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Chapter 1

Uncomfortable would be a good word to describe how Sean felt at the moment.  Underage would have fit his situation even better.  Decadence was shown lavishly about the dining hall; velvet curtains, silk hangings, tasteful paintings, and enormous crystal chandeliers hung everywhere to give the whole place the air of decadence and “old money”.  It was a GenenCorp shareholder’s meeting to celebrate the company’s breakthrough success in the pharmaceutics industry and Sean had been invited.  He may be one of the largest independent shareholders at the decadent dinner, with up to thirty-four percent of the company’s stock but he most definitely did not belong.

Sean was twenty-two years old.

So, to repeat what he was already thinking, he was very uncomfortable.  Fact of the matter was he wasn’t all that social a person.  He went out little, preferring the company of a good book to most people he knew and never was into the wild party seen that many of his college buddies favored.  He hardly thought of himself as anti-social, far from it, he enjoyed a good conversation or better yet a good debate on society and its morals, but he was a loner.

And so, Sean sat in the far corner of the room sipping an excellent vintage of cabernet sauvignon while he watched and listened to other shareholders boasting about their other investments while at the same time hiding how they play the market.  It was disgusting.  Sean could tell right away that most of them didn’t have a clue as to what they were doing and simply stumbled across GenenCorp’s stock by pure luck, a total shot in the dark to spend their leftover play money on.  Sean knew the company had potential from the start.  No insider info on this venture.  He had been closely monitoring the company since it first built itself from the ground up, observing closely what went in and what came out.  As he had predicted, GenenCorp’s stock skyrocketed within a year and instantly Sean went from a scrounging college student with a BS is biochemistry to a millionaire.  Of course none of his friends knew that, Sean’s living habits didn’t change.  He still lived in the same two-bedroom apartment for the past three years while he worked on his graduate’s degree in biochemistry and whittled away the time at his computer, monitoring stocks and reading.  It was his idle hobby of watching the market that landed him with over six million dollars worth of stocks.  To say he was ahead of schedule to retire early would be an understatement.  If he so chose, Sean could retire right now and simply continue day trading.

So why was he here? He thought idly to himself.  Sean wasn’t so sure himself.  A part of him thought it might be exciting to dress up and rub elbows with the rich and maybe find out any tidbits of useful information about GenenCorp from the board of directors that should be floating around.  But there was more to it then that he supposed.  He wasn’t quite sure what else it was that drew him to the meeting but there was more than a need to get out every once in a while.  Sean took another sip of his wine as he continued to scan the crowd.  He always did that; old habits die hard.  Then again, he never did try to stop himself from observing a room; he simply did it.  He just didn’t notice he subconsciously did it until he was thirteen.  Sean popped a cracker with caviar in his mouth just as she sat down next to him and he nearly choked.

Seemingly out of nowhere a woman with raven-black hair in a stunning black dress that hinted at some very sensual curves pulled up a chair beside him and sat herself down.  She wasn’t very tall, only 5’4” judging by how she sat beside him, but she carried herself as if she were at least six-foot.  She didn’t look a day past thirty, but considering the crowd he was in Sean would roughly guess she was closer to thirty-two.  She coolly pulled a fluke of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter and took a light sip.  Sean didn’t know what to say, too flabbergasted by the fierce intelligence that flared brightly behind her soft brown eyes, so he sat there dumbly, put on his poker face, and then turned back to watch the crowd, not wanting to make a major faux pas and scare the woman away.  He did, though, continue to watch her from the corner of his eye.

Just as she did with him.

“I know this is awkward but I need your help,” she said in a voice that was as enchanting to hear as she was to look at.  She took another sip of her champagne as her eyes swept the crowd.  Then Sean saw what she was looking out for and the only thought that ran through his head was, Oh shit.  Breaking through the crowd was a man that was roughly 6’2” and at least two hundred pounds, all muscle, with a dark scowl on his face and he was heading straight for them.  While Sean did stay in shape from hiking in the nearby hills and going to the gym whenever he could he very well knew that he looked very average when it came to physicality.  At just 5’9” and a hundred and eighty pounds Sean definitely was not a Mr. Universe.  Why the raven-haired woman chose to sit by him, he had no idea.  Under the table he could feel the woman’s manicured nails digging into his thigh as she calmly looked at the charging bull that stormed his way toward them.  Unfortunately for Sean, he was never one to turn down a plea for assistance.  He dropped his hand under the table and reassuringly held the woman’s hand.  She slowly let go and snuck a quick look at him, smiling in relief.  Under other circumstances, Sean would have said something to break the ice but as it was, the hulking man was towering over the woman and was staring darkly over the both of them.

“Well hello, Charles,” she said in an endearing tone.  Her eyes flashed daggers.  “How wonderful to see you.  Tell me, how are the Twins?  Are they keeping you happy?”

The tall man’s gaze grew even darker and looked about to explode in fury.  “’They’ are fine, Elizabeth” he spat out between clenched teeth.  “There seems to be a bit of a problem with the papers we signed last week.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes.  It would appear that you now hold all the shares of GenenCorp.  That is, all the shares that I bought.”

“Now, Charles, you and I both agreed on those settlement papers years ago.  And those shares became mine the moment you signed them.  No point crying over spilt milk, dear.”  Her endearing smile and tone disappeared.  “Your loss.”

Charles’ eyes hardened and his muscles bunched up as his arms rose to throttle Elizabeth.

“I suggest you do nothing rash.”

It was the first words Sean had said all evening.  Elizabeth and Charles both stopped what they were doing and looked at Sean.  “As you can see, Elizabeth and I were in the middle of something when you barged in here.  And I would take great offense if you said or did anything that would cause her any duress.”  It was Sean’s turn to give a challenging glare.  It was true though.  He was never the kind of person to stand idly by while someone else was in trouble when he could do something to help.  He supposed he got that annoying habit from reading too many fantasy novels.

“You, stay out of this,” Charles said while he pointed a meaty finger at Sean, “Elizabeth, you are coming with me.  Now.”

Sean looked over at Elizabeth to see her respond.  She didn’t say anything but looked at him with pleading eyes, her fingernails dug into his thigh once more.  That was all the reply he needed.  “I’m sorry…Charles is it?  Well, I’m sorry but it would appear Elizabeth does not wish your company at the moment.”  He stood up and lifted Elizabeth’s arm slightly signaling her to stand as well.  “Now, if you’ll excuse us.  I believe…”

Sean never finished as Charles made to shove him aside.  Charles never finished the motion and his arms were brushed away before they could touch.  Sean hoped this didn’t end violently.  He hated getting into violent situations.  Surprised at being so easily fended off by a smaller man, Charles put his whole body into a push that would have knocked Sean flat on his back.  Too bad for Charles Sean wasn’t standing there any more.  Sean sidestepped the larger man easily and tripped him with his foot.  Charles lost his balance and fell face forward right into a waiter with a tray of red wine, which sent a fount of red right onto Charles dark gray suit.  The clatter from the shattering crystal and silver tray drew everyone’s attention where Charles stood amidst the mess, Sean had taken several tactful steps into the crowd already with Elizabeth perched on his arm.  Charles spun around red-faced with embarrassment and anger but couldn’t find the two and in a huff stormed back out of the dining hall.  The crowd returned to buzzing about their initial conversations after a few inquiring comments into the interruption then continued on without a fuss.  An unseen hand helped the waiter up and apologized for the larger fellow that knocked him over and placed a hundred-dollar bill in his breast pocket.

“Thank you very much for helping me out back there.”

Sean turned around and found a pair of soft brown eyes that spoke volumes more than the words.  It was apparent that she was frightened to death of Charles.  Then Sean pieced it all together.

“No doubt your ex-husband has a varying opinion on that.”  Elizabeth’s right eyebrow perked up at his words and smiled a small smile that made Sean’s heart flip.  “Is there anything more that I can help you out with?  Fight off muggers, save your kidnapped children, defend your honor?”

“This isn’t the way I had planned on meeting people.  But I have to admit that the approach has its merits.”

“Such as?”

“Meeting dashing young men that are willing to rescue the damsel in distress.”

The two of them laughed at that and were soon in a long conversation that put Sean’s mind at ease in the large crowd and Elizabeth’s from her ex-husband.  Elizabeth had recently divorced Charles, only a month since the ink dried on the settlement papers, and now she was a single woman with plenty of money and endless amount of time on her hands.  A dangerous combination, Sean thought, and he said so.  God, she had a beautiful laugh.  She came to the party for the same reason he did, to simply get out of the house and ‘to play dress up' as she put it.  Sean was surprised at how such a dazzling woman was so intelligent.  Most of the girls he met in college didn’t even have so much as half the good looks that Elizabeth did and didn’t even so much as hold a matchstick to the bonfire of intellect that she possessed.  Almost everything she did spoke confidence and daring that Sean found alluring and extremely sexy.  But there was more to her than that.  She had depth, a strong sense of self that he hadn’t found anywhere else; and he had most definitely looked.  He found that when she made her choices she stuck with them, unlike other girls his age that vacillated from one choice to the other and then finally went back again after they thought they had made up their mind.  In other words, she wasn’t fickle.  Again, that strong sense of self kept hypnotizing him as the two of them talked about everything and nothing.

“So tell me,” Elizabeth said as she took a sip of her champagne, “What is college-boy like you doing in an overly decadent dinner party such as this?  Don’t you have a beer bash to get to?”

“Gee, you’re right,” Sean said sarcastically, “I forgot all about the frat party tonight.  I guess I’ll have to apologize to all the other drunken college students who I don’t know or care about in the haze of bong smoke, now won’t I?  Honestly, I was never part of that crowd and if you ever catch me in it as I burn away my youth, go ahead and shoot me.  I probably would thank you for it in the afterlife.  The party-hardy life was never my gig.”

“And the classy dinner party is?”

“Well, I’m not much for any party scene at all.  To tell you the truth, large crowds make me nervous.  But I tell you what.  There is one thing going for the classy dinner party.”

“And what is that?”

“The classy beautiful women, of course.”  Sean said that while looking deep into Elizabeth’s eyes and had the desired effect of making her blush.

“My, my and a charmer too.”

“But of course!  Care to dance?”

Elizabeth arched that eyebrow of hers again and Sean nearly melted on the spot.  Instead of doing that though, he took her proffered hand and raised it to his lips then led her to the dance floor.  The band had struck up a hot tango and Sean was glad he took the ballroom dancing classes that his friends ribbed him about.  Sean wasn’t surprised that Elizabeth could dance as well.  Matter of fact, she was a fantastic dancer and with that black dress she wore had all the heads turned in their direction as the two of them swept the floor to the sultry music.  Dancing with her was like holding on to a livewire, an electric charge zipping through every touch of skin accentuated with every step and turn.  If she was a livewire then Sean never wanted be grounded even if it were the death of him, dancing with her felt that good.  The band finished up and the two of them ended holding each other tightly, breathing heavily from the exciting dance.  Again that burning light in her eyes had flared up and Sean was tempted to kiss her, crowd be-damned.

But he didn’t.  The mere fact that he thought about it gave him a giddy rush; he was never this bold, especially around women.  The two of them looked at one another for a brief moment then Elizabeth led them off the dance floor to their table, a wide grin on her face.

“Wow,” were the first things out of her mouth as they sat down to catch their breath.

“Enjoy yourself?”

“Immensely,” she continued.  “I haven’t danced like that since…well since ever!  I’m surprised I still remember the steps since when I took those classes in college.  ‘Bout damn time I put it to use.  God, listen to me go on.  I haven’t had that much fun in years.”

“Didn’t look like you had forgotten much,” Sean commented, “How long ago since you took those classes.”

“I’d have to say at least twe…” she caught herself but it was too late.  “Damn, I shouldn’t have let that slip.”  She had a bemused look on her face.  Twelve years.  That would roughly put her at thirty to thirty-four unless she got more than a bachelor’s degree.

“Doesn’t matter, I would have found out eventually by our second date.”  Did he just say that?

“My, my.  Second date.  Aren’t we the confident one?  What makes you say that there will be even a first date?”

“Because, like you said.  You haven’t had this much fun in years.  You’re a free woman now and I would be sorely disappointed if you didn’t revel in it at first.  Second, because I’ve always had at least a second date.”  He didn’t mention that he had only had one girlfriend in his high school senior year but that lasted for over a year.  “So, could I get your number?”

Chapter 2

What was she doing?  She had never felt so nervous before.  Elizabeth combed out her black hair, braided it, and then pinned it up.  She hoped Sean liked it.  He was just as fun over the phone as he was in person.  They talked every night of the week and now she was going to see him again tonight.  She had been anxiously waiting for Saturday night to come and now that it was here she was terrified.  So many thoughts ran through her head.  What did he see in her?  Why did he ask her out?  Did he have any idea who he had humiliated at the dinner party?  She thought she was done with relationships and getting into trouble after she divorced her husband but now she was jumping into a whole new set of problems.  She had vowed to herself that she wasn’t going to get into anything entangling, just sit back, relax and enjoy the money that Charles was more than happy to give her in order to shut her up.  And now, she was jumping into something entirely new with a younger man.  A much younger man.  She was thirty-four for Chrissakes!  Granted, Sean made her feel like she was ten years younger but that wasn’t it.  There was more to it when he danced with her at the dinner party than just feeling young again, somehow he had gotten under her skin.  There was something else about him that made her feel like she was the younger one.

The door chimed.  Oh shit!  He’s here already!  She looked up at the clock.  He was ten minutes early!  Didn’t he know better than to show up early?  He didn’t give her time to put her makeup on.  Barefoot, she made her way down the stairs and opened the door.  It wasn’t Sean.

It was Charles.

“Hello, Elizabeth.”

Her heart froze in terror; she didn’t know what to say.

“How kind of you to get all dressed up for me.”  The icy look in his eyes brought back so many terrible memories.  Charles overpowered her and stepped into the house and shut it behind her.  “Now it wasn’t very nice of you to have left me like that at the dinner party the other night was it?  Was it?!!”

“Well hello again,” Elizabeth fought to keep the fear from reaching her voice, “I thought we had an agreement to stay away from each other.”

“What, you actually believed I would stay away from you?  After the humiliation you caused me with stunt with the GenenCorp stock?”  Elizabeth found herself on the cold marble floor, her jaw throbbing.  “Listen, bitch.  No one makes a fool out of a Talworth, are we clear?”  All Elizabeth could manage to do was gasp for air when his foot swung up and knocked the air out of her.  “I SAID…”

“I believe Elizabeth heard you just fine.”

Sean.  She didn’t hear the door chime.  Charles must not have locked the door.  Sean will get the crap beaten out of him.  Oh, God, Sean, get out of here.  RUN!  But the words never came as she continued to catch her breath.  All she could do was play silent witness when he got beat up.

“You again!”  She watched Charles turn around to face the college boy.  “You have a little something coming to you you little twit.  No crowd to hide in this time.”  Elizabeth watched from the floor as Charles threw a meaty fist at Sean.  Again, Sean wasn’t where the punch was aimed and appeared beside Charles.  Elizabeth could hardly follow the flurry of punches and elbows that Sean rained down on her ex-husband and stared when Sean launched himself in the air while grabbing Charles by the collar, rolled backwards, and hurled the larger man out the open door.

The door slammed shut and Sean was by her side asking where she was hurt.  She felt herself being lifted then placed gently on the couch by the fireplace.  She heard him make some noise in the hall bathroom and then in the kitchen.  A soft washcloth soaked in hot water was placed on her brow and gentle fingers probed her body for tender spots.  She flinched when he touched her ribs and then moved on.  The whole time she heard Sean softly cursing himself for showing up too late to help her before Charles could have harmed her.

By then Elizabeth had regained her breath and placed a hand on his to calm him.  “Sean, I’m okay.”

“Like hell you are.  You just lay there and I’ll see what I can do.”

Elizabeth brushed away his hands and sat up.  As much as she enjoyed the pampering, she had been through a lot worse and his efforts were very much appreciated but unnecessary.  “Sean, really, I’m fine.  I just had the wind knocked out of me is all.”  She wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly.  “But I could really go for a hug right now.”  He returned her hug, carefully avoiding where Charles had kicked her.  She may have felt like crying right then but she didn’t.  All those tears were shed a long time ago.

“It looks like I came just in the nick of time to rescue you again, O fair maiden.”

Elizabeth chuckled at that and pushed back to take a good look at him.  He definitely didn’t look like he could take on someone nearly twice his size.  What exactly was all that?

“I must say though,” Sean whispered in her ear, “This has got to be the most exciting first date I have ever been on.”

“I’m so sorry you had to see all that.”  She didn’t want to say it but she had to.  “If…” damn this shouldn’t be so hard.  “If you don’t want to talk to me anymore I understand and…” A finger on her lips cut her off.

“No apologies.”  He cupped her face and stared intently at her with those beautiful brown eyes of his.  “I’ll have none of that.  I have to admit, you definitely screwed up what I had planned for the evening but that’s okay, hardly your fault.  But the night’s still young,” he grinned at her, “and so am I.  So how about we pick something up at the video store and order us a pizza and call it even.  I’ll even be gallant enough to order for you.”  That got a laugh out of her and she hugged him again.  “I’ll take that as a yes.”

*
*
*

“Hey, I think she likes it!”

Elizabeth could only nod as she took another bite out of the pizza with chicken and pesto.  “I didn’t know they made pizza with pesto.  How’d you find out about it?”

“You kidding me?  I’m a college student.  To me pizza is cuisine.”  She smiled around her slice while they watched Magnolia.  She had never seen it before and he said it was one of his favorites.  

“Tom Cruise at his finest,” he said at the video store.

“Really?” she couldn’t help saying, “I thought he was very fine in Top Gun.  Fine bod, fine butt, fine…”

“I get the point,” he muttered, and then chuckled.  “Plus there’s Julianne Moore.  Talk about fine.”

“Touché.”

“Speaking of fine,” he bent over and nuzzled her neck.

“Oh my God,” she gasped in surprise.  “You keep this up and I’ll take you right here in the store.  What will the people think?”

“Nothing as bad as what’s running through my mind,” and he gave her warm body another squeeze as he briefly nuzzled her again.

Jesus Buddha did I just say and do that?  Man, Sean, what’s gotten into you?  “Sorry, couldn’t help myself.”

“No apologies,” she fired back without missing a beat.

They got back without any further incidences and Sean wrapped his arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder and she wrapped hers around his waist like it was the most natural thing in the world.  Sean held her close all night.  She was a tough cookie but from what happened earlier in the evening she didn’t have much choice in the matter.  He gave her a gentle squeeze and she snuggled a little closer.  He wasn’t sure what it was about her but she definitely seemed to light his fire, and stoke it.  She was beautiful for starters but it was more than that.  There was that light of intelligence in her eyes hiding behind a playful glint.  But sometimes when she thought he wasn’t looking there was a pained expression on her face.  Whatever it was he was willing to wait for her to tell him.  No use rushing skeletons out of the closet.  There was a good chance it had something to do about the age difference.  She didn’t say how old she was but they both knew that she was a good deal older than he was.  In the end he hoped that they could put that behind them.  He too had his own reservations about seeing a much older woman so he shouldn’t be one to complain but he really liked her.  Maybe, just maybe they could have something lasting.  His best friend, Cheryl, said ‘Guys like you aren’t the dating type.  You’re the marrying type.’  And he had to agree.  He only had one other girlfriend before that lasted for a year, and in terms of high school time anything longer than three months was considered serious, a year was almost unheard of.  The movie ended and Sean let it sink in.

“So, how’d you like it?”

“Well, I must say the ending was very interesting.  I’ll never look at frogs the same way again.  And Tom Cruise had an interesting role.  There wasn’t so much a plot so much as a group of stories but it all tied together in an interesting fashion.  All in all it was a great movie.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

The two fell quiet, listening to the tape rewind, not saying anything.  It was a comfortable silence and they just sat there and cuddled for a bit.  Silence may be golden but all things come to an end.   “Sean?”

“What?”

“I really like you, you know.”

“I figured as much.”

“I’m really glad you decided to stay.”

“I am too.”

“Sean?”

He chuckled.  “Yes, dear?”

“I was wondering if you would stay the night.”

Sean had to take a moment to think about that one.

“That depends ‘Liz.”

“On what?”

“On what ‘staying the night’ entails.”

“Oh!  Um, no sex for you?”

She said it so coquettishly that Sean couldn’t help laughing out loud.  He turned her around to face him, tilted down, and rubbed his nose on hers, causing her to giggle.  “I wouldn’t want to rush anything worth having.  And anything with you is worth all the time in the world.”

“I like that answer.  One point for you.”

Sean couldn’t help smiling.  “I have to be honest with you though.  The flirting at the video store was very uncharacteristic of me.  You just seem to bring out the bolder side of me for some reason.  I just want to let you know that considering the circumstances you were in with your ex-husband I understand if you want to go very slow.  I really like you too and…” Come on Sean just say it, “and I’m hoping that something can really become of this.”  He stopped a moment to let his words sink in.  “I have to warn you though I don’t like being jerked around.  But then again you don’t seem like the kind of person to do that.  The reason I say this is because I haven’t had a girlfriend since my senior year in high school and it was something serious for a year before I broke it off.”  He took a breath.  “What I’m trying to say is I’m a dedicated person who’s looking for something long term.  If you’re just looking for some short fling with a younger guy then look elsewhere and tell me what you want right now because I need to know before I start investing myself in this.”

