in on me,” I said, my tone softening. “I know you’re busy.”
 
   “So I wanted to find out if you have plans tomorrow for dinner. I want to take you on a proper date. One that doesn’t involve tumbling down mountains.”
 
   I laughed. “I would love to go out with you tomorrow.” 
 
   “Great, I’ll pick you up at six.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I phoned Mel as soon as I got up the next morning. 
 
   “Why are you calling so early?” she moaned.
 
   “It’s nine,” I said. “That’s not exactly early.”
 
   “It is when you’re up all night, um, never mind.” She yawned then continued. “What’s up?”
 
   “I have a problem,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, I know. I’m the one who has been trying to get you laid, remember?”
 
   I was glad to see her sense of humor had finally woken up. “Cody phoned last night and I have a date tonight.”
 
   “You’re right. You do have a problem. We need to go shopping ASAP. You need a killer outfit and something even sexier to go under it.”
 
   “Let’s not get crazy,” I said. I was still having a hard time accepting the notion that a man was actually going to get underneath my outfit. Of course, if anyone was going to go there, I was glad it would be Cody.
 
   “Marvin already left for his tee time, so I have at least until lunchtime free. I’m sure we can find something for your big date.”
 
   Mel and I found a cute little women’s clothing shop a few blocks from the hotel. The place was intimate but it carried quite a selection of designer fashions. With the price tags to match. I suddenly had a difficult time with the idea of paying nearly a week’s salary on a dress.
 
   Mel narrowed her eyes at me. “What up, Chica?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. I didn’t want to admit that the place was way over my budget. 
 
   “The dress is on me,” she said. 
 
   “I can’t let you buy me a dress,” I said. “You’re already paying for the vacation and I ruined your new silk blouse.”
 
   “It will give me tremendous joy to know that I helped you in your quest for a stud. But you’d better do the deed tonight or I’ll be pissed.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. “I’ll do my best not to disappoint you in the sex department.”
 
   Mel’s attention was drawn to something on the other side of the room. She floated over to an emerald green cocktail dress. “This is it,” she said. “Let’s hope it’s your size.”
 
   She pulled the dress from the display and held it up. “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s gorgeous.” The dress looked like something right out of a high-end magazine advertisement. 
 
   Mel glanced at the tag. “It’s your size. Now all you have to do is try it on.”
 
   She handed me the dress and we both turned toward the shopkeeper, who was headed in our direction. She was young and looked like a model. She even towered over Mel, which was a feat not many accomplished. 
 
   “That’s a lovely,” she said. “I just got it in a few weeks ago. Would you like to try it on?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Follow me,” she said as she turned and headed toward the dressing rooms. 
 
   I took the dress into the fitting room. I held it in front of me and looked into the mirror. The color was perfect with my complexion and hair color. I quickly undressed and pulled the dress over my head. When I zipped it up, it was a perfect fit. The dress could have been made for me. 
 
   A wave of excitement rushed through me as I thought about Cody’s expression when he saw me in the dress. Hopefully, it would be lust-inducing. 
 
   When I stepped out of the dressing room to show Mel, she applauded. “If that doesn’t get you laid, nothing will.”
 
   I glanced at the shopkeeper and she was scowling. I guess she didn’t have much of a sense of humor. 
 
   “We’ll take it,” Mel said. “And what shoes do you have to match?”
 
   When I went back into the dressing room, Mel hurried in to join me. She was carrying a pair of heels to match the dress. “Try these on.”
 
   I did as I was told. When I looked back in the mirror, I almost cried. I actually looked beautiful. 
 
   “Cody is going to go crazy with you in this outfit,” she said. 
 
   I hugged my best friend.
 
   Six hundred dollars later, we found ourselves in a little lingerie shop next door. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   There was a knock on my hotel room door. When I opened it, my jaw nearly dropped. How was it possible that Cody was even more gorgeous than the day before? In a fitted black suit, he looked like he had just stepped off the pages of GQ. 
 
   As he examined my dress, I could see the desire in his eyes. “You look amazing,” he said. “How did I get so lucky?”
 
   He held out his elbow for me to grab and we headed out.
 
   I got a little nervous as we walked out of the hotel. I hadn’t thought about taking the Jeep to a restaurant and what that would do to my hair. Cody must have sensed my discomfort.
 
   “We can walk to the restaurant,” he said. “It’s not far.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. It was a gorgeous night and I was with a gorgeous man. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The restaurant was small but very upscale with a hint of modern sophistication that appeared to be so prevalent in Sedona. The host seemed to know Cody when we arrived. He didn’t say a word to us, just nodded to Cody and took us to our seats at a secluded booth.
 
   “Do you like the atmosphere?” Cody asked as we sat down.
 
   “It looks expensive,” I said.
 
   Cody took my hands in his. “I want this to be a special night for you.”
 
   “It’s been a long time since anyone’s taken me to a place like this,” I admitted. 
 
   “And here I thought I was competing with all of the guys in Phoenix taking you to fancy restaurants, wining and dining you.”
 
   I winced. Did I dare tell him that I hadn’t been on an actual date since my ex-husband left me? And that my ex was the only guy that I had ever seriously dated? 
 
   I just shook my head. “I don’t get out much.” 
 
   “Then this has to be even more special.” I could see a bit of pride and excitement dancing in his eyes.
 
   The meal was lovely and perfect and the conversation over dinner was light. We had Cajun style flounder with baby squash and corn. When it came to dessert, I was too stuffed to even consider it. 
 
   “We could split a small one,” Cody said trying to tempt me. 
 
   “Okay,” I agreed. “But pick what you want; I’ll probably only take a bite.”
 
   Cody ordered Crème Brûlée with berries. When the waiter put in in front of us with two spoons, the dessert was anything but small.
 
   Cody took one of the spoons from the dish and handed it back to the waiter. “We won’t need this.” 
 
   I raised an eyebrow. 
 
   Cody took a spoonful of dessert and fed it to me. “How is it?” he asked.
 
   I had no words to describe how wonderful it tasted. “You have to try it. It’s amazing.”
 
   Cody took a bite and nodded. “You’re right. It’s delicious. You need another bite.”
 
   Cody continued to feed me small bites and taking bites himself until the dessert was nearly gone.
 
   When the waiter took the remains of the dessert away and left the check, Cody looked at me with a serious expression. “So, how was everything?”
 
   “Special,” I said. “Wonderful.” Maybe the best date ever. “Especially the company.” I gave him a big smile. “Thank you so much. I know this place isn’t cheap. I really appreciate you taking me here.”
 
   “Your beautiful smile is worth every penny,” he said as he placed a stack of bills into the bill folder.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When we got back to my room, there was a bit of awkwardness as we stood in the entry.
 
   “I really want you to come in,” I said as I unlocked the door.
 
   “How’s your hand?” he asked.
 
   I held it up. “A lot better.” 
 
   He nodded then stepped closer and grabbed me. He pulled me close and kissed me. This time his kiss wasn’t soft and gentle. It was filled with fire. His tongue pushed deeply into my mouth sending his heat rushing through my entire body.
 
   We just about made it into the room between explosive kisses. 
 
   He looked into my eyes. “I want you.” 
 
   I nodded. I wanted him more than I ever wanted anything in my life. “It’s been a while since I…” He cut my words off with another kiss. This one was so forceful, I moaned. I felt a longing so deep inside, only one thing would fill the fierce desire. 
 
   He carefully unbuttoned the front of my dress and pushed it from my shoulders just enough that it slipped off my body and fell to the floor. I felt so vulnerable standing in my underwear in front of him. A sudden panic swept through me as I wondered what he thought of my 40-year-old body. How did I compare to the 20-year-olds he’d no doubt been with?
 
   My fear faded when I saw the desire in his eyes. I was suddenly very glad that Mel had talked me into the sexy bra and undies. 
 
   His eyes devoured me—took in every inch of me. “You’re beautiful,” he said as he eyes finally joined mine.
 
   “And you’re still fully clothed,” I said. He nodded and without taking his eyes off of me, he unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall to the floor. My jaw nearly fell to the floor with it. His muscles were so tight; his chiseled build was amazing. The mere sight of it sent another round of tremors through me. 
 
   When I looked into his eyes, I sensed a bit of discomfort. That’s when I noticed an extremely deep scar that ran from his shoulder all the way down his arm to just above the inside of his elbow. A second scar ran from underneath his armpit diagonally down his chest to almost mid-chest. The wounds had been ugly and the despite what was probably the surgeon’s best efforts, the scars were prominent. 
 
   I put up my hand and leaned in to touch the longest scar that ran from his shoulder down to his mid upper arm. He flinched when my fingers touched the scar’s jagged edge. Even though the scars were obviously old, he seemed to be in pain when I touched him. 
 
   “Does it hurt?” I asked tentatively.
 
   He shook his head, but I could still see the hurt in his eyes. Maybe the pain wasn’t physical. I decided it was a conversation for another time. When I moved my hands away from the scars and rubbed them along the muscles of his chest, he breathed a sigh of relief. I let my hand caress his body as I moved them down toward his belt and he inhaled sharply. 
 
   I took in the scent of him—masculine with a hint of cinnamon. It was an alluring combination of sexy and sweet. He allowed me to undo his belt and then he removed his pants. He was wearing tight boxers that were bulging with desire.
 
   I grabbed his hand and led him to my bed. He gave me a wicked little grin. Without taking my eyes from his, I sat on the bed and pulled him with me.
 
   As I lay on the bed, he followed, lingering just a few inches above me.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” His expression was now serious.
 
   I didn’t think I was ever more sure about anything in my life. In that moment, there was nothing I wanted more than to be with Cody. 
 
   “I want you,” I managed to say. 
 
   He thrust his tongue into my mouth, which sent more heat and desire pulsing through me. The yearning between my legs was deepening, almost becoming unbearable. I had never been so turned on and I craved release. 
 
   He unhooked my bra and threw it off the bed. He seemed to be examining every inch of me. Then he took his hand and moved it slowly down the side of my body from the edge of my breasts to my hips. His hands were strong, but his touch was delicate and light. The way he touched me, with such care and tenderness, made me feel cherished. He caressed me everywhere, like an artist sculpting his work, and I was absorbed in the rhythm of him stroking and smoothing my skin. 
 
   Then he moved so that his hips were between my legs and he pressed against me so I could feel his bulge growing harder. The material of our underwear was the only barrier between us and it felt offending. He must have sensed my thoughts because he pulled his boxers off then my underwear and threw them both on the ground.
 
   I glanced down to appreciate his full manhood. There was a lot to appreciate. I was desperate to feel him inside me; for him to fill the yearning deep within. 
 
   When he kissed me again, it was almost too much to bear. Every inch of my body had become sensitized. “Please,” I could feel myself beg. 
 
   “Please, what?” he teased as he placed soft kisses down my neck, which made me shiver in response.
 
   I had never asked for what I wanted before. I never had to. Sex with Rob was rote and routine. He did what he wanted, got what he wanted, and never seemed concerned about what I wanted or needed. 
 
   “What do you want?” Cody whispered in my ear. I could feel his breath on my neck and another round of shivers went through me. 
 
   “I want you,” I said so softly it felt almost imperceptible.
 
   “Where?” His beautiful brown eyes were dancing with amusement.
 
   I moved my hands down between my legs. “Here,” I replied. “I want to feel you inside me.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re ready for me?” he asked as he placed two fingers inside me. 
 
   “I’m ready.” I couldn’t have been more ready. I was about to explode. 
 
   “Yes, you are.” He gave me a mischievous grin. “Birth control?” 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   He quickly grabbed a small packet from his jacket pocket and opened it.
 
   He slipped the condom over his erection. I rocked my hips and he lowered himself into me. It had been so long since I had a man inside of me, I had almost forgotten how magnificent it felt. He filled me so completely. 
 
   His passionate kisses continued as he thrust himself deep inside me. He alternated between animal intensity and soft lovemaking until I could no longer feel where his body ended and mine began. Then his rhythm because more deliberate and intense. When I was on the verge of climax, he let himself go and we both rejoiced in the satisfaction of the ultimate release.
 
   For the first time, I understood what sex was supposed to feel like.  
 
   He gently kissed both of my eyelids and then placed a soft kiss on my mouth. He stared at me for what seemed like an eternity, as if he was trying to get lost in my eyes, or touch my soul through them. “I’ve waited so long for this,” he said. “I don’t want this moment to end.” 
 
   I thought that was an odd thing to say. Waited so long for what, I wondered. His skill level indicated he had plenty of experience in the bedroom, apparently much more than I had. 
 
   He gave me another quick kiss before he rolled off of me and headed toward the bathroom to clean himself off.
 
   I was so blissfully exhausted, I couldn’t move. 
 
   When he returned, he put on his boxers then rejoined me in the bed. He kissed my cheek and caressed the side of my face with his fingers.
 
   “Was it okay for you?” he asked with a bit of nervousness in his voice. Surely, he didn’t have any anxiety about that magnificent performance.
 
   I smiled. “I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”  
 
   “That, good?” he grinned. “I’m glad.” Then he noticed that I was still naked. “Are you cold?” 
 
   I nodded. He gathered me into his arms and held me tight. He was warm and I felt so safe and protected in his arms. 
 
   We sat in silence for a few minutes. Then I said, “I just want you to know that I usually don’t sleep with guys on second dates.”
 
   He let out a chuckle. “I know.” He played with my hair and ran his fingers down my neck. 
 
   I swallowed then said, “I want you to know that you’re the only man I’ve been with besides my ex-husband.” 
 
   He looked surprised. “Ever?”
 
   I nodded. “I’ve been with two men and you’re number two.”
 
   He leaned up on his elbow and looked at me inquisitively. “Why me?” 
 
   “Why not you?” 
 
   “You could have your pick of the wealthy and famous here in Sedona. I’m just a starving artist working four jobs to make ends meet.”
 
   Now I leaned up on my elbow and looked into his eyes. “You are an artist with a passion and a dream. I admire that. And there aren’t men beating down my door to go out with me despite what you think.”
 
   He placed his hand on my cheek and caressed it. “I have no idea why there aren’t lines of guys after you. But I’m glad I’m the one here with you. And I’m glad you chose me to be your second.”
 
   “And why did you pick me?” I asked. “Surely, there are hoards of young girls waiting to be in your bed.”
 
   He shook his head. “I really don’t date. I made an exception for you.”
 
   He stroked the side of my cheek ever so tenderly with his thumb.
 
   “I just want to make sure this is real,” he said. “I want to make sure you’re real.”
 
   I grinned. “Of course I’m real.” I sensed there was more to the comment than what was on the surface.
 
   “I feel like the luckiest guy in the world right now,” he said.
 
   Because of me? The idea seemed ridiculous. 
 
   “Tomorrow,” he said.
 
   “What about tomorrow?” 
 
   “I want to take you out again. Are you free?”
 
   I nodded. I couldn’t wait to see him again. And I was so glad he asked. “Don’t you have to work, though?”
 
   “You’re only in town for a few days. I want to monopolize all your time while you’re here.” He leaned down and kissed me. “And I want to make sure no other guys have a chance to ask you out.” 
 
   “Do you really think I’d go out with anyone else after this?”
 
   He shook his head. “I just want to make sure you’re all mine.” 
 
   It seemed too soon to make such declarations, but at the same time, it seemed so right. Even though we had only known each other a few days, I felt like I had known him much longer.
 
    “And what about you? Are you all mine?” I gulped because I was a little afraid of his response.
 
   “I’ll always be yours,” he said.
 
   Always? Really? Always is a long time, I thought. But the intensity in his eyes made me believe him. 
 
   “So what do you want to do tomorrow?” he asked. “The sky’s the limit. I want to spoil you.”
 
   “That’s not necessary,” I said. “I know you’re saving money for your art gallery. Let’s do something casual, like a burger and beer place. The most important thing to me is spending time with you.”
 
   He smiled. “Burgers and beer it is then.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mel and I hit the spa for the day. The day of pampering was part of our girl’s getaway package. We decided on hot stone massages, renewing and revitalizing facials, and reflexology treatments and pedicures. 
 
   By time we got to the pedicures, I felt thoroughly scrubbed, toned, rubbed and relaxed. 
 
   I selected a light coral color polish and Mel picked a fire engine red. I thought our choices said a lot about our personalities. 
 
   “So, you’re going out with Cody again?” Mel asked. 
 
   “Yes, he asked me to dinner.” I wondered where the conversation was going.
 
   “I guess the sex was good if you’re going after another round.” I noticed a bit of harshness in her voice. 
 
   “Not that I have a lot to compare him to, but he did perform very well.” 
 
   “Maybe you should create a bigger base of comparison,” she said. 
 
   I was a little taken aback by her comment. She was the one who wanted me to get back in the saddle, so to speak. Now that I had someone new in my life, she didn’t seem too thrilled about it. “Maybe I don’t want a larger base of comparison. Maybe I like Cody and want to see him again.”
 
   I could see Mel’s expression transform. I knew the tactic from her playbook. When she didn’t get agreement from one line of questioning, she simply changed lines until she got what she wanted. “Marvin and I are worried about you,” she said.
 
   “Why?” I shot back. 
 
   “Cody is a vacation fling. We feel you might be getting too attached to him.”
 
   She was right. I was getting attached to him. But I wanted to get attached. And I thought he was getting attached to me, too. “I like Cody and he likes me.”
 
   “He’s twenty-nine years old.”
 
   “So?”
 
   I didn’t think Mel was expecting me to challenge her. I had never challenged her on anything ever before. We were definitely moving into unfamiliar territory for both of us. But there was no way I was going to back down or give in. Cody meant too much to me already. 
 
   “Jen, you’re my best friend and I don’t want to see you get hurt. I just don’t think it’s a good idea to put all of your 40-year-old eggs into a 29-year-old basket.”
 
   “We like each other,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince her or me. 
 
   “I can see how much you like him, but how do you know he really likes you?”
 
   I thought about it for a moment. I felt in every fiber of my being that he was completely sincere. I felt like there was a deep and eternal connection between us. That we had already created a bond that could never be broken. But how could I tell her those things without sounding like a loon? “I just know, okay?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, it’s not okay. I know you don’t have a lot of experience with guys, but I do. Guys, especially young ones, will say anything to get you in the sack. I just hope you’re not taking his lines seriously.”
 
   “Cody’s not like that,” I insisted.
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “Guys who look the way Cody looks are like that.”
 
   I was suddenly angry at Mel. I was angry that she was putting seeds of doubt about Cody in my mind. I couldn’t imagine the wonderful and sweet man I knew being anything other than honest, but she did have a lot more experience than I did. And he was much younger. And gorgeous. I wondered if he was really just saying what I wanted to hear to get me into bed. 
 
   Before I could hold it back, a single teardrop rolled down my cheek. 
 
   “Please don’t cry,” Mel said and sighed. “I’m not saying these things to make you feel bad. I just want you to be realistic and see this for what it is. A vacation fling. A fantastic memory you’ll have for the rest of your life. But please don’t fool yourself into thinking it could be possibly be a relationship.”
 
   Too late, I thought. It already is. Or at least I wanted it to be.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Seven
 
   It was 6 p.m. when Cody knocked on the door. He looked delicious in his tight black jeans and button down white shirt. His sleeves were rolled up just enough to show off his muscular forearms. I loved the casual look on him. 
 
   I was wearing a coral silk blouse and a short white skirt that Mel had picked out for me. Cody whistled when he saw me. “Every time I see you, you get even more beautiful.” 
 
   When he bent down to kiss me, I was instantly drawn to him. I was never addicted to anything in my life but I was already hooked on Cody’s lips, and mouth and touch. We were both breathless when Cody finally withdrew.
 
   “If we don’t go now,” he said, “I’ll take you into the bedroom for the rest of the night and we’ll never eat.” 
 
   He grabbed my hand and we headed out of the hotel.
 
   When we exited the lobby, the Jeep was nowhere in sight. “Are we walking again?” I asked.
 
   “Do you mind? It’s such a beautiful evening.”
 
   I shook my head. “I love taking walks. I walk Pugsy about a mile every day.”
 
   “I can’t wait to meet him.”
 
   I grinned. That certainly implied a future together. Maybe Mel was wrong and this was more than just a vacation fling after all.
 
   As we walked down the main street, I stopped in front of a wonderful metallic javelina statue I had liked when I went shopping with Mel.
 
   “Sedona is known for its artwork,” Cody said.
 
   “This piece is fantastic.” I remarked, still admiring the piece. 
 
   “Why?” he asked. 
 
   “It’s got such realism to it. It’s like you can see the texture of the animal’s actual fur even though the work is made of metal. That couldn’t have been easy for the artist to do.”
 
   He smiled. “It’s not.”
 
   “So, when do I get to see some of your work?” 
 
   “You just did.”
 
   I blinked in surprise. Of all of the outdoor art pieces around town, I had picked Cody’s. There was that amazing connection between us at work again. 
 
   “It’s fantastic,” I said. “Do you have any other stuff around town?”  
 
   “A few things. I’m trying to save the best stuff for my own gallery.”
 
   “I’d love to see your work sometime,” I ventured. He had yet to invite me to his place. 
 
   He kissed the top of my head. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to make one more quick stop before dinner.”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   Cody grabbed my hand and pulled me down a side street and then down a narrow alleyway. The sun was setting and it was a bit scary. I had no idea where we were going or why.
 
   Then I noticed a small sign attached to a chain fence. Jim Miller Jeep Tours. Beyond the fence were two rows of jeeps, about eight in total, and a small outbuilding.
 
   Cody opened a large metal gate. He placed his hand on the small of my back and led me through. As it got dark, I noticed a small light come on in the back of the building.
 
   Cody led me toward the lighted area. A rugged man, probably in his late 40s, looked up from a Jeep he was in the processes of washing, and smiled at me. 
 
   He wiped his hands on a towel then approached with an outstretched palm. “You must be Jenny,” he said and his grin became even wider. 
 
   “And you must be Jim Miller,” I ventured.
 
   “What gave it away?”
 
   “The sign out front.”
 
   Jim placed a hand on Cody’s shoulder. “This young man has told me a lot about you.”
 
    I nodded because I couldn’t say well, he’d told me almost nothing about you.
 
   Jim turned his gaze at me again. “You’re more beautiful than Cody described.”
 
   I could feel my face turn red with embarrassment. “Thank you,” I managed to squeak out. I liked that Cody had been talking about me with Jim. 
 
   There was a sudden awkwardness as the three of us struggled for what to say next. I got the impression that Jim was not a man of many words. 
 
   Cody finally broke the tension. “I wanted you to meet Jim because he adopted me when I was sixteen.”
 
   That took me back a few steps. It wasn’t what I was expecting to hear but it made sense why Cody had his last name and was a little evasive about it. And he had mentioned what an awful childhood he had. Some of the pieces of the Cody puzzle were starting to fall into place.
 
   Jim looked into my eyes as if he was sizing me up then spoke. “Cody was in a group home when my wife found him. He had just turned 15. My wife was an artist and she was doing volunteer work at several group homes throughout the state. An art therapist saw a lot of potential in Cody and made a point of introducing him to my wife. My wife had always wanted children but we couldn’t have them, so she immediately began the process so we could become Cody’s foster parents.”
 
   I nodded. I could see a bit of sorrow move into Jim’s eyes. “Cody made remarkable progress with Lucia, my wife, and really grew as an artist. She was so proud of him. A few months before Cody’s 18th birthday, Lucia was diagnosed with an aggressive form of cancer. The only thing she wanted was for Cody to have a good life. She wanted more than anything for him to be successful and happy. The last thing she did before she passed was to arrange an art apprenticeship for Cody.”
 
   “It sounds like Lucia was a wonderful woman,” I said.
 
   Jim nodded. I saw one lone teardrop escape down his cheek and he quickly flicked it away. He cleared his throat. “Lucia would have been thrilled to meet you. It would have made her happy to see how happy you’ve made Cody.”
 
   When I glanced over at Cody, he was beaming at me. He obviously had a lot of love for Jim and Lucia. And bringing me here to meet Jim made me realize how much he cared about me. I leaned over and gave Cody a kiss on the cheek. I thought that maybe there was a chance of more than just a vacation fling between us but I didn’t want to get my hopes up. As optimistic as I might have been about the bond that seemed to be developing between us, I was also a realist at heart.
 
   “I know you two have dinner to get to,” Jim said. “I don’t want to keep you.”
 
   “Would you like to join us?” I blurted. I quickly looked over at Cody and he nodded.
 
   Jim waved his rag in the air. “Oh, no. I’ve still got several Jeeps to clean and it’s already getting dark. You kids have a good time.”
 
   Jim reached over and patted Cody on the shoulder. Then he leaned in and gave me a hug. “Real nice to meet you, Jenny,” he half whispered.
 
   “See you tomorrow, then?” Cody said to Jim as he grabbed my hand. 
 
   “Bright and early,” Jim said and chuckled.
 
   As Cody led me back out the gate, he said, “I hope that was okay.”
 
   “More than okay,” I said. “Thank you for taking me to meet him.” 
 
    Cody grinned. “Let’s get to the burger place. I’m starving.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Angry Javelina had exactly the kind of laid-back atmosphere I had hoped.  I loved places that felt like being in a neighborhood pub. 
 
   We both ordered burgers with extra Pepper Jack cheese, mushrooms, lettuce and tomatoes and the house beer on tap. Apparently they have a local microbrewery and Cody wanted me to try it. Everything was delicious. 
 
   Cody kept the conversation light. He asked me about school and Pugsy. I noticed when I tried to ask him questions about his past, he was a bit evasive or would change the subject. I didn’t want to pry, but I also wanted to know more about the man I was starting to fall for. 
 
   Falling for? Was it possible when I had only known him for a few days? It felt a lot longer. It felt like I’d known him forever. The connection between us was so intense. I wanted to ask him if he felt it, too, but I was afraid. I was also angry that Mel had planted a few seeds of doubt about his intentions toward me. That wasn’t fair to Cody. He had never given me any reason to doubt him.
 
   Cody grabbed my hand and squeezed it.
 
   “Is everything okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   His expression turned serious. “You just got the saddest look in your eyes,” he said. 
 
   I didn’t want to lie to Cody, so I mustered my courage to broach the subject that was weighing on my mind.
 
   “My friend, Mel. The one who arranged this trip for me. She thinks you’re too young for me.”
 
   Cody laughed. 
 
   “It’s not funny,” I said. But I could feel a smile forming on my face.
 
   “It’s funny because it’s ridiculous,” Cody said.
 
   “She also thinks that you would say anything to get me in bed and that you’ll just break my heart in the end.”
 
   Cody’s expression turned serious. “Let’s address part one of your statement first. It is true that I would say or do almost anything to get you into bed. What guy wouldn’t? You’re a knock-out.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. 
 
   “Hear me out,” Cody continued. “I would never lie to you, or deceive you or tell you something that wasn’t true. And I would never do anything to intentionally hurt you.”
 
   As he stared into my eyes, it was like he was boring deep into my soul. “Hurting you would kill me,” he said. “Seeing you in pain would destroy me. You can tell your friend that.”
 
   The intensity of his declaration took my breath away. The room momentarily disappeared and it was just the two of us suspended in time. I had no words to describe how deeply I felt for this man sitting across the table from me. Without taking my eyes from his, I pulled the hand he had interlocked with mine and placed it against my cheek. I wanted to feel his skin against mine and to feel his energy close to me. Then I pulled his hand to my lips and lightly kissed it.  We both continued to take each other in until the waitress appeared and broke the spell between us. 
 
   “Can I get you two love-birds anything else?” she joked. 
 
   Cody said, “I guess dessert is out of the question.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I’ll be right back with your check,” replied the waitress as she hurried away. 
 
   “I know a way we can work off some of those calories we just consumed,” he said then winked at me.
 
   I smiled. “I like the way your mind works.”  
 
   As we headed back to the hotel, Cody stopped me and kissed me. “Do you mind if we take a little detour?”
 
   “It’s fine,” I said, but I wondered what he had in mind.
 
   “It will only take a minute.”
 
   He led me to a small alcove next to one of the large gift shops. There was a bench next to a life-sized bronze statue of a woman with flowing dark hair and a lovely ankle length dress. 
 
   It was dusk, so I couldn’t see the name plate but I could still admire the piece itself. The way the artwork appeared to move was stunning. 
 
   “This is gorgeous,” I said. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “You made it?” 
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Your work is unbelievable.”
 
   “You’re equally unbelievable,” he said as he leaned down and gave me a soft kiss. Then he whispered into my ear. “I plan on doing some work on you tonight that I hope you’ll find equally amazing.” And I knew he would. I wanted his artist hands to touch me again and make me feel like he had the previous night. 
 
   His words and the closeness of his lips to my ear sent shivers surging down my entire body. “Let’s get you back to my room and back to work,” I said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The moment I closed my hotel room door, Cody pulled me toward him and kissed me. His mouth was starting to feel more familiar. I loved the way he tasted and the intensity of longing I felt every moment his mouth was against mine. I couldn’t get enough of him and I felt like he couldn’t get enough of me either.
 
   He broke away and looked into my eyes. “I’ve wanted you all night,” he said breathlessly. “I couldn’t wait to be back inside you. To make you mine again.”
 
   As he unbuttoned my blouse, he gave my neck little kisses that sent heat rushing through me. He took his index finger and ran it lightly down my neck to my belly button. 
 
   “Look at me,” he said. His eyes were filled with so much desire, I nearly melted in front of him. He took my hand and placed it on his chest over his heart. Then he took his hand and placed it on my chest over my heart. “Breaking your heart would be like breaking my own,” he said. “Our hearts are forever connected. I hope you know that.”
 
   My mind was reeling. I wondered why he was falling for me so quickly and so intensely. It was a bit surreal. 
 
   He leaned down and kissed me with so much force and intensity, my knees got weak and it was difficult to remain standing. 
 
   Then Cody began to unbutton my skirt. He bent down to give me little kisses around my belly button, which sent a wave of longing deep into my core.
 
   He stood up and eyed my new lingerie. “I feel like a kid on Christmas getting to open a new package,” he said. I had to give Mel props for the advice on the bra and panties. 
 
   He kept his eyes glued to mine as he unbuttoned his shirt and threw it to the floor. He quickly unbuttoned his pants and was out of them and his underwear in one step. He inched closer to me and as he pressed against me, I could feel his manhood against my hips. I longed to feel him inside me again.
 
   “Time for me to unwrap my gift,” he said as he pulled down my bra straps and unhooked my bra. He cupped my breasts in his hands and kissed each one. I moaned with excitement. 
 
   His fingers drifted down to the top of my underwear and he playfully lingered there, teasing me with his light touch on my stomach and hips. Then he pushed my underwear down and my panties dropped to the floor. No more material stood between our naked bodies. 
 
   “I noticed the large bathtub,” he said and lifted an eyebrow. “Want to give it a try?”
 
   I nodded. Every time I looked at that tub, I imagined Cody and me in it.
 
   He grabbed my hand and led me into the bathroom. When he bent down to fill the tub, I was treated to a wonderful view of his scrumptious backside. Everything about Cody was incredibly hot. 
 
   As the bathtub filled, Cody turned to me and nuzzled my neck with shiver-inducing kisses. He grabbed my earlobe between his teeth and nibbled on it, which sent another roll of shivers down my entire body. Then he grabbed my face and kissed me, trusting his tongue in my mouth. Our tongues danced as the sound of water ran in the background. I was incredibly turned on. 
 
   Cody ran his fingers lightly up my thighs until he just reached the top and teasingly held there. I could feel myself dampen between my legs. When he ran his fingers up my thighs a second time, I moaned. 
 
   He released me and said, “I think the bath is ready.” He turned the faucet off the stepped into the tub. “The temperature feels perfect.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me into the tub with him.
 
   As he sat down in the tub, he pulled me with him so that I was positioned between his legs, my back resting against his chest. He took a washcloth and soaped it up. He pushed me away from him a bit and lightly washed my back. The act was so sensual, it nearly took my breath away. I had my eyes closed, but I could hear him gathering water. Then I felt him pour it down my back. 
 
   For as long as Rob and I were married, we had never bathed together, not even on our honeymoon. I had no idea what I had been missing. 
 
   Cody moved his attention to my arms and washed both of them. He gathered water in his cupped hands and poured it over my arms. When he was done, he pulled me into him again and began to caress my breasts. His touch on my nipples was so light, my breath caught. As he continued to circle my nipples with his thumbs, I squirmed in delight. I had never been so turned on in my life. 
 
   “I want you so badly,” I said. “I need to feel you inside me.”
 
   The yearning I had for him was incredibly intense. I wanted him to fill me up. I longed for the ultimate connection between our bodies. 
 
   Cody rose from the bathtub and pulled me with him. “I have to dry you off first,” he whispered in my ear. “But don’t worry, I’ll make you wet again.”
 
   We stepped out of the tub and he grabbed two towels. He wrapped one around his waist then took the other and dried my body very carefully. I was amazed that something as simple as being rubbed with a bath towel could be such a turn on. But Cody did everything with such a loving and careful touch, it kept me in constant arousal. 
 
   When he kissed me again, I could feel his hunger and desire for me. As our tongues entwined, my passion ignited and I longed for release. To my surprise, he grabbed me into his arms, cradling me, and carried me to the bed. He placed me on the bed and straddled me. 
 
   As he kissed me, his fingers moved down between my legs and when he felt how wet I was, he moaned. 
 
   “I want you so badly, Jenny,” he whispered into my ear.
 
   I needed to feel him inside me, to relieve the tension building deep in my core. “I want you,” I replied back. “Please.”
 
   This time I had strategically placed a condom on the nightstand in full view. He grabbed the package, ripped it open and slipped it on. Within seconds, he was inside me, filling me with his manhood, where he belonged. 
 
   We were both so excited, it didn’t take long for us to climax together and fall into a heap of spent desire on the bed. 
 
   After he cleaned up, he lay down still naked beside me. We were both facing each other. I couldn’t help but notice the full extent of the scars on both of his upper arm and chest.  
 
   “What happened?” I asked, as I carefully touched the scar on his shoulder.
 
   He carefully removed my hand from his shoulder and kissed my fingers. “It was a long time ago,” he said. My question seemed to shut him down. I didn’t like it when he closed down so quickly and completely. I sensed there were things he wasn’t telling me and that they were important.
 
   It hurt that he wouldn’t talk to me about his past. That he didn’t want to share that part of himself with me, especially after we had just shared every part of our bodies with each other. I moved away from him.
 
   “What’s wrong, Jenny?” he asked, reaching for me. I moved further away.
 
   “I want to know everything about you,” I replied with a bit of anger in my voice. “We’ve shared our bodies, but you don’t want to share anything else with me.”
 
   “That’s not it,” he said. He had a pleading look in his eyes. “I had a terrible childhood. It was really bad. Obviously.” He motioned toward the scars. “I don’t want you to have to hear about all of that nasty stuff.”
 
   I took his face into my hands. “Maybe I want to hear about it. Maybe I want to know everything about you.” Because maybe I’m falling in love with you. Those were the words I longed to say, but was still too afraid. I felt like it was too soon.
 
   “Maybe I don’t want you to realize that you’re too good for me,” he said. “What does it say about a person when his own mother can scar him for life?” 
 
   When I looked into his eyes I saw pain and anger so intense it scared me to the core. I gave Cody a light kiss on the lips. “Maybe you’re perfect for me,” I whispered. With those words, I could feel the tension that had been building in Cody release from his body.
 
   “I’m glad you think so,” he said as he leaned over and kissed my forehead. He didn’t seem convinced though.  
 