“You are the sweetest thing, you know that?” she buried herself in his arms.  “I’m so glad you said that.  No, I don’t believe in one-night stands either.  Personally I think one nighters are pointless trysts that leave one emptier than fulfilled.  They are a waste of time and effort…”

“And money…” he added; she laughed.

“And yes, that too.  Really, I don’t know what I want right now.  But it definitely isn’t short term.  To tell you the truth I don’t really trust my own judgment right now when it comes to men.  After the last one, as you saw, it was more than a complete disaster.  But you seem like a nice guy that I’m getting to like more and more the more we talk.  One thing at a time though, one day at a time.  It will take me a while to build up enough trust to give to anyone right now.  Please be patient.”

“That, my dear, is something I am,” he enjoyed holding her.  She felt marvelous cuddled up in his arms.  “Now do you plan for us to just crash out here or do you have something more accommodating in mind?”

“Oh, you don’t think having me curled up in your lap is accommodating?”  He laughed.

“Well I most certainly do but we are going to wake up with some serious kinks in our muscles.”

“That’s okay, then we could just work on giving each other back rubs.”

“Good point.”

“You’re impossible!  I was being facetious.”  She stood up and grabbed his hand, leading him up the stairs.  “Oh, shoes off please.  No shoes on the second floor.  I hate a dirty carpet.  Besides it feels good on the toes.”

“Okay.”  And he walked towards her and pinned her to the wall.

“What are you doing?”

Sean bent over and lifted her right foot and took off her shoe then proceeded to give a light foot rub.  “Following orders and taking off shoes.  You didn’t say whose.”  He switched to the other foot and repeated the process.  Sean slipped his own shoes off with ease and stood up again, staring into Elizabeth’s eyes.  He could lose himself in them for a very long time, which he did.  He stroked her cheek with the back of his right hand and kissed her gently on the lips.  Since this was only the second time he had ever had a girlfriend he didn’t have any real ground rules so there were no habits to break, just went on instinct.  He was rewarded when she returned the gesture and kissed him back.  Elizabeth was delicious.  Sean pulled out of the kiss and nibbled a bit on her lower lip, her eyes were still closed.  When she opened them again he continued the eye contact then winked at her.  Elizabeth grinned bashfully then screamed in surprise as he quickly dropped and picked her up, cradling her in his deceptively strong arms.  She continued to scream and flail while he carried her in his arms, grinning like the cat that caught the canary.

“You crazy sonofabitch,” she screamed.  She was laughing now.  “Put me down.  I’ll scream…err…again!”  Her laughter was like sunshine rain.  “God, you’re impossible.  Are you always going to be this difficult?”

“Only when I think you’re really enjoying yourself.”

“You’re too much.”

Sean climbed the stairs easily, navigated the hallway under her direction, and set her down gently on a four-posted queen bed with white comforters and large pillows.  “Nah, I’ve just had a lot bottled up over the years.  You have any idea how hard it is to find a woman as fun as you are?  Let’s put it this way, I am a twenty-two year old in the prime of his youth and have been looking for the past three years for the right girl to fill that emptiness inside of me when I ended my first and last relationship before, until you.  You’re beautiful, you’re classy, smart, witty, and have a laugh that makes my heart melt.  I haven’t had this much fun in years.  I enjoy your company Elizabeth…err…Just what is your last name?”

“Well, it was Talworth but as you probably have guessed I don’t want to be associated with that sleaze ball anymore, so I guess its Richards.”

“Richards, huh?”  She nodded.  “Then I take it that your mother was the one that gave you your Asian heritage?  Chinese I suspect.”

“Yes.”  It was her turn to ask the questions.  “And you’re full blooded Chinese?”

“Yea.  Made in Taiwan to be precise.”  He loved the sound of her laugh.

“Born here?”

“Nope.  Came here when I was three but as you’ve guessed I’m a veritable twinkie.  You know, yellow on the outside, very white inside.  I was raised on Sesame Street, Legos, and Shakespeare.”

“White inside, hmm?  I wonder how creamy.”

“You’re horrible,” he laughed, “You are going to have to wait to find out.  Uh-uh-uh!  You’re idea.”

She pouted a bit then smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck.  “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Just for being here.  I get lonely sometimes around here.  I don’t get out much so I spend most of my time researching stocks.  But that can get boring after a while.  Speaking of stocks, you never did answer why you were at that dinner party.  You a major shareholder?”

“Yea, I hold a good chunk of their shares.  Bought them early in the game, too.  Before their rhinovirus research was widely known.  So I got a good price for it.”

“How many shares we talking here?  GenenCorp stock is pretty hard to come by.  Rumor has it some stock tycoon nearly cornered the whole market on it and is holding a third of the public shares.”

“Thirty-four percent actually,” he turned away and looked out the window.  “Two hundred seventy-eight thousand and forty-eight shares at the ongoing price of twenty-four and a sixteenth dollars per share.  Bringing it to a total of roughly 6.67 million pre-tax dollars.”

“Sean?  How do you know those numbers?”  He didn’t say anything.  Just held her closely.  “You’re the stock tycoon aren’t you?”  Again, he didn’t say anything and continued to hold her.  She shrugged out of his embrace and stood up.  “I’m dating another fucking millionaire.”

“Look, Elizabeth...”

“No, you look,” she was breathing heavily now.  “I have spent the past ten years of my life in a certifiable nightmare because I was stupid enough to think I was in love with an asshole who dazzled me with all his money.  That money has a very short chain.  And I am not going to wind up as another trophy wife.  Get out.”

“Elizabeth…”

“Get out of my FUCKING HOUSE!”

Sean stood up and made his way down the stairs, his head hanging heavily between his shoulders, feeling every icy prick of Elizabeth’s eyes on the back of his head.  He reached the front door, grabbed his coat, and pulled out a pen and a small notepad from the breast pocket.  He quickly scribbled something down and left it on the shoe rack.  She immediately snatched it off the rack and tore his heart to pieces.

Chapter 3

“…and I got my term paper back today.  Guess what?  I got an ‘A’!”  Cheryl was bubblier than usual, euphoric from her grade but she knew when someone wasn’t listening.  “Sean, I said I got an ‘A’.”

“Huh?  Oh, yeah.  Good for you Cheryl.  I’m happy for you.”

“Sean,” this usually wasn’t like him.  He usually listened whenever they talk unless he was playing video games but this time he wasn’t.  “What’s going on?  All last week you seemed giddy and happy and this week you look like you just failed a final or something.  Is something wrong?”

“No, well, yes.  But I don’t think you’ll be able to help.  It’s just something I have to figure out on my own.”

Cheryl was a little surprised by his reticent behavior; he usually could talk to her about anything.  If he didn’t want to talk to her about it then it was probably pretty serious.  She checked her watch.  Damnit, she had class to get to.  “Look, Sean.  I got class in ten minutes, I better get going.  I’ll be back at my place in an hour or two.  If you want to talk about it then call me, okay?”

“It’s pretty dark out, I’ll walk you to your car.”

When they got to the parking lot, Sean was glad he was walking his best friend to her car.  He had an uneasy feeling as they walked through the poorly lit lot and it wasn’t just from thinking about Elizabeth.  If it were a mugger or a car jacker then maybe he had deterred him from harming Cheryl.  He closed her door and watched her car leave.  That uneasy feeling only grew stronger after her car had left.  He was being watched.  Three large shadows appeared from behind a car and headed for him.  Sensing what was very likely to happen, Sean relaxed his mind and mentally loosened his muscles.  The three walked up to him and soon had his exit blocked.  No matter, he wasn’t planning on running.

“We have a message for you from a mutual friend of ours.”

Sean crouched a little and balanced on the balls of his feet.  “It seems that you’ve been messing with our friend’s girl.  He says to leave her alone or expect another visit from us.”  As the large figure said this the three goons closed in.  The two that didn’t talk moved in first, going for his arms.  Sean charged one, feinted a punch but instead kicked the knee while the attacker’s guard was up.  A sickening crunch was followed by a scream, which Sean silenced with an elbow to the throat.  Putting his weight into it, Sean, grabbed the first one by his sweater and swung him around, easily done since he only had one good leg to balance on, into the second guy.  Sean bolted for the third one, surprising him, and landed a solid kick to the chest, knocking him back several feet.  He spun around quickly and raced back to the second who was still trying to untangle himself from his buddy.  Number two never saw Sean coming until it was too late and was sprawled on the floor in half a second.  The third guy stood his ground and warily looked at his comrades sprawled on the asphalt.

“Now, you have a choice,” Sean said.  “You can tell our mutual friend to go leave me and Elizabeth alone and leave here uninjured.  Or, you can still try to deliver your message and still deliver my message with my particular handwriting sported in black and blue on your body.  Balls in your court, bub.  What’s it gonna be?”

The large man stepped to the side and Sean calmly walked around him.  He stopped and turned around.  The large man stiffened and stared at Sean.  Slowly, Sean reached into his breast pocket and the large man’s eyes widened in fear.  Sean pulled out his wallet and dropped four one hundred dollar bills on the floor.  “For your friends.”

When Sean left the parking lot he ran back up to his apartment and opened the door opposite his bedroom.  He stood there for a moment deciding whether or not to bring what was in it.  No, not yet.  Hopefully not ever.  He closed the door and locked it.

By the time Sean got back to the parking lot the three ruffians were gone, a small trail of blood the only token of them having been there.  He hopped into his black ’98 Corolla and sped off.  Many things ran through his head while he drove and he wiped them from his mind, trying to focus on what lay ahead.  He hoped he didn’t arrive too late like last time.  Sean first took a tour around Elizabeth’s block, thankfully not finding the black Mercedes parked nearby.  He quickly pulled into Elizabeth’s driveway and ran up to her door.  He rang the chime and waited.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw the flutter of a curtain.  Good, she was being cautious now.  Hopefully she had cooled down enough from three nights ago to talk to him.

The door opened a crack, a chain hanging between door and jamb.  “I thought I made it clear I didn’t want to see you again.”

“I can’t altogether agree with that but right now that isn’t an option, yours or mine.  Charles is very likely on his way here as we speak.  It’s your choice whether you want to deal with a perceived threat or a real one.  I came here as soon as I could after three of his goons tried roughing me up a bit.  They didn’t do a very good job of it.  Can I please come in?”

The door closed on him, he heard the chain sliding from the latch, and the door opened again.  She left it open and walked to the living room.  Sean closed it behind him and slid the chain in place and locked the new deadbolt.  “You want to talk?  Talk,” she said icily.

The cold tone in her voice had finally gotten on his nerves.  Something about the way she stood and the way she looked had gotten to him.  Damn stubborn women.  “That’s it.  I’ve just about had it.  I’ve been kicking myself around for the past three nights, trying to see where I screwed up.  But now I just realized it’s not me.  You had no right to yell at me Saturday night and you know it.  I understand that you must have been through hell with that asshole ex of yours so I’m willing to cut you some slack for it.  But the last three nights have pretty much worn out my tolerance and my patience.  You are not being very fair to me.  Yes, I have a lot of money.  So what?  I thought you liked me for who I was, not what I am.  I thought you were a person of values and would have learned from your past that money doesn’t count towards character.  Matter of fact, it was that that brought me to ask you out in the first place.  I thought your view of me would not be tainted by the money.  I find I direly miscalculated.  I don’t really care about my money; I hardly ever spend it.  Nor do I think money makes me more privileged than others.  Nor grants me any rights above others.  I am not Charles, I am not a tyrant.”  Sean sighed and sat down on the white leather couch, his mind spinning.  “I really like you ‘Liz.  From the moment you plopped down on the seat next to me you took my breath away, and not only from your looks.  I looked in your eyes and what I saw was what I’ve been looking for, although I didn’t know it at the time.  You really hurt me last Saturday.  I…I just needed to say that.  If you don’t want to be with me romantically then fine, that’s your choice.  Right now though I’m just concerned about a lovely woman who I’ve gotten to know over the past week who’s in trouble.”  Sean got up from the couch.  “If you need me my car’s parked in your driveway where I’ll be standing watch.”

The whole time he didn’t look at her, just stared into the empty bleached marble fireplace.  He looked down now when he felt her hand clutch his, raising it to her tear streaked face.  “Please, don’t go,” she managed to say between sobs.  Sean sat back down and wrapped his arms around her.  “I know…I know I…”

Sean shushed her and just held her tightly, cradling her precious heart in his arms.  They stayed like that for the next ten minutes until she managed to calm herself and simply sat there silently letting her grief seep out.  “God, what did that monster do to you,” Sean managed to whisper.

Just then the door boomed with heavy pounding.  “Speak of the devil.”  Sean tried to get up but Elizabeth just clutched him all the tighter.  “Look, you run up to your room and hide.  I’ll see what I can do to Charley boy out there to deter him.”  His voice spoke the last sentence portending darkly of what he had in mind.

“No,” she said, light flashing in her eyes.  “This is my fight, not yours.  I’ll talk to him, I’ll have to sooner or later and it would be better on my own terms than on his.”  She stood up and gave him a mock scowl.  “But if it starts getting rough you had better be there or I’ll give you a few lumps for not taking mine.”  Her grin became a smile and Sean beamed one right back at her.  That was the woman he fell for last week.  “Go hide behind the door and listen.  If things start to get hairy just do your karate thingy or whatever that is.”  Sean was a little miffed by that.  His ‘karate thingy’?  He was going to have to talk to her about that.  The door pounded again and Sean sprung up and hid behind the door as Elizabeth opened it.

“Hello again, Charles,” she answered the door frostily, her hand still holding it open.

“Whose car is that in the driveway?”

“If you really must know it belongs to that young chap that made a poor show of you twice now.  I happen to be thanking him in the bedroom.  Now, what is it you want?”

“Lying bitch,” Sean could just imagine the sneer on the man’s face.  “I know for a fact that he isn’t here.  I have a few friends keeping him company right now.  You remember Albert and the gang, don’t you?”  Sean’s breath froze at that.  “I see that you do,” he continued, “And seeing as your little toy is probably broken now let’s see if we can finish our last conversation.”  Sean saw Charles’ arm rise from between the space in between the door and jamb.  Immediately he put his shoulder to the door and slammed it in the man’s face.  He heard a yelp of surprise and pain along with some groaning.  Apparently Charles was leaning in a bit and took some of the door right on the nose.  Elizabeth had a neutral look on her face, still on edge.  They heard a cell phone ring through the door and a lot of cussing on Charles’ part.  “What do you mean he got away?  And what do you mean Fred’s in the hospital?”  Another string of purple words.  

Sean tapped Elizabeth lightly on the shoulder to get her attention then winked at her with a mischievous grin.  He flung the door open, “Hey, what the fuck is the meaning of all this?  Oh, it’s you again.  Elizabeth, I thought I told you to let me deal with this little prick.”  He easily shoved Charles down the walkway, most of the fight taken out of him from the broken nose and surprise phone call.  “I see your messengers didn’t arrive in time to tell you that I just kicked their collective asses and to tell you that I want you to leave me and Elizabeth alone.”  Another shove.  “Now get out of my sight before I give you a taste of what I gave your buddies!”  And just like that, Charles ran for his car and sped off like the devil was chasing him.

Sean bent over laughing as soon as the car turned the corner.  “That was perfect!  I couldn’t have planned that phone call better myself.”  He turned around and wrapped an arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder.  “Now that that’s out of the way I do believe you were in the process of apologizing.”

Elizabeth looked up at him and grinned, placing her index finger on the tip of his nose and laughed.  “No apologies.”

A moment later the two sat facing each other in the living room, sipping tea.  “Are you sure you can’t stay for the night?”

“Yes, ‘Liz,” Sean said regretfully, “I really would love to be with you right now but I do have class early tomorrow, and I have the distinct feeling that if I stayed for the night you would find a way for me to stay up past my bedtime.  But how about I see you Saturday night?”

She smiled at him and nodded.

“Great,” he beamed a smile back, “How does five sound?  Oh, and nothing fancy.  I was planning on just a dinner and a movie or something like that.”  He stepped up to her and wrapped his arms about her waist.  “You know, if I have to keep saving you simply to get a date with you I’d almost be afraid of what it would take to ask you to marry me.”  Elizabeth’s look of startlement was too much for Sean and he found it impossible to hold back his laughter.  He gave her a peck on the nose, which she crinkled in mild annoyance.  “So, five okay?”

Elizabeth nodded in agreement, “And let’s hope Charles doesn’t decide to crash the party again.”

“Yeah, well, we shouldn’t have to worry about him or those goons of his for a while.  I think I scared them a bit.”

“Sean,” she asked, “What did you do to Albert and his friends?”

“Oh, nothing really happened,” Sean said evasively, “We just had a little discussion is all.”

“A discussion that landed one of them in the hospital.”

It could have been the morgue, Sean thought.  “I’ll see you Saturday night,” he said instead and headed for the door.

“Sean?”

He turned around to find Elizabeth in his arms again.  “Thank you.”  Elizabeth pulled away.  “Now get going before I figure out a way to chain you here.”

“You make that sound as if that were a bad thing.”

“Go!”

“Yes, dear.”

Chapter 4

“So tell me,” Elizabeth said over a glass of cabernet sauvignon, “What is a millionaire doing driving a beat up old Corolla?  I mean you could afford a Mercedes or a BMW.  Hell you could afford three of each.”

Sean laughed at that.  “Yea, I suppose I could.  But what would be the point if I already have a car that serves its purposes.  Besides, I earned this car.  I wouldn’t sell it for any reason unless it broke down on me.  Yes, a Mercedes would be nice but I consider myself ‘down to earth’.”

Elizabeth looked at him quizzically as she took another bite of her steak.  Sean was glad she wasn’t the type that counted the calories and worried about it.  She ate what she liked but exercised daily because she enjoyed it.  He respected her for that.  “Before I came into my money I was your typical high school student that scrounged every penny he got working part time to buy things.  I saved and bought that car with my own money.  Money that I truly earned.  I was raised in a pretty rich neighborhood and saw a lot of other kids whose parents bought them expensive cars they crashed within a month.  The kids were careless because their parents would just buy them a new one.  I hated them; spoiled little snots that have never held a real job that paid dirt and rode you hard.  They didn’t value a single cent because they never had to sacrifice for it.”

“My, aren’t you a bitter one?” Elizabeth said playfully.

“I suppose you could say that,” Sean replied then continued.  “But the thing that gets me the most is that they grow up expecting the world to be handed to them on a silver platter.  And somehow they pull it off through the connections their parents have.  In other words, they don’t have a single copper to their name.  Don’t get me wrong though, I had friends that were well off but they worked their asses off before their parents gave them anything.  I respect my friends and their parents because they value the dollar.  As for me, well, the money I earned from the stock market I never really consider mine.  My grandmother passed away when I was ten and left me an inheritance of two hundred thousand when I came of age.  So I never really consider it mine.  I do take the money seriously though.  So everything I have is through my own earnings, mostly work at the laboratory where I help research a few things under a professor.  Whenever I get stuck in a jam I sell a few shares of stock but only as a last resort.  I haven’t had to do that too often since I live simply anyways.”

Elizabeth mulled this over as she nibbled on a leaf of lettuce.  “Then what do you plan on doing with all the money you’re making from your investments?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Sean said as he bit off another piece of the steak and chewed.  “I always wanted to retire early.  Maybe when I’m forty or so I’ll just sit back and reap my rewards.  I think I’ll buy an island.  I hear the Fiji Islands are nice this time of year.  You like the Fiji Islands?”

Elizabeth laughed.  “You’re horrible.  Are you ever serious?”

“Sometimes always,” Sean replied.

“You know.  I think I almost understand that oxymoron.”

“Really?  You’d be the first.”

“It’s perfectly logical nonsense.”

It was Sean’s turn to blink and think.  “I think I like you,” he said finally.

“I think so, too.”

Sean heard the band play a slow jazz piece and stood up.  “Care to dance?”

“I thought you would never ask.”

Once again Sean swept Elizabeth off her feat and floated her across the dance floor like the night they met only two weeks ago.  Had it only been two weeks?  Sean found it hard to believe considering how much he cared for her.  Her eyes sparkled as he led her across the dance floor.  There were a few other couples on the floor but Sean only saw Elizabeth smiling at him as they glided back and forth.  He couldn’t put his finger on it but there was just something about her that drew him in like a moth to a flame.  Time slipped by as he held her close and lost himself in those soft brown eyes, absently minding the steps as she floated in his arms.  Before he knew it, the music was over and the two of them were the only ones left on the dance floor.  He leaned down and kissed her.  Her lips tasted like wine; her breath like a warm spring breeze.  The touch of her lips to his sent a jolt of electricity down his spine, almost making him lose his balance.  Sean lifted his hands and caressed her face.