   Now what, I wondered? Here I was snuggling in the arms of one of the most beautiful men I had ever seen. A man who wanted me, who made me feel desirable, and who thought I was too good for him. I never wanted to leave the warmth and security of his chest. Did I really have to go back to Phoenix? 
 
   What was I thinking? Of course, I had to go back. My home was in Phoenix. My job was in Phoenix. Pugsy was in Phoenix. But I was conflicted. I wanted to see where our relationship would lead. 
 
   “I don’t want to leave tomorrow,” I admitted. “I’m not ready to go.”
 
   “I don’t want you to go either. Is there any way you can come back?” he asked. He had a pained expression in his eyes.  
 
   “Not that easy on a teacher’s salary. Maybe you could come to Phoenix? You could stay with me. It wouldn’t cost very much.”
 
   He was hesitant. “That past I told you about that I want to forget? A lot of that past is in Phoenix.”
 
   I put my hand on his face and looked into his eyes. “I don’t care about your past. We both want this. We have to find a way to make it work. Please think about it.” 
 
   I could see the wheels spinning as he thought about it. “My parents were very bad people, but some of the things I’ve done were very bad, too. I’m not that person anymore, but I don’t want who I was to interfere with who I’ve become and who I am with you now.”
 
   A darkness fell into his eyes. I wondered what could be that bad that he was afraid of losing me if I found out. I was both scared and intrigued. I didn’t want there to be any secrets between us but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about those days from his past. Especially if they had the ability to jeopardize our future.
 
   I leaned over and gave him what I hoped would be a reassuring kiss. It turned into much more as our passion for each other was reignited.
 
   When he pulled away, he left me breathless. I longed for his touch, his taste, his scent like I had never longed for anything in my life. Would I really be able to handle being away from him for any length of time?
 
   “You convinced me,” he said. “I’ll see if I can get some time off from my jobs in a few weeks.”
 
   A few weeks seemed a really long time.
 
   “But you have to promise me something,” he said, his tone serious. “You have to promise that no matter what happens, no matter what you find out, you will not let my past come between us.”
 
   “I promise,” I said quickly, without realizing the implications of the deal I had struck.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Eight
 
   On the drive home, Mel was quieter and more introspective than I had ever seen her. 
 
   “What’s on your mind?” I finally asked.
 
   “Marvin,” she admitted.
 
   “You said you’re going to see him again in a few weeks. He’s flying out to Scottsdale and renting a condo for a long weekend.”
 
   “I don’t think I can wait a few weeks,” she whined. “I miss him already.”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief. “I didn’t think I’d live to see the day when Mel fell hopelessly in love.”
 
   “Do I really have it that bad?” she asked.
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Oh, God, what have I done,” she moaned.
 
   I chuckled. “It’s not a bad thing,” I said trying to reassure her. “Marvin’s a good guy and he’s obviously crazy about you.”
 
   “He is that.” She blushed.
 
   “At least you and Marvin have made definite plans to see each other again,” I said with a bit of envy in my voice. Cody expressed his desire for me then let me go. I had no idea when I would see him again. I dreaded the inevitable follow-up; if I’d ever see him again.  
 
   “What are you talking about?” Mel asked. She seemed truly puzzled by my remark.
 
   “Cody,” I said. “I don’t know when I’ll see him again.”
 
   She laughed. “That was a vacation fling, Jen. Please don’t take it so seriously.”
 
   I felt like she had slapped me in the face. She considered her time with Marvin a relationship, but the time I spent with Cody was just a fling. I didn’t think I could let it go.
 
   “I have feelings for Cody,” I said. I could feel a lump forming in my throat. The last thing I wanted to do was start crying. I swallowed and took a deep breath.
 
   “He’s twenty-nine. You’re forty. Did you really think the two of you were going to settle down and live happily ever after?” she asked a bit too harshly. 
 
   I could feel the anger building and I tried to hold back long as I could. She had a lot of nerve, was all I thought. I tried to remain as calm as possible but I could have spit bullets at her. “Marvin is 55 years old and you’re only 40. That’s a fifteen-year age difference,” I said.
 
   Mel let out a single laugh. “That’s completely different.”
 
   “Why?” I asked a little too forcefully. “Is it different in your case because the man is older and that’s what society expects?” 
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
   I shook my head. “I really didn’t think you were that kind of person, Mel. You typically thumb your nose at social norms of any kind. Great time to start bending to social pressure.”
 
   She exhaled a deep sigh. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”  
 
   “I guess it’s too late for that because I’m crazy about him,” I said completely throwing all caution out the window. 
 
   “Prepare for an uphill battle,” she said. “Love doesn’t always conquer all. He’s a good looking guy. You’re far away. I don’t think it will be easy to maintain the long distance thing.” 
 
   Then I realized what she was saying. Not that he was too young for me; that I was too old to hang on to him. Every ounce of self-doubt I had as a woman in middle age came crashing down on me and I felt overwhelmed by it. Maybe Mel wasn’t just saying what she said to be mean. Maybe she was speaking the truth and I was just too caught up in the afterglow of a glorious week to see it. 
 
   When Mel dropped me off at my house, I felt exhausted and glad to be home. I was excited to see Pugsy. But I also missed Cody already. How was the even possible? It had only been a few hours seen I’d seen him. Yet the longing in my heart was very real. At this rate, how would I ever survive the weeks or months until I saw him again? If I saw him again. What if he did find someone else? Someone closer to his own age. How could I ever compete? I knew I couldn’t. 
 
   When I walked inside, I noticed Lizzie was sitting on the couch watching The Stock Exchange. Unbelievably, Pugsy was sleeping on her lap. I always wondered if deep down Lizzie had a bit of affection for the pug. I approached quietly, trying not to wake the sleeping dog. 
 
   “How was the trip?” Lizzie asked when she saw me.
 
   Pugsy lifted his head and when he saw it was me, he hopped down from Lizzie’s lap and scampered up to me with his tail wagging.
 
   “I had a much better time than I ever imagined,” I replied, bending down to give Pugsy some attention. I scratched his back, then he rolled over and I scratched his belly.
 
   Lizzie rose from the couch and eyed me suspiciously. “Did you meet someone?” 
 
   I debated the pros and cons of telling my sister about Cody but before I could make a decision, she jumped to her own conclusion. 
 
   “You did,” she said. “I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   “And just what do you think you can see in my eyes?” I asked in disbelief.
 
   She continued staring at me. “You had sex, didn’t you?” 
 
   Sex was definitely not something my sister and I discussed on a regular basis. I didn’t respond.
 
   “I’m taking your nonresponse as a yes,” she said. “Was he cute?”
 
   “That’s not exactly the word I would use to describe him,” I said thinking about his muscles and rugged good looks. 
 
   “He wasn’t a nerd like Rob, was he?”
 
   “Rob wasn’t a nerd,” I said a bit too defensively. 
 
   “I always thought your ex was too big of a nerd to be such an asshole,” she said.
 
   “Don’t be afraid to tell me how you really feel,” I said and smiled. It felt nice to joke around with my sister. I didn’t get to see that this side of her very often. “So, why are you in such a good mood?” I asked. 
 
   “I finally get to go back to my own house and not have to deal with Pugsy anymore,” she said.
 
   On hearing his name, Pugsy whined. I bent down and gave him a quick scratch behind the ears.
 
   “The two of you looked like you were getting cozy on the couch,” I joked.
 
   “Pugsy was sucking up to me because I just made a boatload of cash playing the market.” She pointed a finger at me. “Don’t think for a minute that means I’m not going to collect for dog-sitting.”
 
   Lizzie grabbed her purse from the living room table and rifled through it. She handed me two receipts. “One’s for Pugsy’s food. The other is for a new toy I bought him.”
 
   I grabbed the receipts then looked around. I didn’t see a new toy anywhere. “Where’s the toy?”
 
   “I had to throw it away. He tore it up a few minutes after I gave it to him.”  
 
   Now you know why I don’t buy him toys, I thought. I looked more closely at the receipt. “Twelve dollars for a toy!” I shrieked.
 
   She shrugged. “Pugsy has expensive taste. And don’t forget I charge twenty dollars per day sitting fee.”
 
   My sister was quite a shark when it came to money. She said she wanted to retire by the time she was forty and I thought she could probably do it.
 
   I grabbed my wallet from my purse and handed her $130 dollars. 
 
   She grabbed the cash. “You never did tell me about the guy. What does he do?”
 
   Oh, no, I thought. How do I explain his situation? I treaded very carefully. “He’s an artist.”
 
   She frowned. My sister, the actuary, did not like artistic types. She liked Wall Street types and CPA types. “Is he famous?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head. “Not yet.” I dreaded the next question and the inevitable look of disdain that was sure to follow. 
 
   “Does he support himself as an artist?” she sneered. 
 
   I hesitated, which was probably even worse than responding. She glared at me. “If he doesn’t make money as an artist then you can’t really call him one, can you?”
 
   I realized what a horrible mistake I had made even mentioning anything about him to my sister. But if I was going to have a future with Cody, she’d have to find out about him eventually. She was, after all, my only real family. 
 
   When I looked at her again, she was still glaring at me. “How does he support himself then?” she continued. I now felt like I was being interrogated.
 
   I took a deep breath and said, “He has several jobs. He’s a Jeep tour guide and he works at a coffee shop,” I said.
 
   I could see a look of sheer and utter disgust cross her face. “Please tell me you’re joking,” she said.
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Was it some kind of drunken one-night stand to finally get over Rob?” she asked.
 
   “First of all, I hardly drink. So no, I wasn’t drunk. And second of all, I’m not the type of person to have a one-night stand. Trying to get over Rob, maybe a little at first, until I really got to know Cody.”
 
   “This isn’t going to turn into some kind of relationship, is it?” she scoffed.
 
   “And what if it is?” I shot back.
 
   “You can’t honestly be thinking about having a relationship with a Jeep driving coffee server.” She glared at me. 
 
   “Why not?” Now I was the one glaring at her.
 
   “You’re an educated woman. An English teacher. You’re still attractive for your age. You can do so much better.” 
 
   I knew my sister was trying console me in her own warped way but she sounded so smug and superior. I wondered what she would say when she found out he was 29, three years younger than her.
 
   “Men aren’t exactly beating down the door to take me out,” I admitted.
 
   “Have you even tried? I mean really tried?” I detected a note of sincerity in her voice, even though it was slight.
 
   “I really like Cody.” At this point I had zero interest in going out with anyone else.
 
   “How can a man in his forties not even have a career?” Lizzie asked more as a judgment than a question.
 
   When I didn’t respond, my sister furrowed her brows. “How old is he?”
 
   I gulped. This was it. No turning back. “Twenty-nine.”
 
   “Twenty-nine!” she screamed back at me. “Are you insane? He’s younger than me!”
 
   “I may be an English teacher but I can do the math,” I said.
 
   She grabbed her purse and headed toward the door. “I can’t even deal with you right now. Call me when you regain your sanity.” Before I could stop her, she had slammed the door behind her.
 
   Was I really insane to think I could sustain a long distance relationship with someone eleven years younger than me? I wasn’t sure but I knew I wanted to try.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cody phoned me every night after he got off work. Sometimes we talked until the wee hours of the morning. I was off from school, so I knew I could sleep late, but I was worried about Cody, since I knew he had to get up early most mornings for Jeep tours. 

 
   “Are you sure I’m not keeping you up too late?” I asked one night as it approached midnight. It had been about three weeks after I’d gotten back to town.
 
   “It’s worth it to hear your voice,” he replied. “And I’ve got some great news.”
 
   I hoped it was that he was coming to visit. My body was going into withdrawal. Now that I had sex again, and it was beyond good, it was difficult to think about anything else.
 
   “Do you have plans this weekend?” he asked. 
 
   “Are you asking me out?” I teased.
 
   “I got the weekend off so I could come down to visit.” 
 
   “I can’t wait to see you,” I admitted.
 
   “I can’t wait to see you, and feel you, and touch you, and taste you,” he said.   
 
   My heart fluttered with excitement and anticipation.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   On Friday evening, I had already bought groceries and planned on cooking a special meal for Cody. I wanted to stay in and have the evening to ourselves. 
 
   When I let him in, Cody radiated with so much charm and testosterone, my knees got weak. Luckily, he swept me into his arms and gave me a passionate kiss. It didn’t take long for his mouth to become familiar with mine and for our tongues to find our erotic rhythm. I loved the way he tasted, like cinnamon. And as I inhaled his familiar musky scent, I was overcome with a wave of desire so intense, my body shuddered.
 
   We both stopped to take a breath before the intensity of our reunion consumed us. 
 
   “You must be starving,” I said.
 
   “For you.” He gave me a mischievous grin.
 
   “I just went shopping and got tons of groceries,” I said as I grabbed his hand and let him into the kitchen.
 
   “I love your house. It’s so warm and inviting. Just like you.”
 
   I smiled. 
 
   As soon as Pugsy heard us enter the kitchen, he lifted his head from his pillow and perked up his ears. He ran over to Cody and sniffed his leg. “I assume this is Pugsy.” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   Cody hunched down and scratched Pugsy’s back. 
 
   “Keep that up and he’ll be your best friend,” I said. 
 
   Pugsy jumped up and tried licking Cody’s face. “I guess you’re not the only one who wants to kiss me,” he joked. 
 
   Cody rose and Pugsy lumbered back over to his pillow for a snooze. 
 
   “What do you feel like having?” I asked opening the refrigerator. “I bought fresh tortellini and we can make a quick marina sauce and a salad.”
 
   “That sounds great. I don’t mind cooking,”
 
   I grimaced. “You just spent two hours in the car to get down here. I can’t let you cook.”
 
   He grinned. “But I love to cook. It relaxes me.” 
 
   “How about we cook together?” I suggested.
 
   He nodded. 
 
   I removed all of the salad vegetables from the refrigerator for slicing, as well as the tortellini. From the pantry, I removed cans of tomato paste and pureed tomatoes as the base for the sauce.
 
   “How good are you at making pasta sauce?” I asked.
 
   “Almost an expert,” he said with a glimmer in his eyes. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll make the salad, if you can handle the pasta and sauce,” I said.
 
   He nodded. “What kinds of spices do you have?”
 
   I pointed to the cabinet above the counter where he stood. He opened the cabinet and inspected the contents carefully then nodded. “These will do,” he said.
 
   “I’m glad you approve,” I said as I kissed his cheek. He turned and pulled me close to him. He kissed me forcefully and I could feel the bulge in his pants grow.
 
   “I just can’t keep my hands off of you, Jenny,” he whispered into my ear. “You don’t know how badly I want to take you right here in the kitchen.” 
 
   I gulped as a wave of heat coursed through me. 
 
   My heart skipped a few beats as he continued to assault my mouth with his. His tongue entwined with mine and I moaned with desire. 
 
   He took a step back and gave me a sly grin. “We’d better stop if we actually want to eat tonight.” 
 
   I was so turned on I could barely think straight. I just nodded and looked down at the vegetables. 
 
   Cody grabbed some spices from the cabinet and got to work on the sauce while I began to slice and dice cucumbers, carrots, celery, fresh mushrooms, cauliflower and broccoli. I planned to throw them over the romaine and fresh spinach I had as the base. 
 
   Cody found the pots and readied them for cooking the pasta and sauce. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, the house was filled with the lovely scents of oregano and garlic. 
 
   “I want you to try this,” Cody said as he dipped a wooden spoon into the sauce pot. He made sure to blow on it before he put the spoon up to my mouth. 
 
   When I tasted the sauce, it was delicious. The man knew how to cook. I could add that to his growing list of talents.
 
   “Good?” he asked lifting an eyebrow.
 
   “It’s fantastic,” I said.
 
   He grinned.
 
   As Cody drained the tortellini and added the sauce, I set the small dinette that sat between my kitchen and living room. My home was modest but I tried to make it homey. I had purchased new place settings and lit a white candle for the occasion.
 
   When Cody brought our pasta dishes over to the table, he smiled. “This is lovely. The candle is a great touch.”
 
   We both sat down at our places.
 
   “This looks delicious,” I said. “Smells great, too. I’m starving.”
 
   Cody grinned. “Dig in.” 
 
   As soon as I lifted the fork to my mouth, there was a knock at the door. I returned the utensil to my plate without taking the bite.
 
   Cody was staring at me with a questioning look in his eyes. I shrugged. I had no idea who could be at the door.
 
   “No one ever knocks on my door,” I admitted. “Except for my neighbor, Bill.”
 
   Cody raised an eyebrow.
 
   “He’s a recent widow,” I explained. “He and Marg had been married fifty years, so I think he’s having trouble adjusting. He stops by a few times a week to tell me about a weed he pulled from my lawn or one of the sprinklers he repaired.”
 
   Cody smiled then looked grim. “It’s nearly eight and dark outside. Would he come over this late?”
 
   I shook my head. The knocking continued. When I made a move to stand, Cody put up a hand to stop me.
 
   He rose and walked over to the door. He slowly opened it. Rob was standing on the threshold. 
 
   The two men stared at each other. Finally, Rob spoke. “Who are you?”
 
   Cody folded his arms and glared at my ex-husband. “Who are you?” he challenged.
 
   Rob looked uncomfortable and took a slight step back. He was clearly intimidated by Cody. I liked it.
 
   “I-is Jen here?” he stammered.
 
   “Jenny’s busy. Who are you?” Cody asked pointedly.
 
   “Jenny?” Rob blurted.
 
   At that point, I got up and walked over to the door. Cody was oozing testosterone. I put my hand on his arm to bring him down a bit. “It’s okay,” I said. “This is my ex-husband, Rob.”
 
   Cody backed away from the door slightly, just enough for Rob to slither through. Cody made sure to stand between Rob and me. It was a protective gesture that I appreciated but was completely unnecessary. Rob was an asshole but he was never violent. As a professor, he always used words, never fists.
 
   Rob hesitated for a moment then looked at me and asked, “Can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   Cody glared at Rob. I whispered to Cody, “It’s okay. I don’t want the food to get cold. Why don’t you start?”
 
   Cody nodded and took his place back at the dinette. He wasn’t looking at his food, though. He still had his gaze trained on Rob.
 
   Rob fished a folded stack of papers from his jacket pocket. He handed them to me. “These are the documents we talked about,” he said as he handed them to me.
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Rob just stood there. There was a moment of awkward silence. Finally, Rob said, “Do you have a pen?”
 
   I was a bit taken aback. “You want me to sign them now?” 
 
   Rob looked down like he couldn’t face me. “Megan’s anxious to get the annulment process started.” 
 
   I glanced over at Cody and I could see his jaw tense. I swallowed. “I have a pen in my purse,” I said softly.
 
   As I headed over toward my purse on the counter, I passed by Cody. He grabbed me and placed me in his lap. Then he gave me one of the most passionate kisses I had ever had. Time froze as I enjoyed the ecstasy of his desire for me.
 
   When Rob cleared his throat, it broke the moment. Cody had so much longing in his eyes, it made my body weak. He was hungry but not for the meal. I appreciated Cody’s gesture so much. I knew he wanted to make sure Rob understood I was his but I thought he also did it to show Rob how desirable I was. I mouthed a “Thank you,” to Cody that Rob couldn’t see and he winked at me. It was so damn sexy. I grinned. 
 
   I could hear Rob clear his throat again so I removed myself from Cody’s lap and grabbed the pen from my purse. I placed the documents on the counter then took a deep breath as I tried to prepare myself mentally and emotionally for what I was about to do. I wanted to get it over with and not cry. It’s the one thing I didn’t want to do in front of either of these men but for different reasons.
 
   I felt Cody walk up behind me. He whispered in my ear. “You don’t have to do this. Don’t let him bully you into anything.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said softly.
 
   I placed the pen on the signature line and signed my name. I sighed and folded the paper back the way Rob had handed it to me.
 
   I walked back over to Rob and handed him the document. He took it from my hands. When I looked up at him, I saw a look of tenderness in his eyes that I hadn’t seen in years. “Thank you,” he said. “This means a lot to Megan.”
 
   “I know,” I said.
 
   And with that, Rob turned and walked out.
 
   As soon as the door shut behind Rob, Cody came up to me and gave me a hug. “Are you okay?” he asked as he gazed deeply into my eyes.
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Are you still hungry?”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “How about we skip dinner, then, and go right into dessert?” he suggested. The lustful look had returned to his eyes. He bent down to kiss me. As our kisses became more intense, he scooped me into his arms and carried me into the bedroom.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day, I had planned to run some errands and Cody said he would love to come with me. I had to stop by the school to pick up a few books from the library that I wanted to work on over the summer. The school had updated and renewed the reading list for the school year and there were a few books I wasn’t that familiar with.  
 
   I asked Cody if he would like to drive my car and he readily agreed. I didn’t feel comfortable driving around the city in his Jeep. When we stopped by the school, he looked a bit uncomfortable. I asked him if he wanted to come in with me and see where I worked and he shook his head, avoiding my gaze. I tried to hide my disappointment as I exited the car and hurried into the school. 
 
   Summer school was just letting out for the day as I walked in. I had been offered a summer school teaching gig but now was happy I had declined. I headed to the library and waved at Marilyn Alder, the librarian, as I walked in. 
 
   “Hey, Jennifer,” Marilyn said. “Anything I can help you with?”
 
   “I thought I’d get a start on some of the new reading selections for the upcoming year. I heard they’re adding The Hunger Games to the list recommended reading list.”
 
   Marilyn shook her head. “That would have never been suggested reading when we were kids. I have a copy here if you’d like to borrow it.”
 
   She reached under the counter and grabbed a copy of the paperback. “Have fun,” she said as she handed me the book. 
 
   I hurried back to the car as quickly as I could. With the look Cody had given me, I didn’t think I should keep him waiting. I wasn’t sure what had dampened his mood so quickly. 
 
   When I got back into the car, I felt something was still off. There was an uneasiness in the air that I didn’t like. When I sat down in the passenger seat, Cody was still staring straight ahead. He didn’t turn to look at me.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked.
 
   “Sure,” he said but still didn’t meet my gaze. “Can we get out of here?”
 
   I wanted desperately to look into his eyes but they were masked by his sunglasses.
 
   “Please tell me what’s going on,” I pleaded as I touched his arm. I guessed this is the intense and moody artist he had warned me about when we first met. 
 
   The muscles of his arm tensed on my touch. I suddenly felt awkward with my hand on him, so I removed it.
 
   When he turned to face me, his expression was grim. “Can we please leave now?” he asked through clenched teeth. 
 
   I didn’t know whether to be angry or hurt. I didn’t know what I had done wrong. “Can you please remove your sunglasses so I can see your eyes?” I spat out with more pain in my voice than I wanted.
 
   He flipped up his sunglasses so they rested on the top of his head. His looked at me with such intensity it shook me to the core. 
 
   I could feel a lump welling up in my throat. I tried to hold back the emotion but it was too overwhelming. “Please tell me what’s wrong.” I was barely able to squeak the words out before my voice broke. 
 
   I could tell he wasn’t being completely honest with me and I hated it. It reminded me of Rob and his lies. The last thing I wanted was another relationship with a man who was hiding something.
 
   He didn’t look at me as he spoke. “I told you there were things in my past that I’d rather not talk about. Being here reminds me of those things.” 
 
   I turned away because I didn’t want him to see that I was starting to cry. “Drive,” I said trying not to show the emotion in my voice. I wanted for him to open up to me but he wouldn’t. Why didn’t he trust me? What was he hiding?
 
   Cody flipped his sunglasses over his eyes and put the car in drive. He left so quickly the tires squealed out of the parking lot. He still wouldn’t look in my direction. Tears were now streaming down my face, so I turned to face the window.
 
   I did my best to stifle the sobs that were catching in my chest. Maybe Mel and Lizzie were right. Maybe Cody was too young for me. Every doubt that I had about our relationship now flooded to the surface. What was I doing with a man who would reveal so little of his past to me? I didn’t want to set myself up to be hurt again. I had just mended my heart from Rob’s breaking it.
 
   I cleared my throat in an effort to stop myself from crying but it didn’t work. I started weeping.
 
   I could see Cody glance in my direction. “Damn it!” he said as slapped his hand against the wheel. He pulled the car over to the side of the road and parked.
 
   He turned to face me and lifted his sunglasses so I could see his eyes. “What’s going on, Jenny?” His stare was laser intense. 
 
   I balled. I couldn’t contain my emotion. I felt too vulnerable and insecure. 
 
   “It’s okay,” Cody said as he took me into his strong arms and cradled me. He kissed my forehead then wiped the tears from my eyes. “Don’t cry.”
 
   I nestled my face into his chest and heaved a few more time trying to control the sobbing. He stroked my hair and tried to sooth me. “I love you so much,” he whispered so softly, I wondered if I had heard him correctly. 
 
   “Then why won’t you talk to me about your past?” I asked. 
 
   He gently sat me up and stroked my cheek with his thumb. “Is that what the tears are about?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He wiped away a stray tear as it fell down my cheek and left a soft kiss in its place. “Baby, I don’t want to scare you away. You’re a good person, a teacher. I was a really bad kid. A teacher’s worst nightmare.” 
 
   I had one of those in my past, when I first started teaching. Cheyenne Robison. It was a name I would never forget no matter how hard I tried. 
 
   I nodded. He continued. “I had a lot of really bad things happen to me. I had parents who abused me in every imaginable way. I was a very angry kid and I let out that rage inside me in all the wrong ways.”    
 
   When I looked into his eyes, I could see years of pain that he seemed to be trying to suppress. 
 
   “Please don’t hide things from me,” I said. “If we’re going to have a relationship, I want to know everything there is to know about you.”
 
   He leaned in and touched his forehead to mine. “I don’t want to lose you when you find out who I really am.”
 
   I leaned back so that I could see his eyes. He looked desperate. 
 
   “You’ll never lose me,” I said.
 
   I put my lips on his and gave him a soft kiss. When I tried to pull back, he wouldn’t release me. His pushed his mouth hard against mine and kissed me with such intensity it took my breath away. 
 
   “Say you’ll always be mine,” he pleaded then kissed me again.
 
   “I’ll always be yours,” I gasped. 
 
   He took me into his arms and held me. I didn’t ever want him to let me go.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Nine
 
   We made love all afternoon and we were so exhausted that neither of had the energy to cook, so we ordered pizza and had it delivered. 
 
   As we cuddled on the couch and fed each other pizza, I felt happy and content. The carefree and loving Cody was back and the fight we had in the car seemed like an eternity ago.
 
   “Have I told you how much I love your house and how much I’ve loved being here with you?” Cody asked as he took a piece of pepperoni from the top of a slice of pizza and popped it in his mouth. 
 
   “Are you going to eat the slice or just the toppings off of it?” I joked.
 
   “Just the toppings,” he said as he grabbed an olive and fed it to me. 
 
   “Do you really have to leave first thing in the morning?” I whined playfully.
 
   “I have to get back for work,” he said. “Do you want to come back to Sedona with me?”
 
   “I’m going to be starting work myself in a few weeks,” I said glumly.
 
   He put his arm around mine and pulled me close to him. “You know, we have a high school in Sedona. I’m pretty sure they need English teachers.”
 
   I looked into his eyes to see if he was serious. “Are you asking me to move to Sedona?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “What about my house?” I asked. “I love it and it’s paid for. I don’t think I could afford anything like this in Sedona.”
 
   He kissed me then said, “But you love me, too, don’t you? And I’m paid for.” He gave me a big smile. 
 
   I thought about it for a moment. I did love him but I wasn’t ready to tell him. I still had questions I wanted answers to and I still felt like he was holding back information about his past.
 
   Instead I said, “After my parent’s died, they left both my sister and me a small inheritance. She used hers to play the stock market, with a lot of success, I might add, and I used mine to buy this place.”
 
   He took my hand in his. “I know how much this house means to you,” he said. “I would never ask you to sell it. I just wish we lived closer to each other.”
 
   “Me, too,” I said. “No chance of you moving here?” 
 
   “Too many bad memories,” he said. “Remember that guy in the car, who made you cry? I don’t want to resurrect him again. And I have the gallery to think about.”
 
   I didn’t want to bring back mean Cody, either. And I knew how important his gallery was to him. Was this an impasse? Was there any way for us to have a future together living 120 miles apart?
 
   I didn’t know if I should broach the subject of a visit up to Sedona. He had yet to let me stay in his place. “Can I come up to Sedona for a visit? Maybe stay with you at your place?”
 
   His jaw tensed and his eyes narrowed. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   He didn’t speak for a long moment.
 
   I tried to reassure him. “Whatever it is, we can deal with it.” 
 
   “I just don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said again. I could tell he was starting to get agitated. A wall of secrets was being erected between us and I didn’t like it.  
 
   “What could be that bad? That horrible? The guy I know just isn’t capable of anything so bad that I couldn’t handle it.”
 
   He sucked in air then said. “My place is a complete and total mess. My apartment is tiny and most of it is an art studio. There’s clay, and metal and sculpting supplies everywhere.”
 
   “I think I can handle that,” I said eagerly. “When do you want me to come up?”
 
   He sighed in resignation. “I want you with me every waking moment,” he said. “Come up whenever you want.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    After Cody left, I missed him almost immediately. I didn’t know how long it would be before I saw him again and it killed me. There was a knock on the door and before I barely opened it, Mel strode in.
 
   “Start packing your bags,” she said. “We’re going to Vegas!”
 
   My jaw dropped. Vegas? “When?” I asked.
 
   “This weekend,” she stated. 
 
   I raised an eyebrow. 
 
   She beamed and I had a feeling I knew exactly what was coming next. She was going to elope.
 
   “Marve asked me to marry him,” she said. “I want you to be my maid of honor. We leave for Vegas on Friday.”
 
   “Why so soon?” I asked. “You’re not…?”
 
   “Oh, God, no,” she said vehemently shaking her head. “Me? Never. No kiddos. Marve asked me to be his wife and we just decided, why not do it right away? Neither of us is getting any younger.”
 
   A pang of jealousy swept through me. She and Marvin had things all figured out when Cody and I had nothing figured out.
 
   Mel must have sensed my ambiguity. “I know you don’t like Vegas that much but Marvin is really keen on getting hitched at an Elvis Chapel,” she said. Her smile made her whole face light up. 
 
   I did my best to feel happy for her. What kind of friend would I be if I wasn’t happy that my best friend was getting married?
 
   “Marvin booked rooms for us downtown.” 
 
   I flinched. I was a bit nervous about that part of the city.  
 
   As if she was reading my thought, Mel said, “The hotel is right near the wedding chapel.”
 
   I wondered if I should ask about inviting Cody. Mel still did not think very much of our relationship. I doubted she would want him at her wedding. I wished I could tell her how much he meant to me but I didn’t want her to think me foolish. 
 
   “The four of us are going to have so much fun,” she said and winked at me. Did she mean Cody after all?
 
   “Marve invited his son, Larry, to be the best man,” she said. “I think you’ll really like him.” She playfully pushed my shoulder. “And he’s single.”
 
   I tried to hide my disgust at the thought of her trying to fix me up with anyone but especially anyone related to Marvin. Ugh.
 
   My next thought was how I was going to explain going to Las Vegas to Cody. Once thing I knew was that I was not going to tell him about Larry.
 
   Mel looked at me trying to get a sense of my mood. She leaned over and kissed my cheek. “You don’t even have to worry about Pugsy. I hired a dog sitter for him.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that evening, I was still missing Cody immensely when the phone rang. It was only 9:30, a bit early for Cody to phone. He usually phoned after 10 when he closed the coffee shop. I was surprised to hear my ex-husband’s voice on the line.
 
   “I hope I’m not phoning at a bad time,” Rob said. I wanted to tell him that anytime he called was a bad time but I didn’t get the satisfaction. He continued speaking before I responded. “I just wanted to tell you that it was nice seeing you the other day.” 
 
   Rob hadn’t phoned me since we were married and even then his calls were only in emergency situations. 
 
   “What do you want?” I asked. I hoped I didn’t sound too rude, but I really did want to know what was motivating him to phone me out of the blue.
 
   “I was glad to see you’ve found someone,” he said.
 
   Now the truth came out. Another man found me attractive so I was suddenly worthwhile again. 
 
   “He looks young,” Rob said.
 
   “He is young,” I shot back not knowing where he was going with the conversation.
 
   “That’s not what I mean. I’m not criticizing. That would be hypocritical,” he said. At least he realized that, I thought, because Megan was a lot younger than Cody, five or six years, at least.
 
   He continued, “What I mean is—well—how do you handle it?”
 
   I blinked as I tried to think what he could possible mean with the question. “Handle what?” I asked finally.
 
   He sighed. “How do you handle being with someone so young?” 
 
   I almost laughed. Having a younger lover finally caught up to him. “I love being with a younger man,” I said. “He makes me feel beautiful and desirable again.” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Rob said. I could sense pain and even sorrow in his voice. “I’m sorry I left you for Megan.” 
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. And for the first time, I felt thankful to Rob for leaving me. If he hadn’t, I would have never found the immense passion I felt with Cody. Cody awakened feelings in me I never knew existed when I was with Rob. 
 
   “I think I made a mistake,” Rob said with such a small voice I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. 
 
   I was starting to get a little nervous with the direction of the conversation. “Where’s Megan?” I asked.
 
   “Out with her friends again,” he said with a tone of resignation. “She goes out a lot. Even now that’s she’s pregnant.”
 
   I wondered if that had anything to do with getting her knocked up. Was it an attempt to keep her home with him? 
 
   “You don’t want to go with her?” I asked even though I knew the answer. Rob was a professor. He liked sitting in his study and reading Kant while he sipped a glass of fine wine, jazz music playing in the background. He didn’t like to go out much even when we were Megan’s age. 
 
   “I’m not sure she still wants to marry me,” he said and I thought he might cry. 
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Here was the man who completely and totally broke my heart now spilling his heart to me. “I’m sure the two of you will work it out,” I said even though I wasn’t sure at all.
 
   He sniffled. “My biggest regret is losing you,” he said. “You took good care of me.” 
 
   I held back a laugh. I realized in that moment that Rob never really loved me at all. He loved that I took care of him and he no longer had that. Megan was high maintenance and obviously required a lot of care. She was a taker, just like Rob. Neither one of them was giving.
 
   “I’m sorry you’re not as happy with Megan as you want to be,” I said. But I’m sure happy not to be with you anymore, I thought. “Maybe when the baby arrives, she’ll mature and be a better wife and mother.” 
 
   He was quiet for a moment. And then he said, “I hope so,” as if he was resigning himself to the possibility that Megan would never be the person he hoped she would be.
 
   “Goodbye, Rob,” I said. 
 
   “I was glad to see you so happy,” he said. 
 
   “Me, too,” I said before hanging up.
 
   It was strange, but the conversation had finally put things into perspective for me and for the first time, I was actually glad Rob left me. His leaving opened a place for Cody in my life. I now had someone who loved me and made me truly happy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    When the phone rang a few minutes later, I knew it had to be Cody. 
 
   “I tried calling several times but the line was busy,” he said quickly. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I gulped. I really didn’t want to tell him that I had been on the phone with Rob. Especially after their tense interaction the evening Rob stopped by. 
 
   “Who were you on the phone with?” he asked and I could hear the strain in his voice.
 
   “My ex-husband,” I admitted.
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line. 
 
   “I’m coming down to Phoenix,” he said. 
 
   I was surprised by the resolve in his voice. “When?”
 
   “As soon as I can take time off again,” he said. The urgency in his voice made me wonder if he felt threatened by my ex-husband. The idea was preposterous.
 