All too soon the kiss was over and he stood there, losing himself in her eyes.  They just stood there, his heart pounding in his ears, as he continued to look at her.

“Sean.  People are staring.”

“Then their parents never taught them that it was rude,” Sean replied, still looking in her eyes.  He just couldn’t pull his eyes away.  Somehow they got back to their table and Sean noticed that she was blushing about as furiously as he thought he was.

“You know…”

“I think…”

They spoke at the same time and blushed again, silence filling the gap.  Finally, Sean worked up the nerve to finish what he meant to say.  “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever had this much fun.”  He reached across the table and held her hands in his.  “And you know what else?”

“What?”

“No Charles to screw things up this time.”  They both laughed at that until the silence settled in again.

They didn’t say anything for the rest of the dinner.  Something significant had happened on that dance floor.  Sean didn’t exactly know what was going on; or rather he knew exactly what was happening but was too afraid to admit to himself.  He had never felt this way before, not even with his high school sweetheart, Janice.  The picture of Alice falling down the rabbit hole sprang to mind.

“Like Alice,” she said.

“What?”

“I feel like Alice floating down the rabbit hole right now,” she smiled, her eyes sparkling in the dim light.

“You know?  I was thinking the same exact thing,” Sean said.

“Great minds think alike.”

“I think you just complimented yourself.”

“Only if you think you’re that great of a mind.”

“Well, I don’t think I have a big enough of an ego to admit that.  I am the humblest man in the world.”

Elizabeth laughed and the room seemed to brighten at the sound.  Just then the waiter informed them that the restaurant was closing and then handed them their check.  Sean didn’t even bother to look at it and slipped a one hundred dollar bill in the fold.  They made their way out the door as Sean gallantly held the door for her and did so again when they reached his car.  He drove onto the freeway and headed for their next destination.

“So where to next?”

“How about a moonlit stroll through a park to walk off that heavy dinner?”

“Sounds perfect.”

Sean pulled into a parking space ten minutes later by a park he knew featuring a large duck pond.  The moon was out in full and not a cloud in the sky.  The stars shined brightly above.  They didn’t say anything as they walked along dirt paths while holding hands in the warm summer night.  Sean found them a bench by the pond’s edge and steered Elizabeth towards it.  She sat by him and cuddled in the crook of his right arm like it was the most natural thing in the world and let out a contented sigh.

“Thank you, Sean,” Elizabeth spoke in to the moonlight.  “This has probably been the best time I’ve ever had.  If you keep this up I just might never want to leave you.”

“I just might never want to let you go.”  Sean touched her chin and tilted her head up and kissed her.  He had never felt such longing before for anything, but the touch of her lips on his was like an opiate and it was all he could do to not devour her on the spot.  She may be older than him but there was a sweet innocence about her hidden behind the bold façade that she wore all the time.  And that she would leave behind that mask when with him spoke volumes about her trust in him.  The fact did not go unnoticed by him and he promised that he would do whatever it took to care for her.  “My God!  Am I falling in love with her?” he thought.  And then the thought was lost in the softness of her lips.

The kiss broke and they sat there staring at each other in the whitewashed moonlight.  Elizabeth looked at him and smiled her special smile at him that made his heart stick in his throat and curled up again in his arms.  He wasn’t sure how long they sat there like that but quite a while later he heard Elizabeth try to stifle a yawn.

“Tired?”

Sean felt Elizabeth’s head nod in reply.

“Okey-dokey.  Time to take you home,” Sean said as he stood up.  Elizabeth stood up with him and placed her arm around his waist, forcing him to wrap his arm around her shoulders as they walked back to his car.  The drive back was quiet and Elizabeth had nodded off to sleep in his car by the time they pulled up to her driveway.  Sean didn’t have the heart to wake her up so he fished in her purse and found her house keys and then picked her up in his arms.  He carried her into her house, climbed the stairs and placed her gently in her bed, tucking her in as he did so.  He located her office and found some stationary then wrote a letter, which he placed on the pillow next to her.  Sean quietly saw himself out and drove back to his place and thought of Elizabeth before he too fell asleep.

Chapter 5

Elizabeth woke up to the sun shining brightly on her face.  She patted the empty space next to her and frowned, hoping to find Sean there when she woke up.  She looked at the clock, wiping away sleep dust from her eyes as she did so.  Nine o’clock.  Well, at least she didn’t sleep in too late.  Staring at the ceiling for a moment before she dragged herself out of bed, Elizabeth found a note next to her when she sat up.

Dearest Elizabeth,

Didn’t know if I was overstepping my boundaries if I stayed with you for the night, although I have to tell you that I am very tempted to press my luck.  At any rate, I have some things to take care of at my place first, some studying and stuff.  But I will definitely want to see you again tonight.  I’ll probably be busy until midafternoon but after that I’m all yours, darlin’.  Call me.


Lovingly yours,


Sean
Elizabeth picked up her phone and dialed Sean’s number.  “Morning, Sean.”

“Hey, morning to you too, ‘Liz.”

“I missed you this morning.”

“Then I take it I would have been invited to stay?”

“Most definitely.  I did offer that first night didn’t I?”

“I suppose so but you didn’t this time.  I don’t think it quite right to impose on a sleeping host.”  Thank God he didn’t mention she threw him out that night.  She was still ashamed for doing that to him and it disturbed her to no small end how easily she snapped at him like that.

“Well consider this an open invitation to stay in my bed whenever you wish.”

“Whoa.  Could you say that again?  I want to get this on tape.  It’s not every day a guy like me gets an invitation like that by a ravishing woman.”

Elizabeth couldn’t help smiling; it was good to know that he found her attractive.  “I’d like to see you tonight.  How about if I just hung out at your place today?  I haven’t seen it yet.”

“With good reason.  My place is a war zone!  If you’re coming over I better go get the shovel ASAP.”

“Oh, I doubt it could be that bad.”

“I do.  Damn, how am going to take down those pinup posters off the ceiling?  Oops, did I say that out loud?”

Elizabeth laughed out loud.  Sean was definitely not the type to hang pinups in his room.  “How does three sound?”

“Fine with me,” he said.  “I should have most of my studying done by lunch anyways.”

Elizabeth hung up the phone.  Just as well, she thought and sighed, she had some work to take care of on her own as well.  Ever since Sean entered her life she could hardly keep her thoughts straight even when he wasn’t there with her.  She went about her morning routine, got dressed in jeans and light sweater, and had a light breakfast of toast and eggs then booted up the computer to see if there were any special reports coming in from her sources on the market.  Nothing big was happening so she turned her computer off and went to take care of a couple of the accounting reports she had brought back with her.  By noon she was done with what she had at home and decided to surprise Sean with an early visit.  She swung by a sandwich shop and got them a couple of roast beef sandwiches and diet cokes.  Sean said regular soda was too sweet for him.   Twenty minutes later saw Elizabeth at Sean’s front door.  She knocked on the door and heard a voice shout out.  Sean opened the door and the smile on his face was priceless.

“I couldn’t help myself and decided to come by a little early,” she held up the large paper bag, “And I brought lunch.”  Sean took a quick look at the bag, pushed her hand back down, and gave her a knee-buckling kiss.

“Thanks,” he said and led her in.  The place was nice.  Spartan, but nice.  No decorations whatsoever in the living room, all the furniture done in oak, a forty inch television with various cables running to a computer set up on the adjoining wall.  The kitchen wasn’t small as she thought it would have been but it wasn’t large either, cozy.  There was a toaster and a rice cooker sitting in the breakfast nook and a large wok on the gas rangetop.  Of what she could see, he wasn’t a slob and was glad he didn’t fit the stereotypical college student mold in the messiness category.  Just then a girl came out of the bathroom and Elizabeth felt her stomach clench.

“Oh, I didn’t know you had a guest over.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t know…” Elizabeth fumbled with the words and her feelings.  The other girl was very cute with Korean features and short black hair tied back.  Elizabeth felt a tinge of jealousy and hurt rising but suppressed as best she could and kept it from showing

Sean was still able to catch on to the situation when he saw her mask her face in indifference.  He placed a finger on her lips.  “You know the rules, ‘Liz.  No apologies.  ‘Liz, I’d like you to meet my best friend, Cheryl.  Cheryl, this is my girlfriend, Elizabeth.”

Cheryl raised her hand and smiled, “Hi!  Pleased to meet you.”

Elizabeth took the hand and forced a smile to her lips.  “Nice to meet you, too.  I didn’t know Sean had a friend over otherwise I would have gotten you something, as well.  Sorry.”

“Sean.  You didn’t tell me you had a girlfriend.  When did this happen?”

“We just met a couple of weeks ago,” Elizabeth replied.  She almost felt as if she were saying it like holding a shield.

“So that was why he was distracted all the time.”

What was going on?  Sean had never heard Elizabeth genuinely apologize before.  He could tell Elizabeth was uncomfortable and tried to figure out how to put her at ease.  “Anyways, Cheryl was just on her way out.  I can’t keep you two in the same room together for long or I’m sure you’ll cook up something embarrassing for me to get stuck in.  Can’t have that.  And don’t forget about your paper due tomorrow, Cheryl.”

“Yea, I’ve still got that term paper to pull out of my ass by tonight.  Thanks for the talk Sean.  Nice meeting you, Elizabeth.  I’m sure we’ll see each other again.  Maybe we can swap stories.”  And then she headed out the door.

“Nice girl,” Elizabeth said, “Very cute.”

“Uh-oh,” Sean responded, “I can see where this is going.  Cheryl and I are friends, that’s all.  We met at the dorms freshman year and have been talking ever since.  She started casually dating my former roommate a little over a year ago after she dumped her ex.  Now that I’ve explained myself to you and told up front that there’s nothing to worry about there’s only one more thing that I can do to allay your fears.”

“And what’s that?”

Sean stepped up to her and firmly planted a kiss on her lips; the surprise of the move practically took her breath away.  Her eyes fluttered open and she melted in his arms.  Sean guided her to the couch and wrapped an arm around her.  “Now that I’ve done pretty much all I can how about that lunch?”  He fished around in the paper sack and pulled out the two wrapped bundles.  He moved about in the kitchen and brought back plates and cups.  They ate in silence but touched often, snuggling as they finished lunch.  Despite the companionable quiet, Elizabeth was still uneasy about Cheryl.  The girl made feel Elizabeth feel old but she didn’t say anything.  After they cleaned up, Sean showed her his room.  Elizabeth was startled by what she saw.  His room wasn’t overly messy or neat, a bookshelf was filled to bursting by his desk, and a full sized bed in a corner under the window kept things cool during hot summer nights.  But that wasn’t what surprised her.  Floor to ceiling along every available space on the walls were drawings.  Not small works tacked haphazardly on the wall but a long continuous mural that stretched across the whole room.  The theme shifted from flying birds to a sleeping dragon by the bed.  All of it was done in charcoal, the shading dramatic and impressive.  It was breathtaking.

“Wow,” was all she could manage to say at first.  “How long did it take for you to do this?”

“A little over two years,” he explained.  “I’ve always wanted to do this for the longest time.  The panel on the door was actually something I did at home in high school then brought over.  It’s a lot of fun.  Sometimes though it can be frustrating.  I’m working on another one in the other room but it’s far from finished.”

“You seem to surprise me every time we’re together.”

“Well I’ve got to find a way to keep you interested, don’t I?”

Elizabeth felt Sean hug her tight at the waist as she continued to look at the walls in amazement.  He was good, very good.  “How long have you been drawing?”

“Ever since I was about twelve.  Started with comic books and moved on from there.”

Elizabeth reached out to touch a phoenix blazing fire across the wall in black and white but stopped herself.

“It’s alright,” Sean said as he reached up and held her hand to the drawing.  When he did that though she wasn’t paying attention to the drawing.  “I sprayed all of this with a fixative so it wouldn’t smudge.  The whole place smelled of chemicals for hours.  I swear the pictures jumped off the walls and started moving on their own.”

She chuckled.  “I’m sure they did.”  She turned her attention away from the drawings and faced Sean.  “So, what do you have planned for us today?”

“Besides kissing you silly,” he smiled.  “Well, I thought maybe we could rent something from the video store across the street and I could cook you dinner.”

“And he cooks, too,” she laughed, “I am not letting you out of my sight.”

Sean chuckled.  “Don’t say that until after you’ve tried my cooking.  But before that, care to talk to me about why Cheryl worries you so much?”

Elizabeth thought that she did a good job of hiding her thoughts.  “Am I that obvious?”

“Not really, but I can tell none the less.”

She sighed.  “Well, I’m sure you already figured out that I’m thirty-four.”  He nodded.  “I just don’t understand what it is exactly that you see in me.  And Cheryl is very cute.  She’s the kind of girl I worry about that will steal you away from me.”

“Don’t worry about her,” Sean replied, “There’s no chance of me winding up her boyfriend.”  Elizabeth noticed that he didn’t say that he wouldn’t fall for her.  “And stop acting so paranoid.  No, I’m not going to go after her.  I’ve left that thought behind.”

“So you admit that you might have before.”

“Look, you said so yourself, she’s cute.  She’s a nice person and we hang out a lot.  But certain events developed that pretty much shut her from me when it comes to me furthering our friendship.  Suffice it to say, she has a boyfriend.  You can stop being jealous now, as cute as you look when you are it doesn’t quite suit you.”

Sean let it stand at that but Elizabeth still wasn’t entirely so certain.  “I know, it’s just…” she took a moment to form her thoughts.  “It’s just that right now I’m at that stage where I like you, a lot.”

“But…”

“But I still don’t trust men in general all that much.”

“So who did Charles have the affair with?”

The question took Elizabeth by surprise.  “An intern working at Charles’ workplace, Rebecca something.  She’s twenty-three.”

“That’s why you’re so worried about losing me to someone younger.  Well, I’ll just have to stick around a while to prove you wrong.  By the way, who are ‘the Twins’.  You mentioned them at the dinner party.”

“Rebecca’s breasts,” Elizabeth said flatly.

“Ah, I see.  Big knockers, huh?”  Sean sighed.  “Well, I’m not a breast man so don’t worry about that.  Of what I can see, yours are nice enough for me.”  And he punctuated the remark when Elizabeth felt him cup her breasts through her sweater.  He wasn’t rough and grasping like Charles was, but gentle and coaxing.  The feeling was very nice and she could feel her whole body warming up.  Which was far enough for her.  Elizabeth reached up between his legs and squeezed a bit.

“I think you’ve demonstrated your appreciation enough,” she said, her eyes sparkled playfully.

“I beg to differ,” she squeezed a little tighter.  “But it looks like you’ve got me by the balls.”  He grinned.  “Perhaps later, though?”

Elizabeth turned around and gave him a lingering kiss that they both thoroughly enjoyed.  “Depends on your cooking, sweetheart.”  She beamed a small smile his way.  “Don’t you just love it when girls play hard to get?”

“There’s an easy answer to that one,” Sean replied, “They never do.  Never been hit on.”

“I find that hard to believe,” she said truthfully.

“I certainly don’t.  I have no illusions about my attractiveness.  I’m plain vanilla by all appearances.”

“You are not plain.  You just hide yourself very well.  I saw well you cleaned up at the shareholder’s meeting.  Most girls your age are naïve enough to only see what’s on the outside,” she finished for him.  “Not all girls are like that.”

“I certainly think so,” Sean tilted her chin up and looked piercingly into her eyes.  “That’s why it took a woman to find out who I am.”  He leaned in and kissed her until her toes curled.  Eventually they broke for air and simply stood staring into one another’s eyes.  Elizabeth’s heart tumbled end over end as she desperately tried to regain control of her breathing.  Damn!  How did he do that?  Charles never made her heart race like this even before they were married.  

“So, how about that movie?”

Chapter 6

This was nice.  Sean sat on his couch reading a fantasy novel on a lazy Saturday afternoon with Elizabeth laying her head in his lap reading her own suspense-thriller.  He had dreamed of moments like these.  Simply being relaxed and leisurely with someone he loved.  He loved her.  He had finally come to admit to himself after being with her for the past month.  It was one of the most anticipated and frightening concepts of his life.  He was in love.  Sean couldn’t tell her yet though.  He had discovered earlier that saying the Big Three would seal his fate to hers forever.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be with her, far from it.  But there were still things that she had to learn about him and if those skeletons in his closet scared her off after he told her how he felt, it would pretty much tear him apart.  He didn’t want to go through another break up, the first one still hurt although it happened four years ago.

Gently, Sean stroked Elizabeth’s face and looked down at her.  She looked up at him and pointedly cuddled up to his hand, smiling contentedly at him.  “It’s about time I showed you the other room.”  Elizabeth knew what he meant.  Every once in a while Elizabeth would ask about the locked door across the hall from his bedroom and every time Sean would steer the conversation away from it.  There was nothing perversely sick about the room, just unusual.  Enough so that he was certain it would scare most people.  Not even Cheryl knew what was in there.  But the fear of losing Elizabeth after he said that he loved her proved too great a fear for him.  Best to do it now and get it out of the way.

Elizabeth set her book aside and sat up.  “You don’t have to show me what’s in there, Sean.”

“Yes I do.  If not now, then eventually I will have to.  I think it better that you know early on what you’re getting yourself into if you want to be with me.  There’s nothing perverse in there.  Just unusual is all.  But it is an important part of who I am.  What I am.”  He held out his hand and led her to the door opposite his bedroom.  He pulled a complexly designed silver key from his wallet and placed it in Elizabeth’s hand.  Sean watched as Elizabeth slowly raised her hand and inserted the key then turned the lock.  The door swung silently inward to reveal the other room.

Elizabeth took a moment to look at peer inside the dark room and took a step forward.  Sean watched Elizabeth’s eyes take in the view of his training room.  The walls were covered in various swords, daggers, polearms, and other martial weapons.  By the far wall stood what was called a ‘wooden man’, a five-foot tall log with various foot long pegs protruding out of the body.  The adjacent wall stood a short cherry wood table with a black, scabbarded sword.  Sean watched as Elizabeth’s face as it shifted from surprise to curiosity, no fear.

“I’ve been practicing various forms of martial arts since I was five.  It’s sort of become a passion of mine.  Every weapon you see here I am proficient in.  It’s taken me a long time to get this far.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.  I really don’t,” Sean thought as he walked across to the short table with the sword.  “All I know is that I have a knack for it.  I’m good at it, it feels good.  Not the violence, mind you.  But there’s this feeling I get deep inside me as if I’m complete when I practice.  It’s a liberating experience.  I become so focused on the actions that I exclude the world.  It all drifts away and I find peace there.  Some part of me tells me that it will come in handy some day and I believe it.  Besides, better safe than sorry, right?”

“How many weapons do you know?”

“The twenty you see here on the wall but I prefer the katana over the others.  It was custom made.  Titanium alloy, acid etched.  The works.  Cost me a pretty penny for it I can tell you that.  None of these here are showpieces.  They’re all combat ready and razor sharp.  I don’t fool around with my training.  I practice long and hard with each of these.  I take it very seriously.  Now you know what it is I do in my spare time.  So what do you think?”

“I’m not sure what to think,” Sean could tell she was a little surprised at it all, not that he could blame her, he didn’t even know what to make of it at times.  “It’s a bit much to take in all at one time.  But I still don’t understand why.”

“What’s the most exhilarating feeling you’ve ever had,” Sean asked.  “Where every nerve in your body is alive, burning like wildfire.  It’s hard for me to explain it when I don’t even know what to make of it.  But I figured you deserve to know about this.  None of my friends know about this.  They wouldn’t understand.”

“And you think I will?”

“Well, not exactly.  But I was hoping you would be a little accepting.  Acknowledge what is in this room and then think that it’s just one of my weird quirks then leave it be.  I don’t expect you to understand it.  I hardly do at times.”

“Then teach me.”

“What?”

“Teach me.”  Elizabeth turned around and looked deeply into Sean’s eyes.  “I want to understand.  I want to learn.  I want to learn more about you.”  She stepped up to him and cupped his face, then kissed him deeply.

Sean broke the kiss.  “I don’t know if I can do that.”

“Why?”

“Just…just give me a little time to come to a decision.  It’s not something that you can pick up like a book in a store.  What I can teach you goes beyond what you can learn from just walking into some studio out there.  There’s more than just the motions.  There’s the mentality.  It’s dangerous, mercurial.  Just give me time, okay?”

She nodded and gave him another warm kiss, understanding, caring.  They lost themselves in the embrace, time blissfully slipping away.  Sean’s head swam as he tried to think about Elizabeth’s request but lost his train of thought as his girlfriend took his breath away.  He could think about it later.

Chapter 7

“Nervous?”

“You have no idea,” Sean answered.

“You big jerk,” Elizabeth said while playfully swatting him on the shoulder.  “I should be the one nervous about meeting your friends, not you.”  She wondered if she was dressed appropriately in blue jeans and black t-shirt.