    “I can’t let you keep coming down to see me,” I said. “I’m starting to feel guilty. I know you’re trying to save up money for your art gallery. How can you do that when you keep taking time off from work?”
 
   “You’re worth it,” he said. 
 
   I took a deep breathe. I had to tell him about Las Vegas but I didn’t want to. “Mel and Marvin decided to elope and Mel asked me to be her maid of honor,” I said. “I’m going to Las Vegas this weekend.”
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line. 
 
   “Cody?” I said with some hesitation in my voice. 
 
   “I get the feeling that I’m not invited,” he said sharply.
 
   The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Cody. 
 
   “This is really important to Mel,” I said. 
 
   “Where are you staying?” he asked. His tone was flat.
 
   I hesitated. 
 
   “Where are you staying?” he asked again. This time he had a bit of anger in his voice. 
 
   I told him the name of the hotel.
 
   I could hear him suck air. “That’s not a good neighborhood. I’m not sure I want you staying there.”
 
   “They want to get married at an Elvis Chapel. I guess it’s right near there. I won’t go anywhere without Mel and Marvin, I promise.” I hoped that would appease him.
 
   More silence. But what could he say? “When will you be back?” he said softly.
 
   “Sunday afternoon,” I said.
 
   “I guess I’ll call you when you get back,” he said.
 
   And just like that, he hung up.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Ten
 
   I didn’t hear from Cody for the rest of the week, but Mel kept me busy with wedding details. We drove all over the Valley looking for the perfect wedding dress. Then we had to get the perfect shoes. And then a maid of honor dress and shoes. She also wanted us to get our hair done. Even though I missed Cody like crazy, I was glad to see Mel so happy.
 
   Several times, I caught myself picking up the phone and getting ready to dial Cody’s number. I longed to hear his voice. My body ached; I missed him so much. But I didn’t call him. I’m not sure why. The way he just hung up was so cold. I didn’t like seeing that side of him. I decided to wait until I got back to town to contact him. Maybe by then he would miss me, too. 
 
   I cried myself to sleep that night. So many emotions were going through me. I could understand why Cody was upset but what did he want me to do? I had to be there for Mel. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mel and Marvin came to pick me up early Friday afternoon. They were all smiles as we brought my bags out to Marvin’s Lincoln Town Car. 
 
    That’s when I noticed Marvin’s son, Larry, sitting in the back seat. He looked a lot like his father and was pudgy in all the same places. The only difference was that Marvin was grey-haired and Larry had a carrot top. He looked to be in his mid-thirties. I didn’t understand how Mel could think I would find him the least bit attractive. 
 
   I reluctantly got into the back seat with Larry and I could see out of the corner of my eye he was sizing me up. 
 
   “So,” he said. “I heard you’re an English teacher.”
 
   I nodded politely. I wondered if Mel and Marvin had even mentioned to Larry the fact that I had a serious boyfriend. Probably not. They still didn’t acknowledge my relationship with Cody.
 
   Larry leaned over and whispered, “You can correct my grammar anytime.”
 
   Ugh. It was going to be a long weekend. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When we finally arrived at the hotel, I was ready to be done with Larry—forever. He didn’t stop with the sexual innuendos and stupid jokes for the entire drive, even though I gave him absolutely no reason to think I was even remotely interested in him. It was shocking that he thought so highly of himself. He seemed to think I was just waiting to throw myself at him as soon as we got to Vegas. I hoped he wasn’t going to be too disappointed when he realized that was never going to happen. 
 
   The hotel was older but typical of those that had been built in the 1950s. The sidewalk outside the place was just starting to bustle with tourists and fun-seekers. 
 
   We decided to meet in the lobby at six to get a bite to eat at one of the large buffet places. There was also mention of the possibility of seeing a jazz band at one of the smaller clubs later in the evening.
 
   I felt physically and emotionally drained when I unlocked my room and entered. Listening to Larry’s non-stop jabbering for the six hour trip had been almost unbearable. I didn’t know how I was going to handle dinner. Maybe having Marvin and Mel there would temper the conversation. One could only hope. 
 
   I threw my bags on the small writing table and went to lay down on the bed. I debated taking a nap. The room was so drab and lifeless. Kind of how I felt without Cody. I was still upset that he hadn’t contacted me since I told him about Vegas. I knew I had hurt him, but what choice did I have? Mel and Marvin had the right to decide who was going to attend their wedding. I wondered if I should have been more forceful with Mel. Should I have given her an ultimatum? I would only attend if Cody did? Would I have expected that of Cody if the tables were turned? I had to admit that I would have expected Cody to stand up for me; to put me ahead of his friends. That made me wonder why I had not done the same for him. I immediately felt guilty. I suddenly had the sinking feeling that I had made a big mistake. 
 
   At about 5:30, I decided it was time to stop wallowing in misery and get ready for dinner. I decided to wear something more modest because I didn’t want to give Larry any false hope that he had any chance at all with me. Even if I had found him the least bit attractive, my heart belonged to Cody. 
 
   I put on a small wedge heel with my pencil skirt and blouse. I plastered a smile on my face for Mel’s sake then headed down to the lobby.
 
   Mel and Marvin were already waiting. Mel frowned when she saw my outfit but I didn’t care. I wasn’t there to impress anyone, especially not Larry. Seconds later, Larry headed our way. When he saw me, he still managed to leer at me even though I looked like a librarian. 
 
   “You look nice,” he leaned over and whispered to me. 
 
   “Thank you,” I muttered. 
 
   “Let’s get ready to party,” Marvin said enthusiastically. 
 
   I had to stifle a laugh. It sounded so funny coming from someone his age. 
 
   But Mel looked at the man with such adoration, I felt bad for laughing at him, even if it was just to myself. 
 
   The sidewalks were already heavy with foot traffic when we stepped outside. Marvin took Mel by the elbow and made sure to hang on to her as we pushed through the crowded walkway. At first, Larry walked next to me but when I didn’t respond to his small talk, he caught up with his father. I was relieved at first, but then I got nervous. I had promised Cody to only go out with Mel and Marvin by my side and they were already several yards away. 
 
   I was only a block from the hotel when my foot got caught in a pothole and snapped my sensible heel right off. “Shit,” I mumbled. The shoes weren’t new by any means but I was still pissed. I wanted to be in Vegas less with every passing minute. 
 
   Then I realized that Mel, Marvin and Larry had walked completely out of sight without even realizing I was no longer behind them.
 
   As I contemplated what to do about my shoes, I could feel someone walk up very close behind me. “Need some help?” the male voice asked.
 
   When I looked over my shoulder, a burly man was standing behind me. He was in his mid-thirties and wearing a business suit but his tie was loosened from around his neck. He looked like he had been drinking for a while. He got even closer to me and I could feel his breath on the back of my neck, and then I realized he reeked of alcohol. 
 
   “I’m okay, thanks,” I said trying to remain calm, even though his proximately and the fact that he was drunk scared me. 
 
   Then another man, skinner but taller than his friend, flanked my other side. He was also in a suit and loosened tie, and also drunk. I was suddenly freaked out. I didn’t know if I should scream but I didn’t want to overact to the situation.
 
   The burly guy grabbed my arm and said, “We could show you a really good time.” His skinny friend laughed in agreement and grabbed my other arm. When I tried to wriggle free, they both tightened their hold on me. 
 
   I looked around desperate to get the attention of anyone passing by, but it was Vegas and people were preoccupied with their good times. 
 
   I tried to rack my brain to remember any bit of personal safety lessons I had ever had in my life. I admonished myself for never making time to take a self-defense class. I had no idea what to do. I could feel the fear and anger pounding in my head. If Cody was here, this never would have happened. Why hadn’t I insisted that he be here with me? 
 
   When the burly guy said, “Our hotel is across the street,” and I felt like he motioned for his friend to drag me over there, I knew I had to do something. 
 
   I tried lifting my leg to kick the burly man but he grabbed my thigh and pushed it down. “Looks like we got a frisky one that needs to be tamed,” he said to his friend. The skinny guy laughed again.
 
   Just when I thought that all hope was lost, I heard a familiar voice say, “Let her go. Now!”
 
   It was Cody. I had a hard time grasping the fact that he was there. Right when I needed him. How was the even possible? 
 
   When I looked at Cody, the only thing I could see in his eyes was anger. Raw and intense rage. Everything happened so quickly, I had a difficult time comprehending it all. Cody grabbed the skinny guy by the scruff of his neck and with almost superhuman strength, tossed the man off of me like a rag doll. I could feel the burly guy release me and he slowly backed away from Cody’s fury. 
 
   “Hey, man,” he said nervously. “I don’t want any trouble. We just wanted to have a little fun.”
 
   Cody grabbed the man’s tie and hauled him by it. He threw the man against the wall of the brick building behind us. “If you ever come near my girlfriend again, I’ll fucking kill you. Does that sound like fun to you?” 
 
   The burly guy was now shaking uncontrollably. I could see tears welling up in his eyes he was so scared. 
 
   When I looked over at the skinny guy, I could see he was lifting himself from the ground. For a split second, I thought he might try to jump Cody to save his friend but when the coward got up and saw what Cody was doing to the burly guy, he actually ran away. 
 
   As soon as I was aware enough to realize that Cody was still enraged and could seriously hurt the burly guy, I made a move to stop him, but Marvin stepped in front of me and grabbed Cody’s arm. 
 
   “It’s okay, son,” he said to Cody. “She’s safe. You can put him down.”
 
   Mel ran to my side and embraced me. “I’m so sorry,” she said as she wiped away the tears from my cheeks that I hadn’t even realized had fallen. “We didn’t notice you weren’t with us until it was too late.”
 
   Cody let the burly man go and he fell into a heap in the sidewalk. He started to sob. 
 
   When Cody turned and looked at me, I could see all the rage melt from his face. Mel stepped away, and Cody took me into his arms. He didn’t say anything for several minutes; he just held me tightly. I finally felt safe again.
 
   When Cody released me, he looked deeply into my eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I am now.”
 
   Marvin and Mel stepped up to Cody. We were all at a loss for words. What had just happened seemed so surreal. When we looked back over to where the burly man had been, he was gone. I hoped he had crawled into a hole somewhere. 
 
   When Cody noticed that Larry had joined us, he gave me an odd look and made sure to hold me even tighter. Surely he didn’t think anything was going on between Larry and me. Or that anything would even go on between us. 
 
   Marvin, being the shrewd guy that he was, noticed the little exchange. “Cody, this is my son, Larry. I asked him to be my best man tomorrow.”
 
   Cody didn’t make any attempt at niceties. He gave Larry a nod and that was it. He held me even tighter to him, if that was possible. There was literally no space between us. 
 
   “Still feel like dinner?” Mel interjected, trying to break the tension-filled air. 
 
   Cody just stared at her. His expression was unreadable. 
 
   I held up my broken heel. “I’ll have to change shoes first.” The last place I wanted to go was to a restaurant but I didn’t want to disappoint Mel. It was her wedding weekend. 
 
   “We’ll wait for you in the lobby?” Marvin said. It was halfway between a question and statement. 
 
   I nodded. I noticed Cody was still staring at them with an unreadable expression. Cody kept his arm around me and held me so tightly, it was almost difficult for me to walk. I didn’t dare say anything, though, because I wasn’t sure whether he was still angry and if that anger extended to me. 
 
   He finally relaxed enough to release me when we got into my room. I sat on the bed and thought I might start crying as the shock of what happened to me started to wear off.
 
   When I glanced at Cody, I saw that he was still standing at the doorway, with his arms crossed in front of him. He jaw was set and his eyes seemed cold and distant. His face was stone.
 
   “Are you just going to stand there staring at me?” I asked. 
 
   “Well, this isn’t my hotel room. I wasn’t even invited, remember?” His bitter words were laced with pain and sadness.
 
   I walked over to him and touched his shoulders. “I’m so sorry I hurt you,” I said. I could feel some of the tension release from his body and his eyes warmed. 
 
   “Thank you for being there when I needed you. I don’t know what would have happened…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence. I started to sob. Cody embraced me and held me tightly to his chest. I melted into his body. 
 
   When he released me, I looked into his eyes. “Why did you come here?”
 
   “To save your beautiful ass, apparently,” he said playfully. I was glad that some of his humor was returning.
 
   “Seriously,” I said.
 
   “I had a bad feeling all last night and I couldn’t shake it. When I woke up this morning I sensed that you needed me. I remembered the name of the hotel where you said you were staying. I got into my car and drove until I found it. I admit I waited outside the hotel for a few hours. The sidewalk was starting to get crowded, so I didn’t see you when you first came out. But then the bad feeling got really strong and I immediately spotted you with those assholes. I wish I had gotten to you sooner, before they even had a chance to touch you.”
 
   I shook my head. “A bad feeling? Really?” The idea seemed preposterous. Like a cheesy Lifetime movie. 
 
   Cody looked deep into my eyes. “There’s a powerful connection between us, Jenny. I know you can feel it. Sometimes I feel like we share one heart.”
 
   I leaned up and kissed him. He returned with an even deeper and more passionate kiss. The fire burning between us seemed to erase the evening’s previous events. 
 
   Cody took a step back. “If you want to go to dinner, we need to stop.” He gave me a wicked little grin.
 
   “There are people waiting for us in the lobby,” I said.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We met Mel, Marvin and Larry in the lobby. When Larry looked our way, I could feel Cody’s hand, which was interlocked in mine, get tense. Larry gave Cody a condescending sneer and Cody pulled me tighter to him in response. 
 
   “How does a Chinese buffet sound?” Marvin asked with a glance toward Cody, who gave a quick nod in response. 
 
   I got a little nervous when we were back on the sidewalk in the midst of the crowd. I could feel myself starting to shake as we approached the spot where I was assaulted. Cody put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close to his chest. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”
 
   And I did feel safe in his strong arms. I knew he would keep me safe in the crowd. 
 
   The Chinese buffet had a bit of a line when we arrived, so we joined the hungry tourists and waited to be let in. 
 
   Marvin and Mel stood ahead of us and Larry stood next to Cody. I noticed that Cody made sure I was on the other side of him, away from Larry. Cody held me close to him, no doubt to let Larry know I was taken. 
 
   “So,” Larry said. “How did the two of you meet?”
 
   Cody glared at Larry. I could see in Cody’s eyes he had no interest in making small talk with Larry but he played along. “I’m a Jeep tour guide. I took Jenny on a tour.”
 
   Larry snickered. “You’re a Jeep tour guide?” His tone was so condescending, I could feel Cody’s whole body tense. When I looked at Cody’s face, he was so enraged, I thought he might punch Larry. 
 
   “Among other things,” Cody said trying to remain calm and casual. He was anything but. 
 
   “I’m a general contractor,” Larry said. “We’re a multimillion dollar firm.” Then he leered at me. I turned away from him in disgust.
 
   “Your daddy get you into that business?” Cody shot back. I did a silent “Go Cody” cheer and squeezed his hand. 
 
   Larry didn’t bother to respond. Instead he said, “Looks like we’re next.”
 
   When we got to the head of the line, I noticed it was the type of buffet place where you pay one price before you go in. One very expensive price. I immediately felt guilty for dragging Cody here. 
 
   “I’m buying,” Marvin announced. 
 
   Cody stepped up to him, reaching for his wallet. “I can’t let you pay for me and Jenny. I’ve got it.”
 
   Marvin dismissed him with a flick of his hand. “Nonsense,” he said. “I’m paying for all of us.”
 
   Cody exhaled and said, “Fine,” but I knew he wasn’t. 
 
   Marvin paid the fee for our group and we all headed to a round table that accommodated the five of us. 
 
   “Hope you like Chinese,” I whispered to Cody as I glanced at the fifty foot long counter filled with every imaginable Chinese dish ever made. 
 
   “I’ll make do,” he whispered back. 
 
   We all filled plates high with different dishes. I noticed Cody had found enough to even fill his own plate. 
 
   As we ate, the table was silent. It was uncomfortable and tense. 
 
   “How’s the food?” I asked Cody.
 
   “Good,” he said stoically. He didn’t ask about my food and he didn’t say anything else. I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to engage Marvin and Mel in conversation. They hadn’t invited him to their wedding and I’m sure he felt like they didn’t accept him. 
 
   We all continued to eat in silence. Even Mel, who normally had plenty to say about every subject, was without words. 
 
   After we had cleared our plates, Marvin broke the silence. “They have a dessert bar on the other side of the room.”
 
   “I’m done,” Cody said and I wondered if there was a double meaning to his words. 
 
   “I’m full,” I said and looked at Cody, but he wouldn’t return my gaze. 
 
   “I’m game,” Mel said as she rose from her seat. 
 
   “Let’s check it out,” Marvin said as he rose and took her hand. 
 
   Larry looked at the two of us then stood up and followed his father and Mel.
 
   As soon as the three were out of earshot, I turned to Cody. “Is everything okay?” I asked.
 
   He gave me a cold look. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
   “You’ve just been acting really weird,” I said. 
 
   “This is kind of a weird situation, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
   He had a point. I kissed his cheek and whispered into this ear. “Thank you.” 
 
   He exhaled and closed his eyes but didn’t respond. I would have given anything to know what he was thinking. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time we got back to the hotel, I could see Cody was still upset. I tried to calm him down by kissing him but he seemed preoccupied with something. 
 
   I put my hand to his face and stoked my thumb lightly down his cheek. “What’s wrong?” I whispered.
 
   He furrowed his brow. “Am I everything you want?”
 
   I blinked, surprised by the question. “Of course,” I responded. 
 
   His expression was still dark. “I can’t give you everything that someone like Larry can.”
 
   “I don’t want someone like Larry.” I had a bit of anger in my voice. “I want you.”
 
   He stroked my cheek. “I just want you to be sure. I don’t want you to resent me when you visit Marvin and Mel in their McMansion in Scottsdale.”
 
   “I don’t care about being wealthy. I love the way I feel when I’m with you and I love the way I make you feel. For the first time in my life, I’m truly happy. I’m happy being with you. That’s all I care about.”
 
   Cody seemed to relax a bit. He leaned down and kissed me. As his lips pressed harder against mine I could feel the heat between us build and intensify. He didn’t say a word as he looked into my eyes. I could see the desire he had for me but it was tempered by something else. Something I had never seen before. Was it hurt? Pain? 
 
   He continued staring deep into my eyes as he unbuttoned my blouse and tossed it to the floor. Then he removed my bra so I stood completely bare chested in front of him. 
 
   His hands moved down my body and he removed my skirt and underwear. I stood naked but he was still fully clothed. I felt completely vulnerable under the intensity of his gaze. 
 
   He hoisted me up so that my legs were around his waist and he carried me to the bed. He gently placed me down then spread my legs open. 
 
   Cody was relentless in his quest for me to orgasm as he skillfully licked, and sucked and caressed my sex with his tongue. The sensations I felt as his tongue penetrated me were so acute, it was nearly unbearable. 
 
   Then my legs began to quiver and I was overtaken by the bliss of release. I moaned in absolute delight. I had never climaxed that way before so I never knew what I had been missing. I realized in my time with Rob, I had been missing a lot. 
 
   When I opened my eyes, Cody was staring at me. I thought he might smile but his face was still neutral. It made me nervous to see him so devoid of outward emotion. Normally, he delighted in my pleasure.
 
   “Make love to me,” I said. I longed to reestablish that connection between us. 
 
   He didn’t respond verbally. He removed his clothes and made his way back between my legs. 
 
   I could see he was already hard and ready. He put his finger between my legs then finally spoke. “You’re ready for me.”
 
   I nodded and he quickly placed a condom on. 
 
   When he thrust his manhood deep inside me, I nearly screamed out at the intensity of his action. He continued to thrust hard and deep as if he was trying to exercise some of his demons with the act. It was so fierce and wild, I lost my mind in the turbulence.
 
   We both climaxed quickly and forcefully. He lingered inside me and continued to stare deep into my eyes without saying a word. 
 
   I ran my fingers through his hair and cupped my hands on his face. “You mean more to me than anything else in the world,” I said. “I hope you know that.”
 
   I finally saw a small smile move across his face as he withdrew himself from me.    
 
   It seemed like a long time passed as we lay in bed caressing each other in post-coital bliss. Cody then propped himself up on one elbow. “Marry me,” he said.
 
   “What?” I blurted, so shocked I didn’t think I heard him correctly. 
 
   “We’re here in Vegas,” he said. “I’m asking you to marry me.”
 
   I gulped. I was so shaken I didn’t know what to say. Marriage was a big step. I had only been divorced for a year. I didn’t want to rush back into another marriage… Did I? I hadn’t even had time to think about it. Plus, we hadn’t even come to any compromise about living in two different cities. How could I be married to someone who lived two hours away?
 
   When I looked at Cody I could see hurt in his eyes. “I guess that’s a no,” he said quietly.
 
   “Cody, I wasn’t expecting you to propose. I haven’t even had time to think about it.”
 
   His jaw tensed and his face became stone. “Not the right answer,” he said.
 
   Without looking at me, he rose from the bed. 
 
   “Cody,” I said. “Can we please talk about this?”
 
   He swung back toward me. “What is there to talk about?” he said with a bit of anger in his voice. “You obviously don’t want to marry me. When a man proposes, he doesn’t expect his lover to hesitate. He doesn’t expect to have his proposal rejected.”
 
   I rose and stood next to him. “I did not reject you. I just need time to think about it. You kind of sprung this on me unexpectedly.”
 
   His face looked resolute and his eyes narrowed. “Let me know when you’ve made a decision.”
 
   He turned away from me and grabbed his clothes from the floor. I tried to grab his arm but he pulled away from me. He dressed quickly and was about to leave when he stepped up to me. He put a finger in my face. “Don’t you dare go outside without Mel and Marvin by your side.” Then he turned back around and headed out the door. 
 
   I stood there dumfounded. I wasn’t sure if I should go after him. I wasn’t sure if he would be coming back. I wasn’t sure if I would ever see him again. Had I just completely and totally ruined my last chance for happiness?
 
   I sat on the bed and sobbed. After several hours of vacillating between crying and hating myself for hurting Cody, I decided to try and phone him. He didn’t answer his phone and I didn’t leave a message. 
 
   I tried to think about it from Cody’s point of view. He had never been married. He didn’t have ex-husband and failed first marriage baggage like I did. I had a nagging suspicion, though, that part of his reason for the quick proposal was insecurity. After seeing Marvin and Larry and all they had to offer in the way of financial security, I think he wanted a way to validate our relationship. He wanted a way to prove that he was worthy of my affection and I completely let him down.
 
   I wish I could have jumped up and screamed “yes” the way girls do in movies when their boyfriends propose but I just couldn’t. I still had too many questions. I knew I wanted to be with Cody. I couldn’t imagine ever being with anyone else, but it was so soon to think about marriage. Wasn’t it? I thought about Mel and her willingness to jump right into a marriage with Marvin. Why wasn’t I as willing to accept Cody’s proposal? 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day was Mel’s wedding day. Luckily, they didn’t have the appointment booked until early afternoon, so I had plenty of time to cry and feel sorry for myself. But as it got closer to wedding time, I found myself unable to get up from the bed. 
 
   All I could think about was the look on Cody’s face right before he left. All the time I was so worried that Cody would hurt me and I was the one who ended up hurting him. I wondered if I would even be able to repair all of the damage I had done. 
 
   It took every ounce of energy I had to get out of the bed and get dressed for the wedding. When I looked at myself in the mirror, I saw vacant eyes staring back at me. I knew it was going to take every ounce of resolve I’d ever had to get through the day intact.  
 
   It was extremely difficult to be happy for Mel and Marvin, especially when all the questions about where Cody went started. 
 
   Mel and I were in a small dressing room. I was helping her with her with last minutes touches on her hair and make-up when the grilling really got under way.
 
   “What is going on with you and Cody?” she asked glaring at me. “I want every detail.”
 
   I sighed. “We are not going to talk about my relationship issues on your wedding day. No way.”
 
   Mel glared at me. “Shouldn’t we be doing what I want since it’s my wedding day?”
 
   I shook my head. “You do not want to hear my tales of woe. This is supposed to be a happy occasion.”
 
   Mel grabbed my shoulders. “You’re my best friend. You are like the sister I never had. It’s important to me that you’re happy, too.” 
 
   “Fine,” I said. “Cody asked me to marry him and I wasn’t ready to say yes.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “Did you say no?”
 
   I shook my head. “I basically said nothing.”
 
   Her eyebrows furrowed. “Oh, no,” she said. “That’s bad. Indifference in that situation is like an arrow through the heart.”
 
   “I’m not indifferent,” I insisted. “I’m just not sure.”
 
   “That boy is completely and totally in love with you. And he’s hot. How can you not be sure? Do you love him or not?”
 
   I wondered why she was suddenly pro-Cody. Maybe his display of bravery swayed her a bit. “I do love him, but it’s more complicated than that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I didn’t know how to respond to the question.
 
   “It sounds to me like you’re making it more complicated.”
 
   “I am not,” I blurted, even though she might have been right. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re not afraid of getting hurt again?”
 
   She was right. I sighed. “I hope I didn’t completely mess things up. He was pretty mad when he left.”
 
   “You need to go to him and tell him that you love him.”
 
   I nodded. She was right. I just needed to figure out how and when I’d do it.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Eleven
 
   As I watched Mel and Marvin exchange vows, and saw the joy and passion the two felt for each other, I couldn’t stop thinking about Cody. I remembered all of the love between us. All the happiness he brought to my life. How special he made me feel. I realized in that moment, that I did want to marry Cody. I wanted to be his wife more than I may have wanted anything else. I wanted to spend my life with the man I had so quickly and passionately grown to love. 
 
   When I got back to Phoenix, I had one mission. I needed to see Cody and tell him how I felt. I needed to tell him that I wanted to marry him. 
 
   Lizzie agreed to watch Pugsy for me if I paid her fifty dollars a day. Since I was only going a few days, I felt okay about giving her the extra money. It was funny that her moral objections to my younger boyfriend lessened in proportion to the amount of cash I was willing to put on the table. 
 
   The two-hour drive seemed to take ten hours. I was so anxious to see Cody. I knew I had to do whatever it took to get him back. I didn’t know how I could ever have any happiness without him. I just hoped that I hadn’t broken our relationship to the point that it couldn’t be fixed… No. It had to be fixed. There were no other options. 
 
   When I got to Cody’s place, I started to get a bit queasy. He wouldn’t answer any of my calls and never called me back. What if he didn’t want me anymore? What if I hurt him too badly? What if I really couldn’t put the broken pieces of our relationship back together again? I could feel beads of perspiration pouring down my face. Nice. I was going to beg him to take me back looking like a sweaty mess. 
 
   I gathered my courage and knocked. When Cody opened the door, he seemed genuinely surprised to see me. Then the look of surprise was replaced with anger.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked flatly.
 
   I froze. I wasn’t sure what to say. I wanted him to take me into his arms and hold me tightly. I wanted to forget everything in Las Vegas had ever happened. I wanted him to love me again. “I’m sorry I hurt you,” was all I could manage to say. 
 
   That’s when he stepped back to let me into his house. 
 
   The place took my breath away. It wasn’t big but it had a very high ceiling. It was packed floor to wall with artwork. He wasn’t lying when he said it was a mess. Other than the small kitchen and dinette, I couldn’t tell the place was actually lived in. It was more like an art studio with supplies and artwork in various stages of development. 
 
   When I looked back at Cody, I noticed he had his arms crossed over his chest. His face was an unreadable mask. He just looked at me and waited. The tension between us and the uncomfortable silence was unbearable.
 
   “I think I made a mistake,” I said finally.
 
   He continued to stare at me with a stone expression on his face.
 
   I took a deep breath then said, “I want to marry you.” 
 
   I could see a slight glimmer return to his dark eyes. Was it hopefulness? 
 
   There was another moment of silence before he spoke. “I hope you’re not just saying that because you miss my hot body.” I could see a wicked little grin forming in the corners of his mouth. 
 
   I reduced the space between us and placed my hands on his chest, over his heart. “As much as I love your hot body, I want what’s in here, too.”
 
   He looked at me with a more serious expression. “You know getting married will require us to make some tough decisions.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “And we’ll both probably have to make some sacrifices to be together.”
 
   I nodded again.
 
   “And you know I’ll probably never be wealthy, like Marvin and Larry. You’re okay with that?”
 
   “I want you, Cody. I realized there’s nothing I want more than to be with you.”
 
   He bent down and kissed me. As his kisses deepened and became more demanding, he grabbed by butt and lifted me onto his hips. He carried me into his small bedroom and placed me on his bed. 
 
   The bedroom was packed with just a double bed and dresser filling most of the space. I noticed the mirror on his dresser was covered with photos he had taken of me on the Jeep tour. It melted my heart. 
 
   As Cody hovered over me, I could see the depth of desire in his eyes. His lips pressed to mine, hard and insatiable. His tongue was ravenous as he pushed it into my mouth. I was so overcome with his desire for me, it was difficult to breath. 
 
   “I want to make you mine again,” he said. 
 
   “Yes,” I said breathlessly. 
 
   He ripped his shirt off and quickly removed his pants and boxers. His eyes were filled with hunger for me.
 
   He lifted me far enough from the bed to remove my shirt then tore my bra off and threw it with his clothes. When his mouth took in my breast, I could feel heat radiate through my entire body.  
 
   “Cody,” I whispered. “I want you.”
 
   He quickly removed my pants and undies in one swift movement. When he moved his fingers between my legs, he moaned. “You’re so wet for me.”
 
   He leaned over to his night stand and grabbed a package. He ripped it open, removed the condom and quickly put it on. He thrust himself into me with was such force, I gasped with pleasure.  
 
    His lovemaking was so deep and forceful, it didn’t take long for the two of us to reach climax. I was overwhelmed with intensity of the bond between us. 
 
   After he cleaned up, he joined me in the bed. We looked into each other’s eyes for a long time. “I don’t ever want to lose you again,” he said with a bit of sadness to his tone.
 
   “You’re not going to lose me,” I said softly as I caressed his cheek with my hand. 
 
   “There are things you don’t know about me.” I sensed some urgency in his voice. 
 
   “Whatever it is, I’m sure we can work it out.” I couldn’t imagine what could be so bad that it would tear us apart.
 
   “Promise me,” he said. “Whatever you find out about my past. Promise me that you won’t leave me.”
 
   The gravity of his tone and demeanor sent a chill down my spine. What could he have possibly done that was so awful that he was afraid I might no longer love him? Why was he so afraid of losing me? What secrets was he hiding from me?
 
   I decided I didn’t care. The man I knew, the man I had fallen in love with, was not capable of doing something so terrible that it could break us apart. 
 
   “I will always love you,” I said. “No matter what.”
 
   That seemed to satisfy him because he exhaled the breath he had been holding then gave me a soft kiss. “Are you hungry?”
 
   I smiled. “Starving.”
 
   He handed me one of his button down shirts to put on. “Wear this,” he said. “You’ll look sexy in it.”
 
   I complied and slipped his shirt on. I gathered the rest of my clothes off the floor and carried them into the living and dining area. Cody followed. I placed my clothes next to my purse on the kitchen counter.
 
   The main part of the house was an open plan with the living room, dining area and kitchen all in one. Every other inch of the place was filled with art supplies and art work in various stages of completion. 
 
   “I warned you,” he said. “The place is a mess.”
 
   “Your place is more like an artist studio and art gallery than an actual home.” 
 
   He looked concerned. “Is that good or bad?”
 
   I shrugged. “Neither. Both. You’re an artist. It’s what you do. It’s who you are.”
 
   I looked over the array of completed artwork. Some of the pieces were spectacular. 
 
   I noticed a lovely bronze statue of a beautiful woman in a long gown. She was exquisite.  “May I take a closer look at that piece?” I asked.
 
   The muscles in this neck seemed to tense a bit. He gulped. I wondered why he was so hesitant for me to view the work. Then he finally gave the okay with a quick nod. 
 
   I stepped over to the piece and examined it. It was magnificent. The man was talented. No doubt about that. When I looked at the title plate, I nearly fainted.
 
   Beautiful Jenny
 
   Surely, he’d known someone named Jenny before me, I rationalized, until I saw the work was dated this year. It couldn’t be a coincidence. 
 
   “Is this me?” I said more to myself than an actual question because I knew in my heart it was. 
 
   Cody stepped in front of me and gently placed his hands on my face. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever been with,” he said. “And I’m totally crazy about you.” 
 
   I could feel a lone teardrop fall down my cheek. Cody quickly wiped it from my face with his thumb and lightly kissed the spot where the teardrop had fallen. 
 
   Then he softly kissed me on the lips. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
   “For what?”
 
   I pointed to the statue. I still couldn’t believe he had made such a lovely piece of artwork out of me. I certainly didn’t see myself in the same way he saw me. 
 
   As I looked at the piece again, I noticed the artist nameplate and the air was nearly sucked out of my lungs.
 
   “Why does this say the artist’s name is Cheyenne Robison?” I asked in a near panic.
 
   That was a name I would never, could never, forget. It was a name that had haunted me nearly every day for the last fifteen years. 
 
   “Please, let me explain,” he started and I sensed the urgency in his voice.
 
   “Did you go to high school in Tempe?” I asked. 
 
   He looked like he wanted to speak but he just nodded. 
 
   “I thought your name was Cody Miller,” I said more angrily than I wanted. 
 
   “It is,” he said. “Cody is my middle name. It’s what everyone calls me now,” he said. “And I took the name Miller when Jim and Lucia adopted me when I was 16.”
 
   Everything came crashing down around me as the pieces of the puzzle all fell into place. I now understood why he looked so familiar when we first met. Why I felt like we knew each other in a previous life. Why he felt so familiar to me.
 
   When I looked into his eyes, I saw Cheyenne. But why hadn’t I recognized those eyes before now? Had I not wanted to? 
 
   He grabbed my hands and pulled them up to his chest. “Please, give me a chance to explain,” he pleaded. 
 
   “When did you know?” I asked fiercely.
 
   The look on his face told me everything I needed to know.  
 
   “Tell me,” I insisted. I wanted him to admit his deception.
 
   “I didn’t want you to think any less of me. It was fifteen years ago. I was barely even a teenager, fourteen years old. I’ve changed a lot since then.”
 
   I ripped my hands from his.
 
   “How could you keep that from me? Is this some kind of joke? Some kind of revenge thing? Completely fuck, in every way, the teacher who got you expelled from school?” 
 
   “No, you don’t understand. I never felt that way about you. I was a very angry kid but I was never angry at you. I could never be. Can’t you see you saved me? That your love saved me then and is still saving me now?” 
 
   I shook my head. I was beyond angry. Beyond hurt. I felt lied to and violated, even more than I had when Rob cheated on me. 
 
   “I need to go,” I said. 
 
   He stood in front of me and blocked my way out the door. “Don’t go,” he said. “I don’t want you to leave angry.” When I looked into his eyes, my heart nearly melted. I saw the eyes of that young boy sitting in my classroom all those years ago. I saw the years of pain he had endured.  
 
   “Please don’t go,” he said as he bent down and softly kissed my lips. 
 
   I melted into his kiss and I was with Cody again, the man who made me feel all the things I longed to feel. But it was only a moment of passion before I regained my sanity. 
 
   “I can’t do this,” I said. “Now that I now you’re Cheyenne, you’ve made it impossible.”
 
   “I’m not that person anymore,” he said. “It’s taken a lot of work, but I’ve changed. I know you can see that. I’m Cody. The man you love.”
 
   I was extremely confused. I needed some time to think. To sort everything out. I needed to get out of that house. I needed to escape. I wanted to leave everything about that horrible day fifteen years ago buried deep in the past. 
 