“Yeah, I know,” Sean said as he thought about his friends coming over, “But you have to understand I usually am not all that open towards my friends.  They don’t know much about my personal life, except for maybe Cheryl and of that only half of it.  I am definitely not openly affectionate around anyone but you.  Most of the time I’m just goofy and weird.  Since I have the money I can call myself eccentric but they don’t know about that.  This is probably the first time where my personal life and my social life will meet.  I like to keep them separate.  If I had a choice I’d buy us a nice cabin in the woods with acres of land and you and I can just be together.  But that won’t happen.  And no, it’s not you.  I’m sure they’ll like you; it’s me I’m worried about.  I don’t want to hurt you when I act differently.  I may come off as a little aloof and strange when they get here so don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Sean, that’s why I want to meet your friends.  So I can see another part of you.  There’s a lot of mystery wrapped up in you I intend on figuring you out.”

Just then someone knocked on the door.  Sean stepped toward it but was swung around by Elizabeth as she planted a very disarming kiss on his lips.  “I love you,” slipped out of Sean’s mouth as they broke the kiss.  Elizabeth’s eyes widened in surprise.  The two stared at each other in shock, Sean for saying it and Elizabeth from hearing it.  But Sean was quicker to grab his wits about him as the person outside knocked again.  “Aha, I turned the tables around.  Point for me!”  He grinned playfully at Elizabeth and winked at her as he opened the door.

The first of his friends, Vince, showed up.  “Sorry about the delay.  Elizabeth and I were just sharing a word or three,” he beamed a smile her way which snapped her back to attention.  “Vince I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Elizabeth.”  Pleasantries were exchanged and a couple of more friends arrived.  Derrick and Cheryl showed up last and more introductions were spread.  They all filed back out of the apartment and into their cars for the mall.

“So, Elizabeth,” Derrick said, “What do you do for a living?”

“Well, I’m an on and off accountant but mostly I’m just living off of what my lawyer could gut out of my rich ex-husband.”

“You were married?”  The whole group seemed to quiet a bit to listen.

“Sure, hasn’t everybody?” Elizabeth fired off.  “Nah, I just realized that he was jerk after we got married.”

“Well, Sean’s got nothing to worry about,” Cheryl said.  “He’s a college student.  Not a cent on him that he doesn’t have to pay financial aid back for.”

“I assure you that wasn’t why I approached him.”

“How did you two meet?”

Elizabeth chose her words carefully.  She remembered Sean telling her that none of his friends knew how rich he was.  “We met at a party.”

“A party?  Sean?  You sure about that?  Sean’s not the kind to party.”

“Not the typical beer bash guys.  One of the stocks I invest in was throwing a sort of investor’s meeting and I decided to show up.  You know, so they could get us to buy more shares.  Propaganda ball of sorts.”

“Has any of that paid off?”

“Well, you know how it is.  You jump in at the wrong time and jump out at an even worse time.  But sometimes you get lucky.  I just manage, I suppose.”  Elizabeth noticed how he sidestepped their meeting.  Personally, she preferred they didn’t know about Charles either.

“Anyways,” Elizabeth continued, “I happened to sit next to Sean and he asked me to dance with him.  The rest, they say, is history.”

“I didn’t know Sean could dance,” Cheryl said.

“How long have you two been together now?” from Derrick.

“I can’t dance.  Not to that hip-hop funk that most people play at the college bashes at least.  And trance just reminds me too much of Mortal Kombat.  Nah, ballroom’s for me.  And we’ve been going out for the past four months now.”

“Ballroom?  You really are an old fogy.”

Sean merely shrugged.  Elizabeth had to wonder at how easily his friends questions slid around him, they thought him strange and never bothered to figure him out.  He was a stranger to them.  She wondered what his life was like to be so hidden and at the same time she was honored that he would trust her so much with his life.  But then again…there was still so much to unlock about him.  The conversation changed directions and the group discussed something else amongst themselves.  Sean sidled up next to her and gently rubbed the small of her back.

“Hey.”  Elizabeth smiled at him.  “Thanks for keeping the lid on things about my financial status.”

“Thanks for not talking about Charles.”

“You know, there’s still a lot of things that you don’t know about me and there’s a lot of things I don’t know about you.  But whatever those details are I promise we’ll find out together.”

“I certainly hope so,” she replied, “Having a past to hide means you’ve got character worth digging for.”

“About what I said earlier.  Um…it sort of just popped out.  I do mean it though.  I just haven’t found the right time to say it.”

“Well, now it’s out in the open.  No apologies.  Besides, I feel the same way.”

Elizabeth watched as Sean’s eyes grew wide with hope.  “I love me, too,” she said.  Sean’s eyes dimmed and in a blink that goofy mask of insincerity slid into place as he laughed.  She grabbed him by the front of his shirt, pulled him in tight, and whispered in his ear, “I love you.”  And right there in front of all his friends she kissed him, long, passionately, with just a bit of tongue to simmer the blood.

“Whoa, you two,” Derrick called out, smiling, “Get a room.”

Together, Elizabeth and Sean gave Derrick the finger and continued the kiss until they ran out of breath.  The two broke, laughing.  For the second time that night Sean surprised her and picked her up in his arms and spun her around, the two smiling at each other without a care in the world.  Sean’s friends stared at the two of them and did what they could to either look elsewhere or rib Sean about getting a room.  Elizabeth saw that Sean blushed as bright as she did and just wrapped her right arm tightly around his waist.

The rest of the evening was pleasant and was even comfortable as they strolled around the mall and window-shopped.  Elizabeth picked up a thing or two, and shoes to go with them, of course, while she watched Sean look at a few watches on display as he waited for her.  The night was over and soon everyone filed out into their respective cars and headed back to their apartments.  “Good night you two,” Derrick said as everyone was leaving the parking lot.  “It was nice meeting you Elizabeth.”  Cheryl chirped the same.  “We’ll see you two later.”  The two got into Derrick’s old Volvo station wagon and left.

“Well, that didn’t go so badly,” Elizabeth, said.

“No, I suppose not.  They seem to like you.  So when’s it my turn to meet your friends?”

Elizabeth took a moment to answer that.  “More like ‘friend’.  I suppose it’s about time I introduced you to Vanessa now that you got me to say that I love you.”

“Well, you didn’t have to say it…”

She swatted him on the arm.  “Oh yes I did.  I couldn’t have you leaving me flabbergasted all night when you sprung those words on me first.”  Elizabeth didn’t know what came over and pulled him up close, her eyes sad and desperate.  “Please?  Say it again, so I know it’s not a dream.”

Sean reached up and cupped her face, staring warmly into her eyes.  “I love you, Elizabeth Richards.  I don’t know where we’ll wind up but we’ll be together.  I promise you that.  I love you.”  He kissed her, as hungrily and desperately as she kissed him.  “I’ve been alone for too long and the gods be damned if they ever try to separate me from you.”

Elizabeth’s legs gave out beneath her and she crumpled into his loving arms, tears of joy streaking down her face.

*
*
*

Sean drove Elizabeth back to her place.  The house was still and quiet.  They didn’t say anything on the drive back.  They didn’t have to.  Elizabeth put her hand on Sean’s and smiled at him as he pulled up to the driveway.  “Please, stay the night?”  Elizabeth didn’t even really have to ask him he wanted to hold her tonight so that he could wake up in the morning and be sure that it all wasn’t just a dream.  She loved him!  After four months of seeing each other they admitted that they loved one another.  Sean really didn’t know what to think.  His mind was in a sort of haze at the revelation.  They walked up to the front door and Elizabeth let them in.  Sean closed the door behind him and nearly had the wind knocked from him when Elizabeth veritably pounced on his lips.  Her hands were all over him, scrabbling at his clothes, feeling his muscles through the fabric.  Sean was completely stunned, his mind worked desperately to catch up to his racing heart.  That didn’t mean he didn’t kiss back, he gave as good as he got.  His hands raced over her lithe form, gently running his hands up her sides, tracing her ribs, and finally cupping the shape of her breasts in his hands.  God, her soft breasts were a delight to touch.  Firm yet soft, the hard nubbins of her nipples poked through her bra, which he gently rubbed with his thumbs.  She moaned into his mouth as her hips ground into his.  Sean slipped his right thigh between her legs and sawed it across the crotch of her jeans.

They broke their kiss and gasped.  “God, I want you.”  Elizabeth said between ragged breaths.  “I’ve wanted you since you tangoed with me at that shareholders meeting the first time we met.  You made me feel like a woman then.  Make me feel a woman now.”

Sean felt his denim shirt being torn open as Elizabeth renewed her attack on him.  Buttons flew every which way as they popped off his torso.  Their mouths mashed together in a twisting battle where the victor devoured the other.  Sean liked how things were progressing, he wanted her as badly as she needed him, but he had other plans in mind for their first time.  He gently gripped her by the wrists to stop her marauding hands and pulled them high up and apart as he slid his face from her mouth to her neck.  Her flesh along her neck was hot and strained with tension like a violin string, and he planned on playing a full symphony on her before the night was over.  Sean placed her hands behind his neck but they managed to slip up a bit to gently grip his hair as he continued his ministrations.  His teeth grazed her neck and then clamped down as his arms reached around and scooped her up.  He looked at her as she stared hungrily into his eyes with enough fire to melt steel, her breaths drawn in ragged pulls as she bit her lower lip in anxious anticipation.

Sean took a moment to leave his shoes at the foot of the staircase as he carried the woman he loved to her bedroom.  He flipped the light on then placed her gently on the soft four-posted bed.  “Did I ever mention that I love you?” he said before he dove into another breathtaking kiss.  His arms roamed over her body, up and down her breasts and sides then rested at the top of her jeans.  Effortlessly he unbuttoned the jeans and ever so slowly slid the zipper down.  Sean broke the kiss and his face joined his hands as they exposed inch by precious inch of her black silk panties.  When Sean saw those he looked up at Elizabeth questioningly.  

“I’ve been wanting to get you in bed for the past two weeks but never had the conviction to go through with it, maybe hoping you’d be just a tad more aggressive.  I…”

Her comment was cut short when she gasped as Sean buried his face in her crotch, his tongue and mouth rubbing the silk lingerie, in appreciation of her forethought.  Her body arched in response, giving Sean the clearance to pull down her pants.  Wanting to relish every second, Sean pulled her jeans down slowly with his right hand as his left kneaded her right thigh and planted kisses along every freshly exposed inch.  His mouth trailed wet saliva down her leg as he kissed, licked, and nibbled down her right leg.  Finally, the jeans were down to her ankles.  He spent a moment to massage her calves then whipped the jeans off her feet and threw them across the room in one smooth motion.  Sean switched to the right calf and ran gentle kisses up her leg as he rested her foot on his shoulder and even took a moment to nibble behind her knee.

“Oh God, Sean,” Elizabeth gasped.  “I never knew that was an erogenous zone.  I…God I’ve never felt this wet before.  Please, Sean make love to me now.”

Almost idly, Sean ran his index finger over the silky panties covering her mound and talked to her as if he were thinking of something else, although his mind was reeling at how hot it felt through the fabric.  “Why, Elizabeth.  I am making love to you.  I’m enjoying this very much.”  His finger slipped under the silk and she gasped when the touch of his finger fired nerves straight up to her brain and back.  Gods she was damp!  He stretched out the panties and then ran his finger up and down, toying with it in idle playfulness.  Again he kissed the back of her knee.  “I love you, Elizabeth.  Now that you know it I want you to feel it.”  The finger withdrew and snapped the panty on her heat.  Sean watched as his lover snapped her head back and arched, her back bending as a small orgasm shivered through her system.

Sean was amazed.  She came already and he only had just begun the foreplay.  At this rate he might very well break her by the end of the night.  Good, he thought and smiled.  His hands continued their massage of her left thigh as his mouth worked up and into her inner thigh.  He could hear her panting with arousal and lust now.  He made deliberate, slow progress up those inches and when he reached the crotch of her panties his nose was assailed with the scent of her lust.  Like a timid explorer he nudged her panties with his nose and mouth, taking it into his mouth and tasting it, then feeling the fabric with his tongue.  His tongue slid around it and contacted with one of her petals.  Again, her back arched and again Sean took advantage of the situation to pull his head back to draw the damp silk from her.  He pulled it all the way back and off, whipping his head to send it to the side of the bed.

As he did so his hands snaked up under her t-shirt and began supporting her back as he drew her into a kiss.  He lifted his elbows and raised the shirt up to just below her breasts.  She got the message and lifted her arms above her head.  With a clean jerk the shirt flew across the room.  Her bra soon followed with record-breaking speed.  Elizabeth reached her hands around his neck and held the kiss.  Sean then felt her let go as they glided over his body under the shirt and felt her moan into his mouth in approval of his tight muscles.  She tugged and the bottom of his shirt was pulled out.  Apparently she wanted to play too as he felt the shirt snapped back over his shoulders.  Their bodies melted into one another in the motion and they both moaned into the other’s mouth at their first body-to-body contact.  Sean could feel the hard tips of her nipples digging into his chest.  He ground his body into hers to increase the friction, which she responded to ardently as they kissed.  His own shirt was tossed aside and then he found himself on his back.  The little minx just took control.

In a blink Elizabeth was straddling Sean, her naked form grinding into him, her hands above her head as she tousled her hair in wild abandon.  “Gods you’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”  He watched as she smiled down at him and winked.  She mashed her hips into him again and bit her lower lip in pleasure; she was enjoying the rough surface of his jeans.  Her hands stopped playing with her hair and slipped over her lithe form, taking a moment to caress the outline of her breasts.  Sean’s hands moved up to join in on the fun but she slapped them away playfully.  This was her time.  Sean had to admit it was the well beyond merely erotic and his cock was straining again the constricting clothes.  She had him nearly chomping at the bit in self-restraint, he wanted more than anything to strip and plunge into her right then.  But he loved her.  This was about her needs as much as it was his.  Besides, it was damn enjoyable!  So he lay back and watched as her hands continued to journey south to where their hips met and she began undoing his belt.  The buckle popped open and her hands made quick work with the top button.  She arched her eyebrow seductively like she did the first night they met and said, “Payback’s a bitch.”

With that her whole body slid down between his legs and Sean watched in amazement as Elizabeth pulled down his fly with her teeth.  She nuzzled his crotch much as he did to her and Sean lifted his own hips in response.  With fewer preambles than his own approach, she whipped his jeans right off his legs and they hit the opposite wall.  Sean’s cock slipped through the opening in his boxers almost instantly.

“Hello,” Elizabeth said in a sultry tone.  “What have we here?  Looks tasty.”  And Sean watched in anticipation as she licked the length of him from balls to tip.  The sensation was phenomenal.  She tugged the waistband of his boxers so he raised his hips…right into her mouth.  Thank goodness she had quick hands because as soon as he slipped into her mouth he shuddered and slipped back down.  She twirled his boxers on the end of her finger and sent them sailing to join the rest of his clothes on the floor.  Elizabeth lowered her head and gave Sean another long, slow, tortuous lick along his length then continued moving up, her whole body grazing the tip of his cock until she was hovering right above him.  Elizabeth had straddled him again but only hovered above him, the heat emanating off of her causing his dick to twitch and jump.

Elizabeth leaned down and kissed him gently on the lips.  Sean felt something warm and wet on his face.  He opened his eyes to find tears trickling down Elizabeth’s face.  He broke the kiss and craned his neck to kiss the tears from her face.

“I will always treasure you, my love,” he said.  She cried all the harder and her arms began to lose the ability to hold herself up.  Sean drew her slowly down into a warm kiss and wrapped her in his arms.  He rolled and was now on top.  “Now, let’s see if I can get this right.”  Sean scooted down again and laid kisses down her neck, paying attention to the hollows below her ears and the pits of her collarbone.  He plunged into the space between her breasts and nuzzled up and down the sides of them while her fingers twined in his hair.  He licked beneath her breasts and then began a swirled trail towards her right nipple.  The hard nubbin was eagerly protruding in arousal and Elizabeth let out soft whimper when his mouth descended on it.  His tongue swirled it in his mouth, his teeth grazed it lightly, and sucked on her firm flesh.  Meanwhile, Sean’s right hand gently played with her other breast.  He kept it up for a good, long time and then switched breasts.  Within moments he had her keyed to a fevered panting of arousal.  When he thought he had spent enough time on her breasts he made his way down, nibbling and licking her smooth belly as he went, to her awaiting mons.

The smell of arousal was so thick between her legs it was like a wall.  Sean gently licked Elizabeth’s inner thighs and then steadily moved up.  She had shaven until there was only a small patch above her pussy.  Sean showed his appreciation by licking the outline of her pubic hair.  He could see that her clit was already unhooded, shining at him with wetness, but he decided to ignore it for now.  Her legs splayed out before him showed him a perfect flower open to him, its petals open and inviting.  He gave one petal a long lick and felt her body seize as she gasped.  Sean gave the other petal a long, slow lick and her body gave the same response.  He kept up his oral attention on just the puffy lips for fifteen minutes and had her writhing beneath him in a frantic sexual frenzy.  By then Elizabeth was pleading for him to let her cumm.

“Please, Sean…gasp…please…let me…pant…YES!”

Sean zeroed in on her clit and, with lack of a better word, devoured her.  His tongue and mouth ravaged every millimeter of that hard nubbin, licking, sucking, nibbling.  Everything Sean could think of to do with his mouth he did.  He was drunk on her passion; the heat of her throes was like a catalyst in opening a part of him he never knew existed.  Elizabeth’s body thrashed and bucked but he held on tightly, whipping his tongue across her little button.  He slid a finger inside her and hooked it, finding a slightly rougher spot inside of her.  He rubbed it.  If she was wild before then she was savage now, the way her hips tossed in the air.  Elizabeth’s back arched and stayed paralyzed like that for a couple of minutes, her voice gone silent as her brain shorted out.  Just as suddenly she collapsed and slumped on the bed, spent.

Sean crawled up beside her and wiped strands of wet hair from her sweat soaked face.  Elizabeth was panting heavily, her body trying to cool down from her orgasm.  Her eyes were closed as she tried to regain her breath.  “Oh my God, Sean.  I’ve never felt anything even remotely like that before.  Where’d you learn to do that?  Oh God, yes!  I just had an aftershock.  Those aren’t possible.”  Sean only smiled at her and kissed her forehead.

“Anything is possible if you love someone enough,” Sean finally said.  He leaned over and kissed her on the mouth this time.  When it ended Sean found Elizabeth crying again.  “As flattering as all this crying is…”

“I know, I know!” she cut him off.  “I just can’t help it.  I don’t deserve this.  I don’t.  Truth be told I don’t think any woman was meant to feel that.”  Her crying had tapered off as she laughed.

“I love you,” was all Sean said.

“God, if you keep saying that then I’ll be forced to ask you to marry me.  Especially after making me orgasm so hard.  Oh God, Sean, I love you.”  She hugged him and the two held each other until Elizabeth caught her breath.

“Damn, I don’t have any protection,” Sean said sheepishly.  “I didn’t expect things to escalate so quickly.”

“It’s alright.  I’ve been on the pill for the past month now.  My turn,” Elizabeth whispered in Sean’s ear and climbed on top of him.  She straddled his hips like before but this time there was nothing between them, it was an exhilarating sensation.  Elizabeth looked deeply into Sean’s eyes and never broke contact as she slowly slid down on his cock in one smooth motion.  Sean could hardly keep from losing it right then and there, she was that wet and hot.

“Please,” Sean croaked.  “Give me a second…okay.”  Sean wasn’t a virgin but it had been so long since his last with his ex from high school that he might as well have been.  Plus there was one major difference; he never had sex without a rubber.  Elizabeth was an entirely different universe.  Her hips rocked and gyrated as she rode him slowly, keeping him at a fever pitch.  He lifted his own hips in rhythm, meeting her thrust for thrust.  She was phenomenal.  Sex had never been this good before.  But it was more than just sex, this was making love.  He had never felt this intimate with anyone before.  She held him enraptured with not just her steady motions but with those beautiful eyes that spoke volumes of how much Elizabeth loved him.  His lover leaned over him and began kissing him.  Sean’s hands lighted on her high breasts and gently tweaked and rubbed them.  She moaned in response into his mouth.  Sean felt her tongue snake into his mouth and he returned it in kind, caressing her mouth and tasting her as she did him.  They kept the rhythm going for a long time before the burning need in each of them demanded a faster tempo.  The pace picked up and their bodies collided into one another as Elizabeth rode Sean wildly, her moans turning to screams.  Elizabeth hit her peak first, her body flailing about above Sean.  Her pussy rippled in orgasm which soon sent Sean over the edge.  He grabbed her tightly by the waist and gave one last hard thrust and held her there as he pumped load after load of cumm into her.  Elizabeth came again from the sensation and then collapsed on top of him.

Sean wrapped his arms around Elizabeth; as breathless and exhausted as much as she appeared to be.  He pulled the sheets over them and his last thoughts were of the wonderful woman in his arms as he drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 8

Morning smiled down on Sean through Elizabeth’s white curtains.  He felt her laying on his arm as he turned to look at her.  She was already awake, staring up at him with loving eyes.  The events of the previous night played back in his mind and smiled.  He made to greet her a good morning but she placed a finger on his lips, silencing him.  Sean felt Elizabeth reach down and grasp his cock, already hard from morning wood, and began pumping it gently up and down.  She winked at him and then clambered down his body when he felt the most wonderful sensation of her lips wrapped around the head of his dick.  Elizabeth alternated between licking up and down his shaft to sliding his head into her mouth.  There was an audible pop when she pulled back from the tip and continued back down his length, kissing and licking.  When she was through with the foreplay she latched her mouth back onto his cock and began bobbing up and down his length.  All Sean could do was tilt his head back and enjoy the sensations wash over him.  He didn’t have much to compare her to but he did know that he was enjoying himself very much as she swirled the head of his member with her tongue and sucked him.

“ ‘Liz,” Sean managed between gasps, “If you keep this off I’m going to lose it right now.”

She replied by sucking him even harder with loud slurping noises and bobbed her head even more furiously.  It was more than he could take and he shot his load down her throat while he roared in ecstasy.  Elizabeth was ready for him and greedily swallowed it all.  She made a big production of swallowing every drop and cleaning him off.  Not a single drop was wasted as she licked him clean and blew gently on his cock to help dry him off.  The clean up was as erotic as her blowjob and already he was hard as a post.

“Oh, I love the spryness of youth,” Sean heard Elizabeth call out from between his legs.  Soon after he felt himself sheathed in hot wetness and Elizabeth’s legs straddling his waist.

“By the gods what have I gotten myself into?” Sean exclaimed.

 “What did you expect?” Elizabeth commented.  “I’m an undersexed woman who hasn’t gotten any in two years and can feel her biological clock ticking like a time bomb.  I’ve got some catching up to do.”  She said all that while punctuating every other syllable by slamming down on Sean’s cock.

“Well, if that’s the way you want to play it,” Sean began to say then thrust his hips up hard in stride with her and flipped her over, effectively pinning her down beneath him.  “I’m certainly up,” he pounded into her, “ to the challenge.”  At a furious pace he pounded into her.  The bed creaked and shook with the activity but the sound was drowned out by Elizabeth’s screaming.

“Yes yes yes yes yes yes YES YES YES YES YES YES!”  Elizabeth’s head snapped back and she came hard.  But Sean wasn’t done yet.  The blowjob had taken the edge off of him so he continued to plow into her.  He grabbed the headboard for balance and slammed into her over and over again until the sound of their slapping bodies wrung through the room.  Meanwhile, Elizabeth was starting to see stars with the pleasure flooding her brain.  She managed to open her eyes as she felt her second orgasm hit, just in time to see Sean let go of the headboard with his right hand and slid it into her mouth.  Somehow Elizabeth managed to gather her thoughts enough to suck on it a bit.  Sean removed his thumb and Elizabeth’s mind exploded a third time before the second was even over when her clit came into contact with a furiously rubbing wet thumb.

Sean wasn’t done yet then either.  He continued pounding away at her.  Something about her made him lose control and, in all impossibility, he sped up.  He could feel that familiar sensation of his balls tightening again and he let loose a primal roar as he pumped several thick gobs of cumm in Elizabeth.  That set her off and she came again.  Sean stayed inside of her and made sure to land beside Elizabeth.  She was panting heavily, sweat streaming down her face.  Sean turned on his side and cupped her face.  She had passed out.  He panicked for a bit but realized it was from the sexual overload.  Well, that certainly stroked his ego.  He had heard about it happening on rare occasions but he never thought to actually accomplish it.

It wasn’t long before Elizabeth’s eyes slowly flickered open to the greeting sight of Sean smiling down on her.  She smiled back, albeit tiredly.  “What…what time is it?  How long have I been out?”

“It’s about 8:30 am.  You’ve been out for only about a minute,” concern etched his face.  “You had me worried there for a moment.  I thought I’d broken you.”

“8:30?  My God you made me cumm four times in ten minutes.  And that’s not counting the smaller ones you probably triggered.  What have I gotten myself into?”

Sean chuckled and kissed her passionately.  “I was wondering the same thing if you recall.  Women may hit their peaks around thirty but guys hit theirs around twenty-three.  Seems like we blew the lid off a crate of dynamite.”

“Don’t tell me you could do that again.”

“Well, if you wanted to…”

“NO!” her eyes widened in shock.  “God, at least give me a few minutes to recuperate.”

“Hey, that’s supposed to be my line,” he jested.  “Nah, I couldn’t do that again for at least a couple of hours.  So I guess you’ll have to wait a bit.  But that doesn’t mean I can’t shift myself down a bit and…”

Immediately, Elizabeth’s hands shot down between her legs.  “Don’t you dare.  I’ll pass out for an hour sure if you do that like you did last night.”

By then Sean was bawling with laughter.  He pounced her and kissed her hotly until Elizabeth felt like she was melting into the cushions.  “I love you, Elizabeth; now and always.  Know this though.  Now that I’ve said it I won’t go back on my word and will give you everything I possibly can if you think it’s good enough.  I think this is an appropriate time to tell you what happened to my previous relationship.  She didn’t think everything I had then was good enough for her.  Not my love, not my unflagging devotion, nothing.  That was why I broke up with her; she wouldn’t accept the things that counted.  I dumped her because she wouldn’t accept my reasons for not giving her what I couldn’t.  She wouldn’t accept me for my limitations.  I will try to be everything that you want to be but I will not change who I am in the ways that make me me.  I will love you for an eternity freely, love you through anything that could try to come between us, love you for just being you, and I expect the same treatment.  I’m sure I’ll change some so that I can better please you but I will remain adamant about certain things that define who I am.  If you’re ever confused then feel free to ask me and I will give you as reasonable an answer as I can, not just an ‘I don’t know’ or a ‘just because’ because you deserve a straight answer as much as I believe you deserve my love.”

Elizabeth’s had turned watery with tears.  She curled up in his strong arms and simply wept with joy and shook her head.  “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you.  I still don’t think I do.  You’re too wonderful, too perfect.  Well, besides the fact that you fart on occasion and that you snore.”  They both laughed at that.  “But besides that I can’t believe how wonderful you are.  If I entered you in a fantasy prince charming contest you’d at least get runner-up to Tom Cruise or maybe Brad Pitt.  I still have to decide that one.”

“I’m not sure how to take that,” Sean laughed.

“Oh God, I love you, Sean,” she was weepy with joy.  “I promise I will always love you too.  I may not think that I deserve you but you’ve certainly done everything possible to earn my love.”  Then she broke down again and cried while mumbling ‘I love you’ over and over again like a mantra.  Sean just held on to her and shed a tear of his own as he waited for her to quiet.

Elizabeth did quiet down, eventually, and by then Sean’s stomach began to protest in hunger.  “Hmm, sounds like it’s time for breakfast.”

“I guess so,” Elizabeth answered.  “You go hop in the shower while I make breakfast.  Bacon, eggs, and toast sound good?”

“Oh no you don’t,” Sean said.  “Now that I got you naked I plan on capitalizing on the moment.  You are taking that shower with me.”  With that said Sean threw off the covers and dragged her off to the bathroom.  He started the shower and placed Elizabeth in front of the sink.  He already had a toothbrush there from previous stays and began his morning routine while getting an eyeful of Elizabeth’s nude figure in the mirror while she brushed her teeth.  They took turns on the toilet, neither looking at the other while they went, then stepped into the shower.

Elizabeth liked her showers hot, which was fine with Sean although it could have been a degree or two cooler.  Sean grabbed the bar of soap and began a very thorough job of making her squeaky clean, particularly her breasts and between her legs.  Elizabeth leaned back into Sean’s body when her knees started to get weak.  She nearly jumped when Sean touched her anus but got used to it, she even began to enjoy it.  Sean couldn’t help himself and slipped his already hard prick inside of her sopping wet cunt.  Elizabeth hissed like the showerhead at the sensation.  Sean nuzzled her neck as his hands continued to soap up her breasts.  He delighted in caressing them and playing with the nipples.  The hot water and steam made Elizabeth’s body thrum with excitement as Sean slowly dipped into her again and again.  Elizabeth shook and moaned as Sean slowly fucked her to orgasm.  It was unlike anything she had experienced before, gentle and fulfilling, like Sean.  Elizabeth turned around and kissed him.

“Your turn,” she whispered.  Elizabeth kneeled before him and cupped Sean’s balls while she sucked on him.  Sean was staggered by his girlfriend’s ability to suck cock.  Her mouth expertly sucked him while her hands deftly massaged his balls.  Sean pumped his hips back and forth, fucking her mouth.  It wasn’t long before he shot several thick streams down her throat.  Elizabeth swallowed, stood up, and winked at him as she lathered up her boyfriend’s body.  She marveled in the swell of his firm muscles.  He wasn’t overly bulky like her ex-husband had been but had good muscle tone, more like the marble statues in museums.  She kissed Sean tenderly and finished her lather job.  They stood in the hot stream to wash off the soap while kissing.  Sean had never experienced anything as intimate as this before.  He traced his fingers along her back and held her.  They broke the kiss and just looked at each other, their eyes feeding each other their souls.  And then the water started running cold.

Quickly, they got out of the shower and had an intimate moment drying each other off, neither saying a word.  Elizabeth grabbed a pair of bathrobes for them and then they made their way down to the kitchen.  She opened the fridge and started taking things out for the stovetop.  Sean popped some bread in the toaster and heated up the pan.  They had shared mornings before, Sean having stayed over on occasion, and they had their routine down.  Within minutes bacon, eggs, and toast were laid out with milk and juice.

“So what do you want to do today,” Elizabeth asked as she dug into the plate.  It was Sunday morning and neither of them were churchgoers.  She herself didn’t have anything planned.

“Let’s see,” Sean said.  “We’ve made love in your bedroom and bathroom.  So that means there’s still the kitchen, living room, closet, various hallways, office, hall restroom, and guest bedroom.  That should keep us busy for a bit.  Oh, and let’s not forget your patio.”

The answer took Elizabeth entirely by surprise as she held her fork still while the egg slipped off the tines.  “You’re kidding right?”

Sean didn’t say anything as he shoveled eggs and toast in his mouth.  Elizabeth waited for him to finish chewing and hear his reply.  He didn’t say anything and kept on eating.  Elizabeth snapped out of her shock and managed to take another bite.  Her head swam with stunned amazement like being handed a million dollar check.

Chapter 9

“So?  Spill it.  How good was he?”

Elizabeth was shocked but not surprised by Vanessa’s question.  She looked at her longtime friend from college, an attractive woman standing at five and a half feet with auburn hair, green eyes, and figure that was every man’s wet dream.  Vanessa Straits was an eye turner and she knew it but she was as smart as she was beautiful.  “Damn, can’t get anything past you, can I?”

“Nope,” Vanessa chirped.  “You’re absolutely glowing.  I could probably use you to guide airplanes in on a foggy night.  So spill.”

Elizabeth sighed and then started giggling hysterically at the memory of her and Sean’s very busy Sunday.  She was still sore from the marathon sex but in a good way.  After Elizabeth got her giggling fits under control she took a calming breath and told it all.  “Sean says he loves me.  He loves me, Vanessa.  And yes, he said this before we had sex and without any hint so much as leaning towards it when he said it.  He’s genuine.  As soon as we were alone I pretty much pounced on him.  He may have said that he’s only had one lover in high school but you sure couldn’t tell from Saturday night…and all…day…Sunday!  Oh my God Vanessa I can’t even begin to tell you how good he is in, and out of, bed.  He did things to me I didn’t think were even possible.”

Vanessa herself was glad to hear that Elizabeth had found a guy that treated her right but she couldn’t be sure of this guy Sean until she met him herself.  In a way she was a test.  She knew she was attractive, model material if she ever wanted to capitalize on her looks, but instead she got her degree in administrative business and was now successfully running the rat race in the corporate world.  If she could get this super-stud alone for half an hour and he didn’t make a pass at her of any sort then she could believe that his eyes were only for her friend.  After the catastrophic marriage with Charles, Vanessa was very protective of Elizabeth.  “Wait, he did what?”

“He made me pass out, but only for a minute.  And then there was the morning after…”

Vanessa listened in astonishment as Elizabeth spun the tale.  There was no way a guy could be that good, twenty-two or not.  Hell, they had sex in the coatroom!  By the time Elizabeth had finished talking Vanessa was not only curious, but wet.  Seemed like Elizabeth landed herself a stud.  “Of course, now you’re going to have to introduce us.”

“Oh no you don’t, this ones mine,” declared Elizabeth.  “I’m not sharing him.  But he did say that he wanted to meet you.  I met his friends Saturday night and he asked about my friends.”  She paused.  “Well, you’re it.  Charles pretty much scared away everyone else.”

Vanessa reached out across the table and held her friends hand in a comforting gesture.  Vanessa didn’t like Charles from the start and she told Elizabeth immediately but the girl thought she was in love then, too.  And her jumping from a divorce and into the arms of another man so quickly just didn’t seem sensible.  And then there was the age difference.  An obviously spry man, he sounded like he would have a better time with girls his age but according to Elizabeth he was much too mature for them.  There were too many mysteries around him.  If he were a millionaire why did he still go to college?  What about his family?  Perhaps she should look into it herself without Elizabeth knowing about it.  Best way to save her any hurt feelings.  He just sounded too good to be true.

“Friday night,” Elizabeth said.

“I’m sorry what?”

“I said that you’d meet him Friday night.  He said that he wanted to meet you and that he’ll pay for dinner.  Says he wants to splurge a bit since he never gets a chance to around his friends.  I think he just wants to impress you.  He’s so sweet.  Sean’s not miserly but he doesn’t like spending his money frivolously although he can afford it.  He doesn’t want people to know he’s rich.  Almost like he’s ashamed of it or something.”  Worry began to crease Elizabeth’s brow.  “God I hope I’m not making a mistake with him.  He just seems so…”

“Perfect.”

“Yeah.”  Elizabeth quieted.  Charles had seemed perfect, too, rich, successful, and good-looking.  He had it all.  The bastard dazzled his way into Elizabeth’s heart and then he slowly crowded out everything in her life.  He liked to dominate, that was his thrill.  Soon after they married the thrill wore off, he had taken her for everything.  Family and friends were soon muscled out, discreetly of course.  And then he simply ignored her.  Then he started playing out his sick perversions on her.  Elizabeth shut that door immediately.  There were things there she didn’t even tell Vanessa although she was certain her friend had already guessed at some of it.

“Hey,” Vanessa’s hand squeezed her own.  “This Sean sounds like a really nice guy.  And since you’ve met him you’ve been nothing but happy.  That’s all I could ever wish for you.  And hey, he kicked Charles’ ass three times in a row.  That’ll always win him brownie points in my book.”  The two laughed at that.

“Thanks, Vanessa.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Oh, that’s what friends are for,” the two hugged.  “One thing though, does he have an older brother?”

*
*
*

Friday night rolled around and Vanessa slid her sporty red Audi in front of the house.  She did do a background check on him and found some interesting things.  Sean was an almost overnight rags to riches story.  He was raised in a lower-middle class family with his parents, Jane and Arthur Lee, and older sister, Stacey, had rich family ties back in Taiwan but Sean was never steeped in it.  The turning point was when he was seven, his mother died of some post-surgical complications from a routine kidney removal.  That was when things fell apart.  A year later Stacey took to the streets and basically became a washout ever since, mixing it up with a few drugs to boot.  Sean’s father remarried to a woman who brought her own daughter into the family.  Was hospitalized on two occasions, one for an ulcer when he was seventeen and another for stopping an armed burglar at his friend’s apartment just last year.  Sean’s grandmother died overseas and gave Sean and Stacey a small inheritance.  His sister squandered it while Sean bided his time and invested all of it into a then unknown upcoming biotech company, GenenCorp.  That was when things started getting peculiar.  Sean’s father died of a heart attack and Sean immediately filed for financial independence by the age of nineteen.  He worked at laboratories part-time under professors and made mediocre grades for his biochemistry major.  The report said a lot but missed a lot of other things.  Such as where he got the tip off on GenenCorp, why he basically cut himself off from his family, and why he was simply sitting on millions of dollars.

Vanessa arrived at the front door and rang the bell.  Elizabeth answered the door in a delightfully cut dark blue dress.  Her hair was done artfully up and only a light touch of make-up made her look beautiful and Vanessa said as much as she greeted her friend.

“I’d have to agree,” came a deep voice from behind the door.

“Oh, sorry,” Elizabeth said as she opened the door wider.  “Vanessa, this is Sean, my boyfriend.  Sean, this is Vanessa, my best friend from my college days.

“Pleased to meet you,” Sean said and offered his hand in a shake.  She took it and felt how warm and firm his hand was.  He was dressed impressively in a tuxedo by Armani, judging from the cut, and sporting a fine looking cane with an ebony carving of a raven on the end.  But she was paying attention to his face.  No sign of anything else besides warm, greeting eyes in friendship.  “Well, this pretty much proves my theory.”

“And what would that be?”

Sean wrapped an arm around Elizabeth’s waist.  “Beautiful women tend to hang around beautiful women.”  He gave Elizabeth a peck on the cheek.  “Both of you look gorgeous tonight.  That’s a lovely green dress you’re wearing.”

Vanessa thanked him for the compliments while the back of her mind processed any hidden meaning but found none.  Elizabeth and Sean led the way to the living room where they introduced themselves more thoroughly.  Again, Sean didn’t say anything about who he was.  “So, when’s the reservation for?”

Sean looked at his watch.  “Not until eight but I guess we should get a move on if we’re going to catch the opera.  Elizabeth told me you like Italian so that’s where we’re headed after.  I heard of a nice place with a great outdoor patio.  I’ve been dying to go there but never really had an occasion.  Besides, none of my friends would be comfortable there.  Reviews say it’s a very quiet place with good music and great wine.”

“Sounds great.  Let’s go.”

When they arrived at the opera house Sean admired her car as the valet drove off with it, he was veritably drooling.  “Now Sean, you have a perfectly serviceable car right now.  No need to buy a new one,” Elizabeth teasingly chided him.

“But…”

“Uh-uh,” Elizabeth’s eyes shined with mirth, “You said it first.  Not going to buy a new one until your current car breaks down.”

Sean made a big production of sighing.  “Yes, dear.”  And then he laughed with her.

“What’s so funny?  What does Sean drive now?”  Vanessa had to ask.  She noticed they took Elizabeth’s car.

“A used ’98 Corolla,” Sean said with pride.  “Why’d I have to buy a car I knew would last?”

“Because you’re a sensible man, love.”

“Why don’t you buy a new car?  From what Elizabeth told me you could afford it.”

“It’s the ethics of the thing.  Besides, it has a sort of sentimental value.  I bought it with my own money that I earned working as a grunt cashier in a video store.  Here’s a thought.  Maybe next time we come here I can drive up in my car.  That’ll make an interesting entrance.  What with all the fancy cars coming through here.”

“You’re kidding right?” the two women asked.

Sean slid around the question.  “Man, I haven’t been to the opera in ages.  Thank you, ladies, for giving me a proper escort.  Shall we?”  He offered his arm to Elizabeth.  She took it like a virgin schoolgirl.  Vanessa marveled.  Somehow he tapped into the sweet and innocent side of her friend.  Maybe he was the right man for her.  He definitely treated her with respect.  Sean surprised Vanessa when he offered his other arm to her.  “You’re without a date.  And I definitely will not leave so a beautiful woman unescorted if I can help it.”

“Just remember he’s my man,” Elizabeth called out across his shoulder.  Again Vanessa checked for the slightest hint of secondary intentions and met only warm, friendly eyes.  Feeling foolish, Vanessa accepted his proffered arm and let him lead them up the steps.

Madame Butterfly was well performed although Vanessa would have done a thing or two different.  But that’s just personal taste.  She thought the opera was Elizabeth’s idea; she loved it, but turned out it was Sean’s.  He listened avidly to the music and always touched the back of Elizabeth’s hand at particularly dramatic scenes.  Vanessa had to admit, they made a good couple and he really was a good guy.  She decided to put away her interrogative cynicism and just enjoy their company.  Guys like Sean gave her hope that maybe she could find a man of her own.  So far her luck hadn’t been the greatest.  She sighed inaudibly and found Sean’s hand patting hers.  She looked up and found Sean looking at her almost understandably and then he shifted his attention back to the performance.

After the opera the three of them exited the theatre and stepped into a cool autumn night.  Sean took off his coat and draped it over Vanessa’s shoulders then stepped over to Elizabeth and wrapped his arms around her as they waited for their cars.  Their cars were brought to them and Sean tipped the valets as Vanessa got into her own car after she handed back Sean’s coat.  She got directions from him earlier but still let Sean take the lead as they headed for the restaurant.  Vanessa had heard of Allesio’s but had never gotten around to dining there.  From what she heard it was very classy and hard to get into.  She let the valet take her car and then joined Sean and Elizabeth at the door.

“Looks nice from the outside,” Vanessa commented.  “I heard it’s pretty hard to get into.  How long did you have to book that reservation?”