   “I’ve got to go,” I said freeing myself from his embrace and heading for the door.
 
   When I glanced back at Cody, I still saw that scared teenager who sat in my classroom fifteen years ago. I grabbed my clothes and purse from the counter and hurried out the door.
 
   It wasn’t until I was sitting in my car that I realized I was only wearing Cody’s shirt and nothing else. I was so distraught, I didn’t realize I wasn’t wearing pants. I quickly slipped them on as I tried to contain my sobs of despair. 
 
   Cody didn’t try to stop me as I drove away from his house. The two-hour drive back to Phoenix was the longest and most painful two hours of my life. I felt like someone had ripped my heart right out of my body. I felt like I could throw up at any minute. The rush of emotions from such tremendous pleasure and high hopes for the future to such crushing despair within such a short period of time had completely frayed every nerve in my body. 
 
   The constant stream of tears that filled my eyes made it difficult for me to see where I was driving. If wasn’t so intent on getting away from Sedona, away from Cody, or Cheyenne, or whatever the hell his name really was, I would have probably pulled off the road. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I got back to Phoenix, I immediately went to Mel’s house. I needed someone to talk to. I needed my best friend. 
 
   I parked my car in her driveway and ran to her door. Between heavy sobs, I pounded on her front door. 
 
   When Mel opened the door, she took one look at my face and threw her arms around me. As she pulled me into her house, she didn’t let go of her tight grip on me. I was glad she held me so tightly because I felt like I could pass out. 
 
   Marvin was standing in the foyer with a look of deep concern in his eyes. Mel whispered something into his ear and he excused himself and headed into the study. Mel guided me into her living room and we both sat on her overstuffed couch. For once, I was glad Mel had ridiculously luxurious furniture. It felt good to sink down into its warmth and comfort.
 
   After I had a few moments to catch my breath, Mel turned to me and said, “Well, you look like shit.”
 
   That was the Mel I adored. She always went straight to the heart of the matter. “That’s pretty much how I feel right now,” I said. 
 
   My cell phone began to ring in my purse. No doubt it was Cody. 
 
   “You’re not going to answer that?” Mel asked raising an eyebrow. 
 
   I shook my head. The cell phone continued to ring. I reached into my purse and turned it off. The only other person who ever called me was sitting in the room with me. 
 
   Mel waited patiently while I composed myself. Then I said, “Do you remember a kid I told you about fifteen years ago? His name was Cheyenne Robison. He was a real trouble maker. He made Freshman English class a living hell on a daily basis.”
 
   I could see her wheels were spinning but she didn’t have it. “I can barely remember what happened fifteen minutes ago. You expect me to remember a story from fifteen years ago? A story I probably only half paid attention to anyway,” she said. I couldn’t help but smile at her audacious honesty. 
 
   “Please full-listen this time; it’s important.” I continued, “I tried to help this obviously troubled kid by encouraging him to write his feelings down. Keep a journal. Write poetry. He was getting pretty good and I thought I had made some real progress with him. He revealed a lot to me in his writing. He had a terrible home life. His father abandoned the family, was in and out of prison then finally murdered in an act of gang violence. His mother was a drug addict. She went to prison for a while for dealing drugs. Cheyenne was tossed from one relative to another, all fairly dysfunctional, until he finally ended up living back with his abusive mother again. That’s when I met him. I could understand why he felt so much rage inside but he also scared me. He was like a time bomb waiting to go off and he eventually did.”
 
   I could tell Mel was full-listening this time. “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “It was almost the end of the school year and Cheyenne had really opened up to me. He had been keeping a journal for months and had filled up an entire notebook with poems. I asked him to stay after class so I could talk to him. That was my first mistake. Knowing his background, I probably never should have risked being alone with him. But I was still a young teacher with a year of experience under my belt.”
 
   Mel’s eyes grew wide with anticipation. “Don’t stop now,” she said.
 
   “Cheyenne plopped himself into a chair and I sat down in a chair next to him. I handed him back his journals and all of the poems he had given me to read. He looked like such a scared kid.
 
   First, I thanked him for his willingness to share so much of his life with me. I told him that it must have been hard for him. He nodded. Then I told him how beautiful I thought his poetry was. I encouraged him to keep writing. I told him he had some real talent that needed to be nurtured. He beamed. I’d never seem him look so happy. He was always such a sullen kid, who exuded so much anger, but at that moment, he just lit up the room.
 
   Then, before I knew what was happening, he leaned over and tried to kiss me. Of course, I immediately backed away. I realized he was confused. He was just a kid. He had mistaken my attention for something else. I told him I was sorry. I liked him as a student but not in any other way. As I tried to explain that it wasn’t appropriate for him to kiss me, I could sense the anger building in his body. At some point, it seemed that he couldn’t even hear me anymore. He became absolutely and completely enraged. He jumped from his chair, grabbed his seat from the floor and threw it out the window. I was terrified. I didn’t think he’d intentionally hurt me, but he seemed out of his mind with anger. I didn’t know what he was capable of. He continued grabbing chairs and tossing them around the room. He threw a second chair out the window.
 
   I finally made it over to the intercom and asked for help. I gave the emergency code so the woman at the front office would phone the police.”
 
   I could feel teardrops welling up in the corners of my eyes.
 
   “I didn’t want him to get arrested, but I didn’t know what else to do. He had completely and totally lost it. And I felt like it was all my fault. I ran through every interaction the two of us had over the course of the school year trying to figure out if I had ever done anything inappropriate, anything that would give him the wrong idea, but I didn’t think I did. I thought I was being his teacher and helping him. I couldn’t have been more wrong.”
 
   Now I could feel the tears streaming down my face, but I continued. I needed to get it all out there.
 
   “By the time the police arrived, my classroom was completely trashed. Of course, Cheyenne was arrested. I’ll never forget the look on his face as the police pulled him out of the room. When he turned back to look at me, he had the most pained expression I had ever seen on another human being. He looked like a puppy, who had just gotten all of the life beaten out of him by a bad owner. It was at that moment, I realized how much I had hurt him. Not just the fact that he was expelled and had to spend the rest of his high school career at an alternative school. I had broken his precious young heart.”
 
   I started to sob. 
 
   Mel grabbed a tissue box from the lamp table and handed it to me. I took one from the box and dabbed my eyes with it. 
 
   “Did you get in trouble?” she asked.
 
   “No. Cheyenne told the police that I was going to fail him in class. He said that’s why he wanted to talk to me and that’s why he flipped out. He protected me, which made me feel even worse. I never told anyone what really happened. Not even Rob. I was ashamed and I didn’t want to lose my job. Rob and I were dependent on my income. I still feel guilty about it.”
 
   “I wasn’t your fault,” she said and gave me a quick hug. 
 
   “I know that rationally,” I said pulling away. “I always wondered if there was something I could have done differently. Something that would have changed the outcome of that day. I also changed as a teacher. I became more guarded. I didn’t ever get that close to a student again.”
 
   “I’m confused,” she said. “Why are you getting so emotional about something that happened so long ago?”
 
   I didn’t know how else to tell her, so I just came right out with it. “I found out today that Cody’s actual first name is Cheyenne.”
 
   Mel’s eyes widened. “What are you saying?” 
 
   I think she knew exactly what I was saying but I spelled it out for her. “Cody is all grown up now and goes by his middle name but fifteen years ago he was that freshman boy in my English class named Cheyenne Robison.” 
 
   “Holy shit,” she said. Then repeated it for emphasis. “You never do anything the easy way, do you, Jen?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Holy shit,” she said again.
 
   “I know,” I said.
 
   “What are you going to do?” She seemed truly concerned.
 
   “I have no idea,” I admitted.
 
   “How did you find out?” she asked.
 
   “That’s the thing I’m so hurt and angry about. I found out. He didn’t have the nerve to tell me.”
 
   Mel gave me one of her famous are-you-insane looks. “Now hold up,” she said. “Can you blame the guy for not telling you? That’s some serious shit.”
 
   “How could he keep something like that from me? It’s an important piece of information.”
 
   “Please hear me out without getting all emotional,” she said, obviously preparing me for something that was going to make me very emotional. 
 
   “Considering the state I’m in, I’m not going to make any promises that I can’t keep, especially when it comes to getting emotional.”
 
   She continued anyway. “Based on what you told me about Cheyenne, he was obviously in love with you.” I tried to protest but she held a hand up. “He was in love with you as a teenager would be in love with his teacher. You were young enough at the time for him to majorly crush on you, and you were old enough to be a bit of a mother-figure as well.”
 
   “You are not making me feel any better about sleeping with him,” I said.
 
   She held up her hand again. “I’m not finished. He probably had a lot of confusing feelings about you. You may have been one of the only adults who every truly cared about him. I can understand why he fell for you. Even though it wasn’t right. Look at it from his perspective.”
 
   “Okay, I can understand from the fourteen-year-old boy’s perspective, but what about the twenty-nine-year old man, who lied to me?”
 
   “Did he ever actually lie to you?”
 
   “It was a lie of omission,” I said. “It’s the same thing.”
 
   “When he saw you again, he obviously still had feelings for you—very strong feelings, I might add. He obviously wanted to be with you. And he could, now that he was an adult. What do you think would have happened to your blossoming relationship if he would have said, ‘Oh, and by the way, remember that kid who went crazy and destroyed your classroom? That was me’.” 
 
   She had a point, but it still didn’t excuse him from not telling me.
 
   “And exactly how did you find out his real name?”
 
   “I showed up at his house, where he has all of his artwork, and I saw it on the artist’s nameplate.”
 
   She stared at me and blinked but no words came out. Finally, she sighed. “Don’t you get it? He couldn’t bring himself to tell you because he didn’t want to lose you, but he knew you had to find out at some point. Letting you see the nameplate and figure it out was his way of telling you without having to say it.”
 
   It made sense. But I was still mad he hadn’t told me sooner. Mel was right, though. Would I be in love with him if he had revealed the information sooner? I probably wouldn’t have had a chance to.
 
   “I’m just not sure if I can ever see him just as Cody and not see Cheyenne, too.”
 
   “Are you still the person you were at fourteen?” she asked.
 
   “God, no,” I said.
 
   “But doesn’t that girl still live somewhere inside you?”
 
   I thought about it for a moment. “I suppose so.”
 
   “He’s Cody. The gorgeous hunk you’ve fallen head over heels for, but somewhere deep inside, he’s still that scared and angry kid. Do you really want to turn your back on either of them?”
 
   “And why are you suddenly so pro-Cody?” I asked. She hadn’t been the most enthusiastic supporter of our relationship previously. 
 
   “There’s something incredibly romantic about him holding a candle for you all these years,” she said. I wasn’t sure if it was romantic or dysfunctional. “So, what are you going to do?”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. I was so confused, I didn’t know what to do. I just needed some time to think.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Twelve
 
   By the time I got back to my house, I was exhausted. I didn’t think there was a teardrop left in me to shed. I grabbed my cell phone from my purse. Twelve missed calls. Three messages. All from Cody. I was torn between erasing the messages without listening to them or listening to them and risk becoming emotional all over again.
 
   I played the first message. “It’s me. Cody. Please call me back. I need to hear your voice.”
 
   I played the second message. “It’s Cody again. I’m so sorry. I never meant for this to happen. I love you.”
 
   I played the third message. “I need to see you. I need to touch you. I need to hear your voice…”
 
   The third message sent shivers down my spine. The emptiness and hollowness in his voice pulled at my heartstrings. It was the same feeling I had when Cheyenne looked back at me as he was being pulled from my classroom. Like I had shattered his heart into a million pieces. I broke down into uncontrollable sobs again. 
 
   As the night fell, my sobbing had finally receded and I could breathe without a catch in my throat. I still had no idea what I was going to do. Or what I wanted to do. I so exhausted but I wasn’t sure I could sleep. I lay in my bed and stared at the ceiling. 
 
   The bed where I had felt so much joy with Cody just weeks earlier now felt cold and empty. The pain I had felt after Rob left me was nothing compared to the intensity of heartbreak I felt over Cody. It didn’t make any sense. I was married to Rob for almost twenty years. I had only been with Cody a few months, but the connection we shared was so intense and enduring it defied explanation. I couldn’t imagine a life without him. 
 
   I could feel my body finally begin to relax and I welcomed the idea of sleep and a temporary relief from the overwhelming pain I felt. Just as my eyes closed, there was a pounding on the door. 
 
   When I looked out the peephole, I saw a very anxious Cody standing outside.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked loudly through the door.
 
   “Please, let me in,” he said sounding desperate. “I need to see you. I need to talk to you.”
 
   I hesitated for a moment. I knew if I let him in, that would be it. I would not be able to resist him and my decision would be made. 
 
   He knocked more softly. “I’m not leaving until I see you,” he said. “I’ll wait out here all night if I have to.” 
 
   When I looked out the peephole again, I could see the resolution in his eyes. He wasn’t going anywhere until I opened the door.
 
   I sighed, tried to compose myself, then unlocked the door. 
 
   When I opened it and Cody saw me, he looked overcome with emotion. I could see both utter joy and complete sorrow in his eyes. There was a moment of hesitation before he took me into his arms.
 
   “Please forgive me, Jenny,” he said as cupped my face in his hands. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   I felt so at home in his arms. I never wanted to be anywhere else. 
 
   He gave me light kisses on my cheeks and eyelids. “Please forgive me,” he said again. “I want you, I need you, in my life.”
 
   I looked into his eyes. They held so much warmth and tenderness and love. My heart melted. “I forgive you,” I said. And with those three words, my decision was set.
 
   He kissed me. The kiss was filled with passion and desperation. It was as if he couldn’t get enough of me. As he pulled me close to him, I could feel how much he wanted me. And I longed to feel him inside of me. I wanted to possess every part of him again and for him to possess every part of me. 
 
   Our mouths and tongues danced with delight as our hands explored each other’s bodies. Suddenly, it felt like there was too much clothing between us. 
 
   “Jenny,” Cody said breathlessly between kisses. “I want you so badly. Please say you’ll be mine again.”
 
   I touched the side of his face. “I’ll always be yours.”
 
   And with that, he scooped me into his arms and carried me into the bedroom. 
 
   Cody slowly removed my tee shirt and pajama bottoms and I stood naked in front of him. He stared at me like I was a treasure he had just discovered. He removed his shirt and then stepped out of his pants and boxers. We were both naked and vulnerable. He took me into his arms and held me for a long time. The world seemed to disappear as we melted into each other’s arms. At that moment, I knew my heart would never belong to anyone else. 
 
   Cody kissed me gently at first. Then as his tongue found mine, his kisses became harder and more intense. I felt the familiar longing between my legs. A desire that could only be filled by him being deep inside me. 
 
   Cody moved me toward the bed and we both lay down. He was just inches above me, staring at me with laser intensity. It sent shivers through my body.
 
   “I love you,” he said. “I’ve always loved you and I will always love you.”
 
   “I know,” I said. “I love you, too.”  
 
   I thought he would reach for a condom, but he didn’t. I didn’t have any protection in the house. I wasn’t sure I’d even need it again after our fight. 
 
   “Tell me you want me,” he whispered into my ear as he kissed my neck.
 
   “I want you,” I managed to say as my body shuddered.
 
   He was completely bare when he entered me and I allowed him. There were no longer any barriers between us. It was the most intimate moment of my life. I had never felt so close to another human being. The lovemaking was so intense that when I climaxed and felt his release inside me, I screamed his name in ecstasy. 
 
   Even after we were both spent, he lingered inside me, just staring at me. It was as if he didn’t want the connection between us to be broken. He stroked the side of my face as he stared into my eyes. 
 
   “Jenny, that was amazing.”
 
   I nodded. It was amazing. I had never felt a man, sans condom, inside me. Rob was always so cautious, he never considered not using protection. At least with me. Obviously things were different with Megan.
 
   Cody continued to stroke my cheek with his thumb. “You have me inside you now and part of me will stay inside you. I’m yours body and soul.”
 
   “And I’m yours,” I said as I lifted my head and kissed him.  
 
   As we nestled each other, I was overcome by the desire to touch his scars. I wanted to smooth away the ugliness. I had the irrational idea that the intensity of my love for him could somehow take away all the pain he must have endured. 
 
   I carefully paced my hand at the bottom of the scar that ended mid-chest. He flinched and closed his eyes. A pained expression overtook his beautiful face.
 
   I didn’t remove my fingers and he didn’t stop me this time. He allowed me to continue to run my fingers along the extent of the deep lines. 
 
   “Open your eyes,” I said. 
 
   He inhaled a deep breath. When he opened his eyes, I could see they were moist. 
 
   “No one has ever touched me there,” he said so quietly I almost didn’t hear him. I noticed one lone teardrop escape down his face. He made no effort to wipe it away. “The women I’ve been with—I could see they were disgusted by my scars—but they tried to ignore them. They couldn’t even look at them.” Several more teardrops ran down his cheeks. 
 
   I got very close to Cody and leaned my lips down to the scar on his chest. Starting at the bottom, I gave him slow and careful kisses all the way up the scar until I reached his shoulder. Then I made my way down the scar on his arm, lightly kissing it all the way down. 
 
   When I was finished, he gasped then let out a small sob. Tears were now streaming down his face. 
 
   He took my face into his hands and looked deeply into my eyes. “Do you know how much I love you?” he said. “How much I’ve always loved you?” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   Cody continued, “My mother did it to me after I was expelled. When she found out I had been kicked out of school, she lost it. She knew I was smart and she wanted more for me, but she was so dysfunctional and drugged out of her mind most of the time, she didn’t know how to help me. She flew into a rage and started beating me with whatever she could find. She told me that I had ruined her life when she got pregnant with me in high school. My father didn’t want her anymore and it was my fault. She had dreams of going to college and I stopped her from pursuing those dreams. I tried to stop her from hitting me, so she grabbed a knife and cut me up. I never saw her again after that. I went into a group home and she went to prison, where she died. The last time I saw my mother, she gave me these scars as a parting gift to always remember her.”
 