“Three months,” Sean answered.  Both girls looked at him.  “I planned on bringing ‘Liz here when I heard it was one of the premiere restaurants in town so I booked a reservation three months ago.  Truth be told, the fact you’re here with us is just coincidence but a nice bonus.  Besides, I get to make a grand entrance into a fancy restaurant with two beautiful women draped on my arms.  I doubt there are many men that wouldn’t envy me right now.  Come on, let’s eat.”

“No pizza,” Elizabeth said.

Sean stepped dead in his tracks.  “What?”

“You heard me, no pizza.  We had it last week.  You eat too much pizza.”

“But that’s part of a perfectly unbalanced diet of every college student.”

“No.”

“But…”

“No.”

He sighed, “Yes, dear.”  Sean kissed her on the temple then addressed Vanessa.  “The things I do for love.  Sigh.”

The three of them laughed and were showed to their table.  “I doubt they have it on their menu anyways,” Vanessa heard him grumble.

When their waiter gave them their menus it turned out they did have pizza.  Sean spoke to the waiter in Italian and the man bowed and left in hurry.  “Wine,” was all Sean said while he looked over the menu.

“I didn’t know you spoke Italian,” Elizabeth said.  

“Umm, surprise!” Sean said.  “Took a few language courses for fun.  German, Spanish, Italian, French, and Latin amongst a few others just for kicks.”

“You never cease to amaze me.”  Sean smiled at her and held her hand.  But then his smile wavered as his eyes shifted focus to the reflection in the window.

“Uh-oh, incoming.”  Sean stood up and greeted Charles as he made his way over.  Elizabeth’s ex put on a smile thick with sarcasm and malice.  If he tried any harder, his face might have shattered.  Although the large man was confident nothing could happen in such a public place he was nonetheless slowed by Sean’s stone hard glare.  “Oh Charles,” Sean barked out and slapped a hand on the other man’s shoulder in friendliness.  The shift in attitude was so quick Vanessa was amazed.  “So nice of you to join us.  You left so hastily last time we met I didn’t have a chance to properly speak with you.”  Vanessa saw Sean squeeze deliberately with the hand on Charles’ shoulder and steered the man towards his seat.  By the time Charles sat his face was pasty and in pain.  “Tell me, how are Albert and his friends.  I hope that other fellow, forgot his name, can walk all right after they remove the cast.  He really should watch where he’s going in dark parking lots.  Never know what you can trip on in the dark.”  Sean’s grip tightened.  “Is that Rebecca over there?”  Sean turned around and waved to the pretty girl sitting at Charles’ table with his other hand.  She waved back happily.  “Was there something you wanted to talk to us about?  No?  Well, then I really shouldn’t keep you from your lovely date.  Have a nice night.”  Sean released him and Charles got up shakily.

“You’ll get yours,” Charles muttered hastily as he turned to leave.

“Oh, Charles,” Sean called to him.  Sean’s back was facing the women so they didn’t see what he did.  Whatever it was, Charles’ face paled further and nearly ran back to his table, picked up his girlfriend, and left in a hurry.

Sean sat down with a tired expression on his face.  “Sorry I didn’t let you take care of him this time.  But he is really starting to get on my nerves.”

“How’d you steer him so easily,” the girls asked.

“Pressure point on the shoulder, hurts like hell if someone squeezes it right.  Kept him nice and docile, don’t you think?”

“And his quick retreat,” Elizabeth questioned.  Sean looked at the two of them and sighed.

“Well, I guess you too won’t let it go until you’re satisfied.”  Sean looked around then picked up his cane.  He gave it a slight twist and exposed an inch of steel.  The two women gasped.  Sean quickly clicked the blade back in place and rested it against him.  “That’s how I scared him off.”

“You and I are going to have a long talk, Sean.  Soon.”

Seam winced at that and sighed disconsolately.  Elizabeth placed her hand on his and held it.  “Sean, things like that are going to take getting used to is all.  I’m not going to ask you to get rid of all of your…toys.  But we do need to discuss it.  I love you.  Now, what’s good on the menu.”

The rest of the evening went smoothly without any more surprises.  The food, as could be expected, was excellent.  Sean was the perfect gentleman, funny, intelligent, he was attractively plain to look at but he seemed to exude an aura that just drew your attention.  By the end of the night Vanessa was jealous.

“So are you done interrogating me?”  Sean asked.

The question took Vanessa by surprise.  “I suppose so.” She smiled sheepishly.  “Am I that obvious?”

“Not really but I was expecting it,” Sean said.  “You care for Elizabeth and I respect that.  I’m on your side.  All I care about is her happiness, too.  She’s all I got.”

Elizabeth blushed furiously as the two people she cared about most in the world looked at her.  “Now that I can stop feeling like a bug in an observation box, how about some dessert.”

The three of them chatted like old friends catching up and Vanessa spilled some very interesting, and funny, stories about Elizabeth’s college years.  When the evening was done Vanessa succeeded in mortifying her best friend and Sean had gotten a better understanding of his girlfriend’s past before Charles.  Dessert was over and the three of them got up to leave.  Sean paid the tab and left a large tip for the waiter.  As they made their way out the door their waiter called after them, carrying a large flat box.  He caught up to them and Sean and the waiter began talking rapidly in Italian.  The waiter handed him the box while Sean tried handing him some bills from his wallet.  The waiter wouldn’t accept the money and left, leaving Sean with a cardboard box and a big smile.

Vanessa could smell what was in the box already and could barely suppress her laughter.  Elizabeth was simply exasperated.  “Sean, I said no pizza.”

“I know,” he defended.  “I swear I didn’t order it.  Apparently Charles is as much a pain in the ass as a customer as he is as a person.  They were grateful for getting him out of here so fast and had heard our little one-sided argument as we came in.  I swear I had nothing to do with it.”  He smiled like a big kid with a giant cookie.  “Awfully nice of them though, don’t you think.”

Elizabeth screamed in mock frustration and planted a big kiss on Sean’s lips, nearly knocking the pizza out of his hands.

Chapter 10

“Sean wanted me to tell you that the pizza was the best he has ever had.”

Vanessa laughed out loud as she shared her lunch hour with Elizabeth.  Elizabeth was only more than happy to meet up with her old friend after their last get together almost a month ago.  She knew that Vanessa was a busy woman but she thought it strange that her best friend had gone so long without even calling her and she said as much.

“Yeah, well I’ve been busy lately,” Vanessa said.  Elizabeth wasn’t buying it for one second.

“Vanessa…”

“Alright,” her friend capitulated.  “After seeing you with Sean I would be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous.  You two are the perfect couple.  Sean treats you so well and I’m real happy for you.”

“But…”

“But look at me,” Vanessa complained.  “I’m an attractive woman like you and I’ve got no one.  Sure, I’ve had boyfriends but they were just flings, nothing serious.  I want something so much more but I scare all the men away with my brains; they’re intimidated by me.  I can’t find a man that can care for me in the ways I want to be cared for.  Thirty-four just like you and as single as they come, you’ve already been married once and looks like you’re on your way to getting hitched again although this time I agree with you on Sean, he’s a keeper.”

So that’s what has been going on.  Elizabeth never thought Vanessa would have man problems, she was hardly ever without a date.  “But if a guy isn’t going to accept you for who you are then he’s not worth seeing.  You deserve better than that.”

“I know that,” Vanessa replied testily.  “That’s why I’ve never been able to keep a man, they can’t deal with my way of life or something.  I don’t know.  What I do know is that I want to settle down but can’t find anyone to settle down with.  All the guys I’ve met so far can’t understand me.  It’s so frustrating.”

Elizabeth reached her hand across the table.  “You’ll find someone.  There’s someone for everyone.”

“Yeah, well, I wish he would hurry his ass up,” Vanessa smirked.

*
*
*

The rest of Elizabeth’s day was uneventful.  Work was work and she decided to head over to Sean’s and maybe have dinner there.  He had a strange class schedule and sometimes would come home late so he gave her a key to his place if she wanted to see him on a weekday.  Elizabeth turned the lock on the door and entered.  She did not expect to see what she saw, her heart breaking at the sight.

There stood Sean and Cheryl kissing.

Sean’s eyes snapped open in surprise.  He hastily pushed Cheryl off of him and called after Elizabeth but it was too late, she was already down the stairs.  The bastard.  She knew it.  She knew it from the start.  He had a thing for Cheryl from the start and had admitted it.  She knew it was too good to be true, she was too old for him.  Elizabeth got into her car.  Sean was right there as she pulled out as he tried calling out to her but she couldn’t hear him through all of her tears.

*
*
*

Sean ran up the stairs frantically and flipped on his cell phone.  He speed-dialed Elizabeth’s number but she wasn’t answering.  When he got to his apartment he found Cheryl standing there, fidgeting with nervousness.  “Get out,” he said.

“But Sean…”

“I said get out.”

“What do you need her for anyways?  You can do without her money if that’s what you’re dating her for.  I’m your age.  I understand you.  I’ve been there for you just like you’ve always been there for me.  Just let her go.  We can be happy together.  You’ve always made me happy.  Sean, I do love you.  You don’t need her.”

Sean almost slapped her right then but he had more important things on his mind.  Instead he grabbed his keys and threw Cheryl out the door.  He locked it and flew down the stairs.  “I don’t ever want to talk to you again,” he yelled over his back as he ran for his car.  Sean probably broke several traffic rules as he sped towards her house.  The drive did, however, give him time to think.  Cheryl had just broken up with Derrick and Sean did what he could to console.  Somehow his friend came to the conclusion that she loved him and had always loved him but didn’t know it.  It wasn’t until lately that he had begun to fade out of socializing with his friends and spend more time with Elizabeth that Cheryl realized how much he comforted her.  She said Derrick didn’t make her happy like Sean did but she just didn’t realize it until now.  That was when she kissed him.    Perhaps three years ago Sean would have been thrilled to hear such news but that just wasn’t the case.  He had moved on with his life.  He had Elizabeth.  He hoped he still did.

Frantic with fright, Sean unlocked the door to Elizabeth’s house and poured through it, looking for her.  He didn’t find her.  Where could she be?  Where would she go?  He thought about it as he furiously paced back and forth in their bedroom.  Not where.  Who.  Vanessa.  Sean looked for Elizabeth’s Rolodex and found it.  S…T…U…V.  There, Vanessa, Sean scribbled down the address and number and ran down to his car.  Again, he peeled down the highway and was surprised that he didn’t get pulled over.  Vanessa lived in a classy upscale apartment complex downtown.  The street in front of her building was wet from a broken water main but Sean didn’t slow.  His car slipped and skid as Sean frantically tried to regain control but he was just going too fast.  His car slammed into a streetlamp, putting him in a dead stop.  Luckily, Sean’s car came equipped with an air bag and he had his seatbelt on.  The door was stuck so he kicked the window open and crawled out.  Sean himself was uninjured but his car was a different story.  He barely noticed.

Sean ran into Vanessa’s building and quickly asked the doorman what floor Vanessa’s room was on.  Sean didn’t bother with the elevator and took the stairs.  Five flights and several wrong turns saw Sean at Vanessa’s door.  He thumbed the bell.  A moment later he saw a shadow cross the peephole.

“Vanessa,” he called.  “It’s Sean.  I need to speak with Elizabeth.  Is she there?”

“Sean, what are you doing here?  I’m kind of busy right now.  Can you come back later?”

Sean noticed she didn’t open the door.  He looked at his watch.  It was six in the evening; too early for her to be with a date.  Elizabeth was in there.

“Vanessa,” Sean said through the door.  “I know Elizabeth is in there.  I’ll give you three seconds to open that door or I’ll open it myself.  One…two…three.”  He gave her another second to reconsider but didn’t hear any attempt at opening the door.  Sean took a few steps back and then charged.  His flying double sidekick blew the door clean off its hinges, sending woodchips flying.  Sean’s eyes swept the room.  Vanessa sat on the floor by the blown in door, stunned from the impact.  He heard muffled crying from the bedroom.  Sean ran towards the sound and saw Elizabeth lying on the bed sobbing.  She turned her tear-streaked face in his direction with all the pain and anguish of a world lost.  Sean watched in horror as her face changed from grief to fear at the sight of him.

Whimpering, Elizabeth crawled off the bed and into the corner furthest from him.  Sean walked slowly towards her but she only huddled closer to the wall.  Sean heard footsteps behind him and he turned around to find a stranger standing in Elizabeth’s doorway.  He was a tall man with jet hair, steely gray eyes and a broad, wiry frame.  The look on his face was a picture of calm.  “Is there a problem?”

Sean took a careful look at the man.  The man was balanced on the balls of his feet, his stance looked relaxed but was ready to spring into violence if need be.  But his eyes said something else; he was playing it by nose.  “No,” Sean replied.  “No problems.  I just need to speak with my girlfriend here.  There’s been a misunderstanding that I have to clear up with her.  If you could just excuse us for a couple of minutes please.”

“Eric,” Vanessa came into the room.  She placed a calming hand on his shoulder.  “It’s okay.  I need some help with the door, please.”

Eric left the room.  Sean turned around and sat down by Elizabeth in silence for a few minutes.  He didn’t bother trying to touch her; she’d only flinch away.  He sighed.  “Let me tell you a story,” he began.  “There was this boy, a very lonely kid.  He never made many friends; never let anyone close.  He went to school like a normal kid, imagined kid things.  But his family moved constantly and he was never able to build up any longtime friends.  All he had was his mother, father, and sister.  He never related with his father or sister, father was always at work and his older sister had her own friends to play with.  So he only had his mother to talk to.  She was enough for his little heart.  She was a wonderful woman.  But one day she got sick.  The little boy didn’t think it was all that bad, people got sick all the time and then they got better.  That was just how it was.  His mother didn’t get better though.  She died from a fever in the hospital.  The boy was alone in the world for the first time.  He had no one to talk to, not family or friends, nobody.  His father kept him at home because he wanted to keep a close eye on his son because his sister…Well, let’s just say his sister is another story.  So he lived his life alone even though there were always people around him.

“Time went on and the little boy grew up.  He knew a bit more about the world and his loneliness had simply become his best friend.  The loneliness wouldn’t yell at him, wouldn’t mock him, wouldn’t stare at him as if he were a freak, wouldn’t ignore him.  It gave him the things people couldn’t because it didn’t give him the things people did.  But one day at school he met a girl and she said she wanted to be his friend.  They hung out together, they talked, and she didn’t hurt him as others did without even a second thought.  The boy thought he was in love and said so.  He sealed his soul to hers.  Things were wonderful in his world and everything seemed fine.  But the loneliness was still there; he was just ignoring it.  Perhaps he was desperate to feel something besides the emptiness, perhaps.  Well, one day the boy just wanted to be alone for a day and the girl yelled at him.  He broke up with her.  He realized later what his mistake was.  He had fooled himself with an illusion.  He had tried to tell the girl about his world but she didn’t understand it, couldn’t.  He had experienced a lot of pain in his life, secret.  The girl had never felt that kind of pain before and couldn’t relate.  But he ignored the fact that she wasn’t a thing of his world.  His realization was that he could not afford to live a life of dreams and illusions as he did when he was with the girl.  That realization was what turned him into a man.

“And as a man he came to a second realization.  He had given the girl the same pain he felt.  He never could wish that on anyone but he gave it to her nonetheless.  As his first decision as a man he would take responsibility for his actions.  He promised to himself that he would never do that to another person again, give that kind of pain.  So he did the only thing that made sense to him at the time.  He went back to his loneliness.”

By then Elizabeth had stopped crying and was listening intently.  She had calmed down a bit and seemed ready to talk but Sean still had much to say.  “He stayed like that for another four years.  Going off to college didn’t change anything he just met more people to alienate himself and call them friends.  And his life went on.  But then one day he met another person, but she was different.  She took away the loneliness, not mask it.  She made the loneliness unnecessary.  She breathed life into him.  The lonely man was no longer alone.”  Sean looked at Elizabeth, tears streaming down his own face, with painful intensity.  “And I’ll be damned if I lose her.”

“What about Cheryl?”

“What about her?” Sean answered.  “She kissed me not the other way around.  Surprised me when she did, but not as bad as when you walked in right then.  If you gave me another minute I would have kicked her out.  I still did, but I could have been nicer about it.  She was a good friend of mine.”

“Was?”

“Well,” Sean put his words together carefully, “Let’s just say she said some hasty words that I did not like listening to.  She’s out.  She hasn’t been more than a friend to me for a very long time.  And of the friendship we had, she just forfeited it.  I won’t be speaking to her ever again.”

“Really?”

“Really.”  Elizabeth broke down in tears again and crawled into Sean’s lap.  He held her tightly, as if he could pull herself into him.

“Sean, I’m so sorry.  When I saw you two together I thought that I was being a played a fool again.  But I was so sure of us and then I saw you two and…and…”

Sean hushed her.  “It’s all right.  No apologies, remember?  I can imagine how it must have looked.  I don’t know how I would react if I saw you with someone else.  Anyways, it’s over now.  I’ll probably get lip from my friends but I think I can manage.”  He gave her a gentle squeeze.  “But first let’s get you cleaned up.  You look awful!”  Those words worked and she laughed.

“Yes, I suppose I do, don’t I?”

“I still love you, though.”  And he kissed her.  He poured all his fear, all his panic and anguish into it.  Trying to purge his soul of the experience and she did likewise.  But as these things usually turned out they both got really turned on.

“Ahem.”

Sean and Elizabeth let go of the others lips and saw Vanessa standing in the doorway holding a mug of herbal tea.  “I take it everything is patched up nice and pretty now?”

“Well, besides your door and my car, yes.”

Elizabeth looked at Sean.  “Your car?”

“Yup,” answered Vanessa.  “Looks like your boyfriend had a run in with a street lamp on his way here.”

“The street was wet,” Sean defended.

“And you were probably going eighty on a residential street.”

“Well…” Sean fumbled.

Elizabeth started laughing and the others stared at her.  “Let me get this straight.  In one move you managed to get back the woman you love and gain the freedom to buy yourself a new toy.”  The others laughed with her.

“Hey, when you’re good, you’re good,” Sean quipped.

“Arrgh.”  Elizabeth playfully shoved his face.

Sean got up and then picked Elizabeth off of the floor.  “So who’s this Eric guy?”

“Oh, just a neighbor of mine.  Usually keeps to himself though.  He’s really quiet.”

Sean led the way into the living room and saw the damage he had done.  It was clean break, the hinges were ripped from their placement in the frame but it wouldn’t be too hard to fix.  “If they bill you for the door I’ll pay for it.”

“Sean,” Elizabeth said, amazed.  “You did that?”

“Well, Vanessa wouldn’t let me in.”  Sean walked over to the window and saw a police officer down by his car.  “Looks like the cops are here.  Better get this cleared up.”

The four of them took the elevator down and met the officer.  “Sorry about the mess, officer,” Sean said.  “That’s my wreck.  The street was wet and I lost control of my car.  I just went to my friend’s apartment and then you showed up.  I guess I don’t have to make that phone call.”

“License and registration please.”

They took care of the paperwork and Sean had a fine to pay but otherwise things went smoothly with the authorities.  A tow truck was on its way and all they had to do was wait.  They went back to Vanessa’s place; Eric was invited in as well.  Vanessa was right, Eric was a quiet guy.

“Thanks for coming over, Eric,” Vanessa said.  “Let me introduce you.  This is my best friend, Elizabeth, and her boyfriend, Sean.  Guys, Eric.”

There was a general murmur of greetings.  “I heard the door being smashed so I came to investigate.  I worried about Vanessa and came to make sure things were okay.  Well, everything seems alright now so I guess I’ll head back to my place.”

Eric made to leave.  “Oh, no you don’t,” Sean called out.  “How about you join us for dinner?  You can be Vanessa’s date.  The least I can do for someone who comes to a friend’s aid.”  Sean watched Eric carefully for his reaction and knew his hunch was right.  “So who’s in the mood for pizza?”

Elizabeth and Vanessa groaned.

“What?”

Chapter 11

Sean took them to a grill house instead where they had steak.  The Friday evening turned out to be pleasant.  Eric didn’t say much but he did stay in the conversation.  Born in Ohio, then moved for college and just stuck around in the same city ever since because the place grew on him.  He made his living as a writer of fantasy novels, although he used a pen name.  He didn’t get out much but attended Renaissance fairs on occasion.  There wasn’t much else to him.  Eric liked living a simple life.

Sean saw through it though.  He knew right off the bat that Eric was like him.  “Tell me, Eric.  Those Ren Fairs, they have duels and jousts there don’t they?”

“Yes,” he answered.  “Almost every time.  They’re quite the event.  A lot of times they have battle reenactments and such or just a plain melee.  Everyone enjoys them.  Quite safe, mind you, but still thrilling.”

“You ever participated?” Sean trapped him in an answer.

“Yes, I usually do.”

“Thought as much.  Being an author doesn’t account for rough hands.”  Sean raised his callused hands.

Eric smiled in response and raised his own callused hands in kind.  “Nice to meet a fellow swordsman.  You’ll have to show me your collection one of these days.”