   I gave Cody a soft kiss. We looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment and it was so intense, I felt like we were looking into each other’s souls.  
 
   “You know you were the only person who ever really cared about me until I met Jim and Lucia,” Cody said. “I can’t tell you how much it hurt when I lost you. I didn’t even care about school. I cared about not being able to see you again.”
 
   “Cody, I…” He didn’t let me finish my thought.
 
   “When I saw you standing there at the hotel, waiting for me, it was like a miracle. I vowed I would do whatever it took to have you in my life again. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth, but I wanted you to fall in love with who I am now. I knew that I would eventually have to tell you everything, but I hoped that if you fell in love with me and loved me as much as I’ve always loved you, that you wouldn’t care about the past.”
 
   “I do care about the past, Cody, but I’m not going to let it get in the way of our future together.”
 
   He gave me a half smile then pulled me close to him. He lay down and I snuggled against his warm chest. We slept nestled against each other all night and by the time we woke up it was well into mid-morning.
 
   I made sure Cody had a good breakfast because I knew he had a long drive ahead of him and had to work that night. 
 
   As he was getting ready to leave, I could feel a lump forming in my throat. I felt like such a sap but I didn’t want him to go. Rationally, I knew he had to, but on a physical and emotional level, I just wanted to stay wrapped in his arms forever. In his arms, I felt safe and warm. It was like the rest of the world disappeared and there was just the two of us. 
 
   He stood at the door and gave me a weak smile. I was afraid to ask when we would see each other again. Any amount of time was going to be too long to be apart. 
 
   “Don’t look so sad,” he said. “You have a young stud who is totally hot for you. And he’s also madly in love with you.”
 
   “It’s just so hard being away from you,” I admitted.
 
   “I promise we’ll see each other soon,” he said as he leaned down and kissed me. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    I missed Cody immensely but the weeks went by quickly. It got busy with school and Cody wanted to get in as many Jeep tours as he could before the weather turned too cold for the tourists.
 
   But then my time of the month came and went and I didn’t get my period. Huge problem. I had never missed my period. I had never even been late before. My period was more reliable than the postal service. Was it possible that I was pregnant? We did have the mind-blowing make-up sex without using protection. 
 
   I sat in my bathroom looking at a row of blue sticks. I had purchased six of them. Every one of them was blue. Obviously, I was pregnant.
 
   I grabbed the phone and dialed Mel. She answered on the first ring. “What’s up, Chica?”
 
   I gathered my courage and came out with it. “I’m pretty sure I’m pregnant.”
 
   I couldn’t believe she was laughing.
 
   “What’s so funny?” I asked, a bit annoyed.
 
   “That make-up sex must have been really good,” she replied.
 
   “It was, but that’s beside the point. This is serious.”
 
   “Why?” she asked. “It’s not like you’re a teenager who can’t support herself. You own your own home. You have no debt. You have a career. What’s the big deal? You’ve always wanted a kid and you’ve hit the genetic jackpot with Cody.”
 
   All good points, I thought. Of course, there was the issue of Cody.
 
   “Have you told him yet?”
 
   “I just took the pregnancy test a few minutes ago. Actually, I took six.”
 
   She chuckled. “You always were an over-achiever.”
 
   “I don’t want to tell him over the phone. I’m going up to Sedona.”
 
   “I think you should,” she said. “Need some moral support?”
 
   “No, I think I have to do this on my own.”
 
   “Let me know what happens.”
 
   As I was about to hang up, she said, “Hey, Jen, deep down, I think you wanted to get pregnant. I don’t think this was a complete accident.”[bookmark: _GoBack]
 
   Before I could respond, she hung up.  
 
   I grabbed my overnight bag from the closet and frantically threw a few things together for the trip. Pugsy looked at me expectantly. I couldn’t ask my sister to dog sit again. She hated the idea of me being with Cody, even though she hardly knew him. She was going to completely freak out when I told her about the baby. Maybe I would just wait until I started to show and she could figure it out for herself. 
 
   “Looks like you’re going with me to Sedona,” I said to Pugsy. 
 
   I went into the kitchen and gathered some dog items, like Pugsy’s bowl, food, leash, and a blanket.  
 
    I scooped the little guy up into my arms, grabbed the bags and we were off. 
 
   The two-hour drive north gave me plenty of time to think about what I was going to say. The one thing I didn’t want was for Cody to have to worry about supporting the baby. I didn’t want anything to deter him from getting his gallery and making his dream a reality. 
 
   When I stopped my car in front of his place, I was suddenly struck with a feeling of complete dread. What if he didn’t want the baby? What if he didn’t want to be with me anymore? I had only been thinking about it from my 40-year-old perspective. This felt like my last chance to finally have something I wanted for so long. But Cody wasn’t even 30 yet. How would he feel about suddenly being a father?
 
   I was no longer as excited to be sitting in his driveway. This was definitely a moment of truth. I didn’t need Cody to raise the baby, but I wanted him to be there with me. I wanted us to be a family. I rolled the windows down for Pugsy and gave him a kiss on the top of his head. “Wish me luck,” I said.
 
   Pugsy just stared at me. 
 
   I gathered every ounce of courage I had and exited the car. The air felt a lot colder than when I had been in town a few months earlier. Winter would be setting in and the air was crisp and damp. The few hundred feet to his front door felt like it took an eternity to conquer. I started feeling very queasy and I wasn’t sure if it was from nerves or the pregnancy.
 
   I stood staring at the wooden door. The last time I had been to Cody’s place, we had fought. I hoped this time would be a lot more positive. How should I break the news to him, I wondered? The best course of action would be to just come right out and say it, I determined. 
 
   I took a deep breath and knocked on the door. No answer. Maybe I should have phoned first to make sure he was home. The Jeep he usually used was parked in the driveway. I knocked again with more force.
 
   “Just a sec,” I heard his voice yell from inside. 
 
   I shivered from cold and nerves. Why didn’t I think to bring a jacket? Maybe because it had yet to cool down in Phoenix. As I waited, I thought about what it would be like to live in Sedona with Cody. The pace of life was so much more relaxed. It had a smaller, cozier feel than Phoenix. It would be a nice place to raise a family. I had a vision of Cody and I cuddling next to a fireplace with a baby between us. It felt idyllic. 
 
   When Cody finally opened the door, he looked shocked to see me. There was a moment of intense awkwardness while he registered my presence, then he leaned over and kissed my cheek. “What are you doing here?” he asked. Not exactly the reaction I was expecting.
 
   My teeth were chattering. “Can I come in? I’m getting cold and I didn’t bring a jacket,” I said.
 
   “Of course,” he said and opened the door completely so I could enter.
 
   That’s when I saw her. On the other side of the room stood a raven-haired beauty with pure olive skin. She wasn’t young, probably a few years younger than me. Much prettier, though. She looked like a model. And she wasn’t fully clothed. 
 
   I didn’t know what to do. It was not something I ever expected. Another woman? It didn’t make any sense. I panicked. The only thing I wanted to do was escape. I didn’t want to see—whatever this was. I wanted it all to go away. 
 
   “I think I made a mistake,” I muttered as I turned and ran out of his house. 
 
   I just made it outside before the waterworks started and broke down into uncontrollable sobs. Just as I could feel myself about to fall to the ground, two strong arms grabbed me and held me up. 
 
   He wiped all the tears from my eyes then grabbed me and held me in a tight embrace until I stopped crying. 
 
   He took my face in his hands and looked deeply into my eyes. “Please hear me out,” he said.
 
   I started to protest, but he put a finger to my lips. “Let me explain what you just saw.”
 
   I nodded. It didn’t take a genius. I was pretty sure I knew what I had just seen.
 
   He didn’t take his eyes from mine. “That’s Jim’s sister, Rita. She’s a professional artist’s model. I was doing some sketches of her for a new piece I’m working on. Rita models for me quite a bit. She models for most of the artists in Sedona. I’ve known Rita for years. She’s happily married and has two kids.”
 
   It took a minute for it to register. I guess she was standing there as if she was being sketched. I jumped to conclusions, which were obviously not true.
 
   “You have nothing to worry about. I am completely and totally in love with you. I would never consider being with anyone else—ever.” He leaned down and kissed me. 
 
   I pulled away. “I hope you don’t change your mind when you hear what I have to say.”
 
   He look of worry crossed his face. “What is it?”
 
   I gulped. “I’m pregnant.”
 
   The air suddenly felt heavy as I waited for a response. He took me into his arms and held me tight. He kissed my forehead but didn’t say anything. I gave him time to process the information. 
 
   “I don’t want this to interfere with your plans for the gallery,” I said quickly. 
 
   He gave me a puzzled look. “I want to take care of you and the baby,” he said matter-of-factly. “The gallery can wait.” 
 
   I nodded, but I knew there was no way I was letting him give up on his dream.
 
   “We need to get you inside,” he said protectively. “It’s too cold out here for you.” He put his arm around my shoulder.
 
   “There’s something important in the car,” I said.
 
   We both looked over and saw Pugsy staring at us through the driver’s side window.
 
   We retrieved Pugsy from the car, and grabbed the overnight bags, and headed into the house.
 
   When we got inside, Rita was now completely covered and pacing nervously through the living area. As soon as she saw me, her face brightened.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said and she came over and hugged me. I was a bit surprised by the gesture of affection from someone I had never met. “I know that looked really bad…”
 
   “No need to explain,” I said. 
 
   “I hope you don’t think the hug was too forward,” she said. “It’s just that Cody talks about you so much, I feel like I already know you.”
 
   I glanced over at Cody and I could see he was blushing.
 
   “Actually, you’re all he really talks about,” Rita continued. “Well, you and art. His two loves.”
 
   Cody was now grinning and I was the one who was blushing.
 
   “I guess I’d better get going,” she said. “I’m going to have a hungry husband and children in a few hours.”
 
   She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek then grabbed her purse from the kitchen counter. “Have fun, kids,” she said before she exited.
 
   When the door shut, I exhaled. We finally had a chance to be alone and talk. Except that Pugsy was standing by the door crying. I was sure he needed to pee.
 
   “Would you like to take Pugsy for a walk and we can talk?” I suggested. 
 
   Cody nodded. “First, we need to bundle you up,” he said. “I don’t want either of my babies to freeze.”
 
   He grabbed a sweater from the closet. “Put up your arms.”
 
   I did as I was told and he carefully placed the sweater over my arms and then my head. He nodded as he inspected me in his sweater. It was definitely too large and I was swimming in it but I also felt safe and warm. 
 
   “I think you need a jacket, too,” he said grabbing the leather jacket that was hanging in the closet. He carefully placed in over my shoulders. “That should keep you toasty.”
 
   I waited for him to grab something for himself but he just stood there. He was in a T-shirt and jeans. “Aren’t you going to put on a jacket?” I asked.
 
   “You’re wearing it,” he said. 
 
   “You only have one jacket?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t buy a lot of clothes. I have stuff for work and that’s about it. All my money goes toward the gallery.”
 
   “And let me guess, I’m wearing your only sweater, too?”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “Do you at least have a sweatshirt?” I asked.
 
   He dug around in the back of the closet and pulled out a tattered I Love Sedona sweatshirt. “It was a freebie.”  
 
   I shrugged. “It’s better than nothing.” 
 
   He pulled the hideous thing over his head and we walked outside with Pugsy.  
 
     Pugsy was thrilled to be on a walk even though the air was much chiller than Phoenix. I was immediately put at ease when Cody grabbed my hand and interlaced his fingers with mine. 
 
   “This is nice,” he said as he pulled my hand to his mouth and kissed my fingers. 
 
   “You’re going to marry me,” he said and it wasn’t a question. “I want my baby to have parents who are married. It’s important to me. It’s something I never had.”
 
   I stopped and looked into Cody’s eyes. “I want to marry you. I’m not scared anymore. I love you and I know we can make this work.”
 
   Cody grinned. “If I knew all it was going to take to get you to marry me was getting you knocked up, I would have done it sooner.”
 
   I playfully hit him on the shoulder. 
 
   Cody stopped in front of me and took my face into his hands. “Are you sure you’re okay with this? With having my baby?”
 
    “I’ve wanted a baby for a long time,” I admitted. “I can’t think of anyone who would make a better father.”
 
   Cody kissed me. When he looked at me again, he had a serious expression. “I’m going to ask Jim about releasing the money from the account we set up for the gallery.”
 
   “No!” I said. “You can’t do that.”
 
   “I told you I want to take care of you and the baby. We can use the money to buy a house.”
 
   I shook my head. “There’s another way. I’m going to sell my house. I don’t have a mortgage and I’ve got a bit of equity in it. It will be enough for a significant down payment on a place here.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked. “I know how much that house means to you.”
 
   “I want to, Cody. I want to move here to be with you.”
 
   “Have I told you how much I love you, beautiful Jenny?”
 
   “Every time we’re together,” I replied as I leaned up to give him a kiss.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Epilogue
 
   Eighteen Months Later
 
    
 
   Lucia started to get fussy when I tried putting her black patent leather baby shoes on. I knew she probably didn’t need them with the number of people who would want to hold her and dote on her, but they looked so cute with little black dress and white tights. 
 
   Cody hurried over and took the shoes from me. “Let me get that,” he said. He looked stunning in his new black pin stripped suit, white shirt and black tie. He was so good with his daughter and she always behaved for him. At ten months, she was already a daddy’s girl. 
 
   I smiled as I watched my beautiful husband put the tiny shoes on his baby girl. He adored and treasured her. When he turned to me, he let out a little whistle. “Don’t you look hot,” he said as he admired my knee length sundress. He leaned down and kissed me. “I have the most beautiful wife in the entire world,” he said, his eyes glistening with happiness.
 
   Even though we had already celebrated our one year anniversary and were hardly still newlyweds, I never got tired of hearing him call me his wife. And every time I looked down at our simple matching wedding bands, it reminded me of our wedding day.
 
   It was an intimate ceremony at Jim’s lovely home. His backyard had an awesome view of the red mountains.  My sister agreed to be my maid of honor and Mel walked me down the aisle in place of my parents. My wedding dress was loose fitting to accommodate Lucia, who was still growing inside me. It was one of the happiest days of my life. The only one that was happier was the day Lucia was born. We were in the same hospital Cody had taken me on our first date, when I injured my hand hiking. When I saw the joy in Cody’s face when he got to hold his daughter, I knew marrying him was the right decision and I knew he was going to make an excellent father.
 
   Cody kissed me cheek and whispered in my ear, “We have to go. I don’t want to be late to my own opening.” Then he pointed at Lucia and I knew why he was whispering. She was getting drowsy-eyed and would probably fall asleep. She was much easier to handle when she was snoozing.
 
   Cody grabbed Lucia in her carrier and I grabbed the diaper bag and we were off. I locked the door to our lovely new home and we walked next door to Cody’s gallery. 
 
   The gallery ended up looking much like he had envisioned and exactly as he had drawn in the sketch he showed me on our first date. People were already starting to mingle about as we headed inside. Jim was doing some last minute adjustments to some lighting. Mel and Marvin were fussing with the punch and snacks and Lizzie was placing programs around the gallery.
 
   As I looked at all Cody’s artwork on display, I was overcome with emotion. My man had fulfilled his lifelong dream. He had overcome a childhood of abuse, worked through his twenties with a singular goal in mind and entered his thirties as the owner of his own art gallery and a devoted husband and father. I was so proud of him. And here I was in my forties, the happiest I had ever been in my life and apparently still fine.
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   SLOW NO WAKE
 
    
 
   After finding her sister in bed with her fiancé, 25-year-old Lexie Wilkins decides to relocate to southwest Florida to start a new life and escape relationships all together. What she doesn’t expect to find are two attractive kite surfers, who both want her.
 
   So much for Lexie’s vow for her fresh start in Florida: a no wake zone. Having two guys in her life is sure to make waves.
 
   Eddie is the captivating bad boy who lives next door. Daniel is Lexie’s sweet and ruggedly handsome co-worker. The differences between the two men are just as extreme as their sport… 
 
   Who will she choose?
 
    
 
    
 
   BE GOOD
 
    
 
   The Bad-Girl and the Boy-Next-Door
 
    
 
   Tired of reading about 20-something virgins? Meet Anna Hart, a 23-year-old party girl and self-confessed slut.
 
   After getting completely wasted at a wedding reception, bridesmaid Anna Hart wakes up in a strange bed and can’t remember what she did or who she did it with. 
 
   The stranger in bed with Anna is Brett Conner, a nerdy guy who Anna vaguely remembers from college but only because everyone called him Clown Hair. Only Brett isn’t quite as nerdy as Anna remembers. His clown hair is long gone and Brett is almost cute—and kind of sexy.  
 
   Over the course of four weddings, in four cities, in one crazy summer, Brett and Anna start a mismatched relationship. But is there a future for the bad-girl and the boy-next-door?
 
    
 
    
 
   MATCHPLAY
 
    
 
   A Girl, a Guy, a Tournament and a Challenge
 
    
 
   The Girl: At a time when most girls obsess about homecoming and high school prom, Rainy Dey spent her senior year caring for her dying mother. So when her father drops her off at college to start her freshman year, his words of advice to his bookish daughter are to start acting like a young person and finally have some fun.
 
   The Guy: College senior, Aaron Donavan, aka Mr. Hot-and-Knows-It, is President of the Clubhouse, a social club for the college’s most wealthy and popular guys. Aaron can have any girl on campus except the one who challenges and excites him the most—Rainy Dey. 
 
   The Tournament: Every year, the senior members of The Clubhouse engage in a golf-inspired tournament to see who can sleep with the most freshman girls. When Rainy finds out about the tournament, she believes Aaron’s only interest in her is to score points by taking her V-Card.
 
   The Challenge: Can Aaron convince Rainy that his feelings for her are true and that she won’t be just another notch on his tournament scorecard?  
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