Sean took another bite out of his steak.  After he had drawn Eric out of his shell the conversation really picked up.  Eric became more animated and told a few stories about his past.  Sean couldn’t help noticing how Eric looked furtively on occasion at Vanessa.  It was pretty obvious that he liked her to Sean, but he wasn’t sure if the ladies could tell.  The evening died down and the four of them left the restaurant.  Sean and Eric exchanged phone numbers and then Eric and Vanessa headed back to their apartments.  Sean asked Elizabeth to drive them back to her place.

“Now that I’ve made sure that you aren’t going to run away with some young slip of a girl, what am I going to do with you?”  Like the first night they made love, Elizabeth attacked Sean at the door.  “I think you’ll let me break the rules this once and let me apologize to you properly,” she said as she smiled wickedly with that seductive arch of her brow that instantly had him hard.  She didn’t give him a chance to answer as she locked lips with him.  She deftly unbuckled Sean’s pants and had them around his ankles in no time.  The woman dropped to her knees and immediately devoured his cock and it instantly sprang to attention as she sucked him while her hands massaged his balls.  “I’m sorry *slurp*, I’m sorry *slurp*, I’m sorry…”

“Oh God, Elizabeth.  You keep this up and I won’t be long.”

Elizabeth’s expert tongue swirled the tip while her head bobbed up and down more rapidly at his words.  Sean groaned and his head lolled back as he shot a thick stream down her throat.  He slumped back and leaned on the door as she continued to suck every ounce of cumm out of his dick.  In no time she had him sparkling clean and Sean back to half-mast.  He slid his back against the door and then leaned in for a kiss, he didn’t mind the taste of his own jism; actually he found the taste on her kind of sexy.  The kiss was lingering and sensual and soon had both of them rolling on her thick carpet.  Clothes were discarded at a frantic rate and Sean soon had an unobstructed view of Elizabeth’s wonderful nude form.  “I will never tire at how beautiful you are,” he kissed her as the thought of almost losing her surfaced in his thoughts and his hungers subsided.  “And to think, I was almost unable to see you ever again.  Promise me,” Sean was shaking with fear.  “Promise me you won’t do that again.  I can’t even begin to imagine losing you.  There’s so much I want to show you, so much to tell you.  I’m so tired of being alone.  I…”

Elizabeth smothered his next words with her lips and wept with him.  Their tears mingled on their lips.  “Seems to me I’ve been doing a lot of crying ever since I met you,” Elizabeth whispered.  “But for the first time in my life it’s because I’m happy.”  She kissed him again.  “I promise.  I promise with all my soul I won’t leave you like that again.  It was just…It was just seeing you with someone else and all of a sudden I thought I had been fooled again by another Charles.  You can’t imagine the things he…”

“Oh, I can imagine quite a bit.  You’ll have nothing to fear from people like him ever again if I can help it.  Elizabeth, I know he hurt you.”  Sean thought of how some nights she tossed and turned, how her arms and legs always struggled as if bound.  “You…well, you talk in your sleep sometimes.”  He vowed he would do whatever was in his power to exorcise those dreams.  

Sean cradled the love of his life in his arms.  Elizabeth tilted her head up to him and kissed him powerfully.  The world spun dizzyingly and the world slipped away.  Sean stroked her velvety skin, relished in its every breathtaking texture.  Poets would be at a loss for words.  And the smell of her, the womanly scent of soap and shampoo mingling with the rising tang of her arousal, Sean was lost in a sea of it.  Sean’s face and fingers roamed freely over her amazing features, drinking in those soft, brown eyes, her dark halo of black silk hair, and the salt of her skin.  Minutes passed as he explored her every minutiae.  Elizabeth was panting with heat as her legs wrapped around him and then worlds of entirely new sensations washed over Sean as his manhood plunged into her.  He put as much tenderness and care as he could into his every stroke and all his senses seemed to fade into a realm beyond sensation; flavors beyond taste, feelings beyond touch, and sounds beyond hearing.  Awash in a sea of roiling passions, Sean was no longer conscious of what he was doing.   A building heat grew within him as he greedily fed Elizabeth his cock which she hungrily devoured into her nether regions.  Somewhere in the back of his mind he registered her unintelligible screams of passion, her thirsting breath, her demanding cries of joy and he drove onward, harder and faster until everything was a blur of infinitely building sexual energy.  A damn burst and Sean poured into Elizabeth’s awaiting depths.  Time stopped and passed them by as he held himself within her until his convulsions stopped.  Sean’s ardor was unflagging and he soon resumed his passionate driving.  He couldn’t stop.  He wouldn’t, as if if he did then she would disappear.  Sean poured himself into her again.  And again.  And again.  He drew wave after wave of heart-seizing orgasms from her, fed on them, and then continued on to feed again like a thing possessed.

Spent, Sean untangled himself from Elizabeth’s limbs and looked up to see the first light of dawn peeking in through the window.  Bleary-eyed and exhausted, he figured they should get into bed.  Sean looked down to find Elizabeth’s unconscious form lying on the off-white carpet and wondered just how long she had been out.  He smiled as he watched her sleep for a while.  He was so lucky to have her.  

Sean touched her cheek and almost instantly her face curled up to his hand, drawing another smile across his lips.  But he didn’t have much time to spend watching her right now, no matter how much he wanted to; he was too exhausted.  Gently, he wrapped her arms around his neck and picked up her sleeping form.  The climb up the stairs was harder than he thought but he managed.  Sean had them both under the sheets and his last thoughts were of how wonderful life was with Elizabeth in it before he drifted off to sleep.

*
*
*

“Your turn to spill, Vanessa,” Elizabeth teased over the phone.  She was tired but in a happy way after yesterday and was in a bit of a mood for playful mischief.  “I saw how you and Eric were looking at each other.  So spill.”

“Damn,” Vanessa smiled, her emerald eyes aglitter.  “Well, nothing really happened last night.  He just walked me to my door and said goodnight.”

“That’s all?”

“Well, then I stopped him…”

“Thanks again Eric for coming over,” Vanessa said as she was walked to her door.  “You know, we’ve been neighbors for two years now and this is the first time we’ve really talked.”

“Yeah, well, I tend to keep to myself and you always seem so busy,” he said quietly.

“I keep busy because there’s nothing else to do,” she replied.

“Well, good night,” Eric said and shuffled back towards his door down the hall.  Vanessa couldn’t believe that she was literally giving him an opening to ask her out and all he could do was say good night.  Once Sean had been able to get Eric to talk he turned out to be a very interesting man.  Soft spoken but very profound, Vanessa was very intrigued by the man.  He was cute, too.  With his cowboy like features, he might have been a stand in for the Marlboro man.  She was going to have to grab this one by the horns.

“Wait,” she called out.  She had never asked a guy out before.  “Maybe we could go out some time.  You know, just to catch up on being neighbors and stuff.  If you want to that is.”  Vanessa waited nervously for his reply.

“I’m not much for going out,” Eric said and Vanessa’s confidence faltered.  “But maybe you’d like to come over and join me for dinner or something later.  I make pretty good roast chicken.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Vanessa beamed.  “How about tomorrow night?  Seven okay with you?”

“That’ll be fine,” Eric said and then strode back to his place.
“…he seems like a really nice guy, and cute, too.”

“Yes, you did mention something along those lines,” Elizabeth laughed.

“How about you?” Vanessa asked.  “Did you two smooth things over?”

“Oh we got things smoothed out all right,” Elizabeth tittered.  “He smoothed me right into the carpeting in the living room.  We stained it but I don’t think I want to wash it out.”  Elizabeth went into explicit details about the previous night.

“He made you pass out again?”

“Mm-hmm,” she bubbled.  “I lasted until just the very end but I was just so exhausted.  I didn’t know he could last so long.  He’s got the stamina of a horse.  If I weren’t in such good shape I think I might have run for the hills.  I’m deliciously sore but so is Sean.  He’s still asleep but I can tell he’s going to wake up stiff in more ways than one.”  Elizabeth heard her friend laugh over the phone.  “God, he’s got me feeling friskier than on my honeymoon with Charles.  What am I talking about?  Charles is a total flub compared to Sean.  Oh, I think he’s starting to wake up.  I’ll talk to you later.”

Elizabeth watched as Sean stirred awake.  He really was a handsome guy if it weren’t for the fact that he seemed to go out of his way to appear otherwise all the time.  Too much time spent as the outcast of society had left an indelible mark on him.  Well, she could change that.  Maybe she could build more confidence into him, at least when it came to physical self image.  Come to think of it, if she did do that then he would definitely attract more girls.  Elizabeth would really have to think carefully about that.  Sean’s eyes opened and the smile on his face when he saw her melted her heart on the spot and felt every inch a woman.

“Morning gorgeous,” he said to her.

“Hello there yourself, handsome,” Elizabeth felt his hand hold hers and she gushed into his arms, snuggling up to him.  “How you feeling, darling?  I’m quite sore from last night.”

“A bit sore but not too bad.  Had quite the work out last night didn’t we?”

“Indeed,” Elizabeth said and tried burying deeper into his warm body.  “So what do you want to do today?  We slept through most of the morning so you made us miss out on our cartoons.”  That was one thing she always loved to do, watch Saturday morning cartoons, and Sean always watched them with her.  “So what now?”

“Well we could always…”

“Don’t even think about it,” Elizabeth said.  She knew he was thinking about sex just by the tone of his voice.  “You and I will fuck each other to death at that rate.”

“But you have to admit that it would be a great way to go,” Sean chuckled as Elizabeth slapped his shoulder playfully.  “How about we discuss it over brunch?”

Elizabeth agreed.  “Woman can’t live on cumm alone.”

“Really?  You seemed to try to prove otherwise the other night.  But I applaud your valiant efforts.”

“Why thank you.  It’s nice to know when you’re appreciated.”

“Oh, you’re definitely more than appreciated,” Sean held her left hand to his lips and kissed it.  “I’d kiss you proper right now but I think it wiser if I brushed my teeth first.”

Elizabeth happily agreed and dragged him out of bed.

Chapter 12

“Delicious meal as always,” Sean said after swallowing a final forkful of eggs.

“Thanks,” Elizabeth replied.  “So what are we going to do now?”

“Shopping.”

“Shopping?”  Elizabeth snapped to attention at the word so quickly it gave Sean shivers.

“Please don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Become hyper-attentive at the mention of the word ‘shopping’.  It simply gives me the willies,” Sean said and shivered to emphasize the point and then laughed.  “Gods you’re cute.”  He gave her a peck on the nose.  “I meant car shopping.”

“Do you have any particular car in mind?”

“One or two.  Nothing too flashy but something sporty.  Maybe a Mercedes or Vanessa’s Audi.  I was practically drooling when I saw it.”

“I noticed.”

“Any recommendations?”

“I prefer Mercedes but Audi’s are nice, too.”

“There are a few others I might want to consider.  Mind if I jump on the net for a while?”

“Only if you let me read over your shoulder.”

Sean and Elizabeth cleaned up in the kitchen and then walked over to Elizabeth’s office.  Everything was done in sleek wood and steel modern furniture.  It was nice but Sean preferred more wood, particularly oak.  They booted up the computer and Sean grabbed his girlfriend around the waist and plopped her down in his lap.  They surfed for a while and then Sean decided on neither the Mercedes nor the Audi.  “To the dealership, my love.  Time to talk price.”

Elizabeth was bubbling with excitement.  Vanessa is going to turn green with envy.  She didn’t tell Sean but he just selected her best friend’s dream car.  The rest of the day was spent talking details and prices.  Sean got black everything, interior and exterior, plus all the perks with a fully installed security system.  Then they haggled with the dealer about price.  Sean was able to save himself some money by working from the base price up.  He didn’t have to haggle but Sean said that it was the right, and expected, thing to do; again his ethics playing a part of his life.  Sean and the dealer shook hands on the deal and called in the order.  Luckily the dealership had one ready with his exact specification in a warehouse a few cities over and could be brought in by helicopter within the hour.  Elizabeth and Sean drove to a burger joint and got an early dinner while they waited, car shopping made for hungry work.  They waited another few minutes at the lot and then Sean was on the road with his brand new car.  Elizabeth called him on his cell phone and asked if they could drop by Vanessa’s.  Sean was more than happy to show off his new ride and was at Vanessa’s apartment in no time.

“Hey Vanessa,” Elizabeth called her friend on her phone.  “Look out your window and check out Sean’s new car.”  Sean and Elizabeth looked up at the fifth story and saw the flutter of a curtain followed by a hysterical scream.  The auburn haired woman stormed out the building in no time sporting a bathrobe and a towel around her head.  Her face was as red as her hair.  Sean and Elizabeth were grinning like Cheshires.  “You like?”  Elizabeth asked.

“You put him up to this didn’t you?”

Elizabeth only shook her head and nestled into Sean’s arms.  “What are you talking about Vanessa?”

“I’ve been dreaming of getting my hands on this car since I saw one in the garage a few months ago.  But I already had my Audi at the time.”

“Looks like role-reversal to me,” grinned Elizabeth.  “I didn’t put him up to this.  He actually was thinking of getting your car but then he happened across this Jag and I decided to clam up.”

“I’m going to murderize you, Elizabeth,” Vanessa said, her arms raised as if to strangle her friend.

“Then I suggest you put something on first,” Sean said.  He was pointedly facing away from her.  Vanessa was wet from having just stepped out of the shower and her ample breasts were nearly spilling out of her bathrobe.  Her body had a light sheen of sweat from the hot water and she was breathing heavily from running down the stairs.  In other words, she was almost every man’s wet dream come true standing there in all her bathrobe clad glory.

“What, you don’t like what you see?”

“Sorry, Vanessa, but these eyes are strictly Elizabeth’s property.”

“Damnit, Elizabeth,” Vanessa huffed.  “You already landed the perfect man and now you land the perfect ride.  This is so not fair.”

“You’ve been talking to her about our sex life?” Sean asked his girlfriend.

“I think she means the Jag.”

“Oh.”  Sean blushed.

“What’s all the hullabaloo about?”

Everyone looked at Eric as he strolled towards them in his jeans and tanktop barefoot.  Eric looked at the trio and immediately spun away at the sight of Vanessa.  “Nice car there, Sean,” Eric called over his shoulder.  Elizabeth was giggling at how the guys were fumbling about trying to be gentlemen.  “Got me one of those just five months ago, too.”

“For all those horses under the hood, who could say no?”

“My point exactly.”

“Hold on a sec,” Vanessa interrupted.  “Eric you’re the one with the Jaguar in the garage?”

“Yes.”

“The green one?”

“Yes.”

Vanessa was starting to look irritated.  “Does everyone have one but me?  And would someone please turn these men around.  It makes me feel like there’s a booger hanging out of my nose or something.”

“Vanessa, you are dressed a little indecently,” Eric said over his shoulder.

“Boys,” Vanessa proclaimed.  “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“Like the time you streaked the football game…” Elizabeth put in.

“Well, that was a dare.”

“And the time you flashed the old folks home.”

“Hey, now…”

“Or the time when…”

“I think they get the point, ‘Liz.  I’m supposed to be on a date with Eric here in about an hour and you’re ruining it before it even gets started!  If you’ll excuse me I’m going back to my room to get ready.”  Vanessa hurriedly stormed back to her apartment as the men pivoted to try to avoid looking at her flashy retreat while at the same time sneak a peak through the corner of their eye.

“Hey, Eric,” Sean said.

“Yeah?”

“You got a date with Vanessa?”

“I guess…”

“Good luck.  She’s a real firebrand,” Sean said, chuckling.

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“She’s a good woman though.  She’s Elizabeth’s best friend and that’s all the recommendation a guy could ask for.  Again, good luck.  Looks like you’re going to need it.”  Elizabeth playfully socked him on the arm.  Sean spun Elizabeth around and held her in his arms as Eric went back to his apartment to get ready for the evening.  “And as for you.  Let’s go back to your place to drop off your car.  I want to take you out in my new ride.”

Sean followed Elizabeth’s Mercedes back to her place in his Jag where she dropped off her car and then jumped into his.  Sean drove to a department store where he picked up a few things for the car and other things that didn’t seem to make any sense to Elizabeth.  After that, Sean went on the highway and drove for a while further and further from the city.  Elizabeth was curious about what he had in mind but kept silent.  They drove on into the night and then Sean pulled off the highway onto a dirt rode.  The road climbed up and weaved but the Jag handled the turns smoothly.  They pulled over a small rise and Elizabeth was at a loss of words.  Before her was a breathtaking view of the city and a cloudless sky with a field of stars meeting and continuing below the horizon which were the city lights.  The moon was bright and it almost looked like it was grinning.  “Oh, Sean, this is beautiful.”  He didn’t say anything but hit a button and the roof to the Jag convertible folded back.  Sean got out of the car and pulled out the quilt that he bought at a department store and draped it over Elizabeth’s shoulders.

Sean gave her a peck on the cheek.  “Happy six-month, Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth squeaked in surprised glee.  She hadn’t even thought about it.  True, they were only together for six months but she felt as if they had been together for so much longer, so much had happened.  “Oh, Sean, I forgot that tonight was our six-month.  I’m so…”

Sean placed his fingers over her lips.  “No apologies.  I figured that you’d forgotten.  You pretty much live out of that organizer of yours and you haven’t looked at it in two days.  I can only imagine whatever schedules you’ve forgotten.”  He smiled at her.

“And yesterday was rather hectic,” she added.

“Yes, there was that,” Sean agreed.  He joined Elizabeth under the quilt.  “But in the end everything turned out fine.”

Elizabeth stared out at the starscape before her.  “So much has happened in the past six months.  I’m almost afraid of what else might happen.”

Sean reached out across to her.  “Whatever does happen we’ll face it together.”

Elizabeth smiled at him.  “Awfully lonely sitting all the way over here.”  With that said she climbed over the gearshift and sat in her boyfriend’s lap.  “Mmm.  Much better.”

Sean could only smile and give her a peck on the cheek.  They stayed like that for the better part of an hour, not saying anything, sharing the beautiful view, and each other’s warmth.  Elizabeth snuggled close up to Sean’s warm torso and felt a familiar lump stiffening beneath her.  She wiggled a little more.  Sean’s warm breath was starting to come in shorter drafts and she could feel his heart beating faster.  Elizabeth loved how she could turn Sean on.  Again, she wiggled her bottom on his crotch.  He probably knew what she was doing by now.  She felt Sean’s lips on her neck.  Sean always loved kissing her neck and she loved being kissed there.  His lips were feathery caresses that made her sigh and her heart race.  Hands snaked around her waist and then coursed up to her breasts.  Like his kisses, his hands were light and tender and were slowly flaring her passion.  Her own breath quickened and she arched her chest out to get more contact with those wonderful hands but he kept the touches light, teasing her.  Elizabeth turned her head and met his lips, his warm breath sliding down her throat before they touched.  She wrapped her tongue around his and sucked it in, relishing the taste of his mouth.  The hands on her breasts became firmer and a moan slipped out of her mouth.  Her fingers twined with his as her bottom rolled savagely against the bulge in his pants.  One thing she loved about Sean was how he could take his time and spend what seemed like hours on just a single part of her body as he was doing now with her breasts.

Elizabeth stopped kissing to come up for air.  The night air filled her lungs and seemed to flare her passions anew, they had never made love outdoors before.  “I love you, Sean.”

Sean nibbled on her ear then slid his tongue inside which caused her to gasp in arousal.  “Love you too, sweetheart.”

Sean’s hands became more insistent and then they pulled the bottom of her shirt out.  His hands dipped under and when they came in contact with her bare flesh they both moaned in approval.  Elizabeth felt his left hand continue its journey up to her breasts while the other circled around and massaged her lower back.  She felt her bra come undone and the feel of his hands on her nipples elicited another moan from her.  The way his rough hands scraped against her nipples always had Elizabeth begging for more.  He was really talented with his hands and soon had Elizabeth sopping wet from the sensations.  Elizabeth’s hands weren’t idle either and had looped around and began undoing his pants from behind.  The belt came undone easily enough but the top button and fly were a bit trickier.  She managed it and immediately her hands reached down under his boxers and felt the hot shaft that was prodding her backside.  She stroked it gently while Sean continued to fondle her breasts.

Elizabeth couldn’t take the pressure from her building needs and stripped her pants and underwear.  The cold night air on her exposed and wet pussy made her moan with excitement, the blanket having fallen aside some time ago.  It also made her appreciate Sean’s throbbing hot cock all the more when she slid it all the way inside of her in one smooth motion.  There was a collective groan as the sensation hit them.  Elizabeth almost came right then, she was that primed from his hands alone.  She came when he bucked underneath her.  The orgasm washed over her and it only made her crave more.  She rode him slowly, her hips rocking up and twisting down as his own thrusts met hers, building up her sexual energy.  Steadily she picked up her pace as her hunger increased, Sean was ready for her stroke for stroke.  She was breathing raggedly now with concentration, so much so that she didn’t notice one of Sean’s hands missing from her breasts until it was already rubbing her exposed clit.  “Fuck, Sean.  Yes!”  She was so close now that Elizabeth was veritably humming with need.  Sean was bucking hard beneath her; he was close too.  Their motions were frantic and needy, the sound of their bodies slapping echoed in the night.  Elizabeth was surprised into orgasm when Sean bit her neck.  Instantly her body exploded and she lost her breath as she came.  Sean shot his sperm deep in her and Elizabeth fell back on her lover as he twitched beneath her.

Elizabeth lay on Sean, exhausted.  “One thing I can never complain about you Sean is that you are wonderful in bed.”  She felt him chuckle.

“I really don’t think you want to tell me things like that,” he replied.  “I just might get a big head about it.  But thank you for telling me anyways.  All I really do is just try to keep up with you.  Men dream about women who are as wild as you are in bed.”

“Sean?”

“Hmm?”

“I love you.”

Sean’s arms wrapped around her.  “I will never tire of hearing you say that.”

“Sean?”

His chest shook in silent laughter.  “Yes, love?”

“I think I’m staining your leather seat.”

The night filled with Sean’s laughter.

Chapter 13

Sean pulled into his parking spot in his new car, drawing a few stares as he did so.  Derrick was there to greet him.  “So, I see you’ve sold out for a car.  I never would have thought of you as a gigolo, but here you are.”

Sean was surprised by the comment.  At first he didn’t know what Derrick was talking about and then he looked at his new car with the new stain in the driver’s seat.  “Oh, you mean the car.  You’ve got it all wrong.  I’m not seeing Elizabeth for money.”

“Yeah right,” Derrick said darkly.  “The bitch reward you for so obediently kicking Cheryl out?”

“That’s going too far Derrick,” Sean replied.  “I suggest you not talk about things you don’t understand.”

“What’s there to understand?  Cheryl drops me for you when she realized what a big mistake you were getting yourself into for going out with that older woman.  Cheryl thought she could save you from her.  And what do you do?  You kick her out.  And here you are with a new Jaguar?”

Sean only shook his head in pity.  “Derrick I bought this car.”

That stopped his friend’s tirade.  “What do you mean?  You couldn’t afford it.  Besides I thought you loved that Corolla of yours.”

“I did love that car,” Sean answered.  “Even after I crashed it while trying to chase down the woman I love; a woman who had her heart broken when Cheryl recklessly kissed me.  I didn’t kiss Cheryl.  I suggest you talk to her yourself, Derrick.  If she isn’t too embarrassed to see you, that is.  I’m not going to talk to her.  If you want to defend a girl who just dumped you then fine, that’s up to you.  But I suggest you hear the whole story.”  Sean told him how it happened.  How Cheryl said she loved him and then kissed him just as Elizabeth opened the door.  He told Derrick about how he had to hunt Elizabeth down and almost died in the process.  “So I suggest you shut up about the woman I love.  The Jag I bought since I crashed the Corolla.  Something that would never have happened had Cheryl not try to force the situation on me.  I’m not pissed at Cheryl for making it so that I’d crash my car.  I’m mad at her for hurting Elizabeth like that.  That, I will neither forgive nor forget.  You have no idea what she and I have been through.”  Sean walked around Derrick.  “Go back to Cheryl if you want, she’ll probably take you back after she realized the mistake she made.  She’s not the type that likes being alone.  But be warned.  Girls like her don’t know what it is they want and can just as easily break your heart as they change their mind.”

Derrick stood there, digesting everything Sean had told him.

“Look, Derrick,” Sean walked up to his former roommate.  “I’m sorry about what happened to you and Cheryl, I really am.  The fact that she dumped you for me is a little awkward but I’d still like us to be friends.  You want to come up to my place so we can talk about it?”

“Yeah, alright.”

They went back to Sean’s place and sat down in the living room.  “So I don’t get,” Derrick said.  “You’ve always liked Cheryl.  Back at the dorms everyone was pretty certain that you had the hots for her.  So what happened?”

Sean thought about that one, not quite certain how to answer that.  “Well, in a way you happened.  Let me explain.  Yes, I was jealous of you for a while but that wore off.  Cheryl chose you and there was no way I was going to get in the way of that.  Whatever made her happy was fine with me even if it wasn’t me.  I cared for her that much.  But that isn’t the point.  Point was that she chose you out of pure physical attraction and that you weren’t really a jerk, which on its own I have no problem with.  What got me was that you two had sex without love in the equation.  That was it for me.  You know about her past.  How her father had an affair and almost tore her whole family apart.  I’ve talked to her.  She resents men in general, hates and fears them as all having a nugget of infidelity.  She says she got over what her father did.  She may have stopped blaming him but instead she projected it to all men.  This is what I’m getting at.  She had sex with you out of simply being weak to physical needs.  No offense but your first time with her was probably because she was just horny.  She was being hypocritical about her feelings compared to her actions.  Girls like that I don’t trust.  Just like that,” Sean snapped his fingers, “they can change their minds.  Like Cheryl did to you.  If I did go out with her she’d drop me and jump onto the next guy who seemed better or maybe get back with you.  Sorry, but I’m no ones fool.  I’ve been that before.”

Sean sighed.  “Another thing.  Before you were seeing her, Cheryl and I talked a lot.  She knows about my past.”  Sean paused.  He never liked talking about it.  “About how my mother died.  For the longest time I thought she was the only one who knew.  Then there was that time we got drunk and you told me that you felt sorry about my mother’s death and all.  I wonder who else she’s told.  I lead a very secretive life and Cheryl betrayed my trust in her to keep a secret.  If I can’t trust her with my secrets as a friend how I can I trust her as more than that.  I know the way I date is that I dive headfirst into a relationship, no strings attached, all or nothing.  And that requires a certain degree of trust.  So all in all it comes down to trust and I just can’t trust Cheryl with my heart.”

“And Elizabeth?”

“Well, Elizabeth is an entirely different person.  We just seem to click.  It’s almost scary how she thinks the same things I do when we’ve only been together for six months.  Hell, we were like that since our second date.  We don’t have many things in common on the surface but it’s more like we compliment one another.  She lets me live that extra inch in life.”

“So you’re not dating Elizabeth to make Cheryl jealous?”

“Nope.”

“And what about the money.”

Sean sighed.  He knew people were going to ask as soon as they saw his car.  “Derrick, I’m rich.  I choose to live like I have no money because that’s just the way I am.  I thought about buying a new car before but it seemed like such a waste since I was happy with the Corolla.”

“Just how rich are you?”

“Rich enough to buy myself a new Jaguar.”

“But how do you…”

“Stocks.  They paid off.  Let’s leave it at that.  I don’t like parading around how much money I’ve got, except with the Jag.  I decided I needed an early Christmas present.”

“But then why do you still…”

“Go to school?  Let’s just call it the ethics of the thing.”

Derrick sat there and mulled things over then stood up.  “Look, I got to get going.  I’ve got class soon and need some time to think things through.  Thanks for clearing things up.”

“I’m just glad you’re still talking to me.  I know this is a confusing mess but whatever happens happens.  Just make sure you know where you’re at and where you’re going.  I’ll see you later.”  Sean saw Derrick out the door and thought about the past couple of days and what it meant in the long run.  It was definitely going to be a hectic couple of weeks.  He had finals coming around the bend and he had a feeling that the proverbial crap was about to hit the ceiling when word spread amongst his friends.  Life was so much easier without women in his life.

*
*
*

“So, what’s for dinner?”

“Let’s skip dinner and move on to dessert.”  Sean said and wrapped his arms around Elizabeth’s waist.

Elizabeth smiled then squirmed out of his hold.  “Uh-uh.  I came here to be fed.  I’ll reward you for your efforts later.”

Sean sighed.  “Alright, let’s see what we got…” Sean opened the refrigerator and peered inside.  It was cavernously empty except for a carton of baking soda and a yogurt.  “Hmm.  Looks like we need to make a trip to the market.  Your car or mine.”

“Yours,” Elizabeth chirped.  “I like bragging to Vanessa about it every chance I get.”

“Isn’t she seeing Eric though?  He’s got the same car I have.”

“True, but he doesn’t like going out much so it’s just as good as not having it at all.  She tried asking him if she could drive it but he’s as stubborn as you are about it.”

“I’m not stubborn about letting you drive.”

Elizabeth looked at him and arched her eyebrow.

“Okay, maybe I am,” Sean sighed and mumbled.  “The things I do for love.  Alright I’ll let you drive us to the market this once.”  Elizabeth jumped for joy.  “Just this once, okay.  Let’s give you something to really brag about to Vanessa.  Let’s go.”

The two hopped into the Jag and Sean fussed about leaving the top up.  He gave in and let her drive with the top down.  “Seatbelts!” he screamed.

“Sean, you’re worse than my dad when he was teaching me how to drive.”

“Your dad wasn’t letting you drive a ninety-thousand dollar car,” he shot back.

Of course, Sean wasn’t serious about being so finicky about his car.  He did worry a little but he knew Elizabeth was a good driver.  He just liked poking fun at the situation.

“Love you,” Elizabeth said and gave him a peck on the cheek then started the engine.  They purred like kittens, Elizabeth and the car both.  Sean could only smile at the way her eyes were lit up like a Christmas tree.  They pulled out of the carport slowly and Elizabeth made every precaution to watch out for other cars.  When they hit the open road she only added a little speed.  “If you’re going to drive then drive.  Give her some gas,” Sean said.

With a big smile Elizabeth stepped on the accelerator and put the car through its paces.  Although Sean nagged earlier that he would be watching the road he only had his eyes on Elizabeth as the wind whipped her hair as she smiled in wild abandon.  This was what it was to not be lonely, to share the things that made you happy with someone else.  Sean would always remember that moment for the rest of his life.  Here, with her and the wind.  They arrived at the market in record time and got out.  Sean immediately wrapped his arms around Elizabeth and tried to put all his love into a kiss that soon had her melting in his arms.

“My!  What was that for?” she asked after the floor stopped spinning.

“For not crashing the Jag,” Sean chuckled at her flabbergasted expression then gave her a chaste peck on the cheek.  “Love you.”

The two walked hand in hand into the supermarket.  Sean grabbed a cart and then squeaked along the linoleum aisles, picking up things to fill his refrigerator with, when Elizabeth grabbed his elbow.  “Sean,” Elizabeth whispered.  “I just spotted Cheryl.”

“Uh-oh,” Sean looked over his shoulder and indeed there stood Cheryl with her roommates down the aisle.  It didn’t look like she had spotted them yet but that wasn’t going to last.  Cheryl looked up the aisle and recognized them.  Sean watched different emotions play across her face, from surprise to embarrassment to anger.  She headed their way.

Sean knew it was impossible but it felt like a storm front had just set in, the air was charged with tension.  He didn’t know what to expect of so quick an encounter but he braced himself for whatever was about to happen.  Cheryl stormed towards them, hurt anger and pride evident in her every move.  She stopped before them and her hand flashed out to slap Elizabeth.  Sean was quicker and caught her wrist before she hit; Elizabeth didn’t even flinch.  Cheryl stared with open fury at Elizabeth and then Sean.  “I thought I understood you, Sean.  Never in my life would I have thought that you would sleep with another woman for money.  I thought there was something between us.”

“Cheryl, there might have been but…”

“Cheryl, Sean isn’t seeing me for my money,” Elizabeth cut in.  “He and I are happy together.  I don’t know what you might have said before but Sean valued the friendship you had with him enough to not tell me.  I suggest you consider very carefully how you act in front of him.”  Sean noticed Elizabeth didn’t say anything about Cheryl treating her more civilly.

“Bitch,” Cheryl spat out and wrenched her hand away then stormed off.  Sean looked at Cheryl’s friends who were also friends of his.  They had a confused look on their face, unsure what to make of recent developments.  Sean only shook his head in pity for Cheryl.  He supposed Derrick hadn’t seen her yet.

Elizabeth touched his elbow and guided Sean down the shopping aisle to get them away from the staring crowd.  Sean didn’t say anything, he didn’t know what to say.  One of the best friends he ever had now hated him and the woman who just became an integral part of his life.  “Elizabeth, I’m…”

Elizabeth placed a finger on his lips and silenced him.  “You know the rules, Sean.  No apologies.  And besides, it is not your apology to give.  You did nothing wrong.  If Cheryl can’t care enough about you to see that she put you in a spot then she didn’t really care about your feelings, which is what a relationship is about; the person you care about.  Come on.  There’s still a few things on the list that needs taking care of.”

The two continued shopping and didn’t broach the matter again but it was sitting on the back Sean’s mind, Cheryl was a good friend.  The rest of their time at the market continued without further incidences, apparently Cheryl had left immediately.

Sean and Elizabeth were soon back at the apartment and were shelving all of the groceries and setting aside what they had planned for dinner.  “Sean?”

Sean pulled his head out the fridge and looked up.  “What did Cheryl say?  Before, I mean.”

Sean walked up to Elizabeth and wrapped his arms around her.  “She said I didn’t need you.”  He took a deep breath.  “I do though.  You know that.  Just thinking of you reminds me of what I have to live for.  I don’t have to wake up in the morning and feel empty anymore.  Do you know what the loneliness in my life meant to me?  It meant that no matter what I did, no matter how good of an achievement I accomplish, it was meaningless because I didn’t have anyone to share it with.  I consider myself a selfless person.  I feel fulfilled when I make those around me happy.  You are the only person who I’ve ever made happy by simply being me.  No lies, no facades, no illusions; just me.  For once in my life I don’t have to worry about being ridiculed for doing what I like, for expressing who I am, even so much as being jested at.  And that is only one of the reasons I love you, one of the millions of reasons that I need you.  Cheryl never filled that need, neither did any of my friends.  I don’t need them, I could lose all of them because of how Cheryl is blowing this all up, and I don’t care.  I do need you, though.  If the price I have to pay is them then so be it.  But understand that it is not your fault that I lose them.  Whether or not they choose to remain my friends are entirely their choice and their responsibility.”  Let his friends mill about in confusion all they want.  If they wanted to know his side of the story they would ask.  So be it.

Sean held Elizabeth as she stood there silently, mulling over what he just said.  She didn’t say anything but Sean could feel the shift of emotion from the set of her muscles in his arms that she was happy with his explanation and all was right in the world once again.  

Chapter 14

“Sean?”

Elizabeth lay cuddled up after a very passionate and fulfilling bout of making love.  “Yes, love?”

“What are you doing for Thanksgiving?  It’s just around the corner.”

“I don’t know,” Sean answered.  “I was thinking maybe getting a turkey, inviting Vanessa and Eric, and having a nice dinner with you guys.  Why?”

“What about your family?” Elizabeth asked.  “I was wondering about when I could meet them.  Thanksgiving is a family holiday.”

“I don’t plan on introducing my family to you.”

“Why not?”  Elizabeth was now sitting up, a curious and annoyed expression on her face.  “I think I’m ready to meet them.”

“Calm down, Elizabeth,” Sean said and held her hand.  “Fact of the matter is that I don’t think I’m not ready to introduce you to them.  I haven’t seen them in a couple of years.  They,” Sean didn’t quite know how to fit the words to how he felt, the emotions were buried so deep.  “They embarrass me.  I’ve never mentioned them because, well, I’m ashamed of them.  You’re going to want to get more comfortable because this is a long story.”  Elizabeth nodded and lay back down in his arms.  “I told you about how my mother died when I was seven.  But I left a lot blank as to what happened afterward.  In brief my family fell apart.  My father tried dealing with his grief and I think it was because of that that he let my sister go out so often.  Maybe he just didn’t know what to do about her now that my mom was gone or maybe the sight of her reminded him of our mother.  Whatever the reason, he just let her go out and wasn’t a control factor on what friends were acceptable.  Well, she didn’t hang out with the right crowd.  It wasn’t long before she was definitely hanging out with the wrong crowd and had run away.  She had gotten into drugs and who knows what else.  All this before she even went to high school.  

“My dad remarried and at the time I thought his second wife was fine.  She brought her own daughter as an addition to the family and I thought she was okay to play with.  I knew them for about half a year before my dad got hitched.  It was a crazy few years after that with my dad still searching for my sister and then eventually finding her.  During that time when things were finally starting to become more normal, if being within the quota of dysfunctional can be considered normal that is, that I started to understand him.  Then there came the inheritance.  My grandmother died and my sister, father, and I got a lot of money; hundreds of thousands each to be exact.  My dad used it to build a business and my sister got her fingers into it quick and pretty much blew it on her boyfriend and addiction to marijuana.  I just sat on it.  I sat and watched as the money corrupted the household.  My father was ever the salt of the earth kind of man but my step-mom, she was a different story.  She dug her claws in and spoiled my step-sister rotten.  Fights broke out and once again my family was sent spinning into oblivion once again.  I kidded you not when I said that I led a very lonely life.  I doubt there are that many high schoolers in the upper middle class that could really understand what I was going through, they either had the money all their lives and were used to it or they were dirt poor and would simply resent me.  That money and my family nearly drove me insane.  I’ve never told anyone this before but it nearly drove me to the point of suicide when I was twelve.”  At the telling of that Elizabeth squeezed Sean’s hand comfortingly.  “Those were some dark days for me.  Some of it hasn’t gone away.  That’s why I was driven towards martial arts.  It was an outlet.  The drawing too.”  Sean pointed at the mural wall across from the bed.  “See that raven?  That was my deepest despair, my darkest pain.  Those depths that have haunted me for years, for a while I could almost feel a mental shift in me where it took over.  Towards the end it became my loneliness.”  He pointed again at a different part of the wall, to the phoenix that Elizabeth fingered the first day she saw the walls, blazing brightly, beautifully.  “And that.  That phoenix became you.  My hope, my last shot at salvation.  That bird has been the only thing keeping me going for the past ten years.  The dream of finding you has been the only thing keeping me going for the past decade of my life.”  Sean took a deep cleansing breath after remembering those dark years, reminding himself that those times were past.  “So when Cheryl said that I didn’t need you I kid you not when I say that I was about to slap her.  She will never know that only thing that stopped me was because of my need to find you.

“And then my father died of a heart attack,” Sean chuckled sadly.  “Can’t say that I blame him.  I thought about something along those lines years before him.  Then the family really did fall apart.  My father was the only reason I ever wanted to go home during my first couple of years in college.  Since I was already eighteen I filed for financial independence and moved out.  I’ve never wanted to go back.  There’s nothing back there for me but painful memories.  I don’t ever plan on meeting them ever again.  Once, they tried contacting me and could you believe they were asking for money?  Apparently they blew all of it after my father died.  A good chunk of his share of my grandmother’s money that was given to him he gave to me.  I…” Sean couldn’t say another word and broke down with grief.  Elizabeth held him to her, whispering soft comforts while he cried like the lost boy that he still kept hidden, even from himself.  “I was the only reason that he kept living.  He said as much in his will.  My empire of money is built on death.  Now you know why I’ve never spent it.  I hate that money.  It has caused me nothing but pain.  But I can’t give it away.  It’s all I have of my parents.  I never really knew my mother and my father never believed too strongly in anything so I can’t donate it.  I don’t think it would be right.  Besides, I think he believed I was a worthy caretaker of it.  Perhaps, perhaps one day I will know what to do with it.  But until then I’ll hold on to it and only use it when I have to.  The Jag was the first time that I’ve splurged.  It has to do with being with you.  I can maybe put down the pain now that I have some happiness in my life.”  Sean had calmed by then.  “Anyways, after that one encounter with my family about a year back I changed my address and phone number.  I even considered going to a different college.  I pretty much disappeared, partially from the pain but also from disgust.  No, I’m not going to introduce you to my family.  I don’t think I could take it.  They aren’t a part of my life anymore.”

It was a lot to drop in Elizabeth’s lap but she deserved to know.  Might as well get it out of the way, he thought.  Elizabeth didn’t say anything for a long while, just held him quietly.  “Sean?”

“Yes?”

“Will you come with me to meet my family this Thanksgiving?  I’m sure they’d love you.  They’re good people.  Charles sort of shoved them out of my life when I married him and this is my first year free of him.  It would mean a lot to me if you met them.”

“I’d love to,” Sean replied.  “Maybe what you’re thinking will work out and they’ll adopt me.”

“I didn’t mean…”

Sean silenced her with his lips and tasted their tears.  “Yes, you did, which is part of the reason I want to go.  Besides, I get to hear more of the amazingly embarrassing stories starring our beloved Elizabeth Richards.”  He smiled at her and she blushed in mortification.  “Thank you, ‘Liz.  I can’t find the words to tell me how much it means to me.”

“Don’t say that until after you’ve met them.”

*
*
*

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?”  Elizabeth asked as they walked up the thinly carpeted arrival ramp of the Seattle airport.

“As ready as I’ll ever be, darling.”  Sean squeezed her hand to show her his resolve.  He really wasn’t all that worried.  He remembered how in high school most of his friends’ parents liked him; even his ex-girlfriend’s parents liked him.  The tunnel ramp opened up into the main airport lobby and, as always in public places, Sean scanned the whole area for exits, security, and anything out of the ordinary amongst the bustling crowd of travelers busy to be home early for Thanksgiving, it being Wednesday.  Sean didn’t have to wait long to pick out Elizabeth’s parents since she literally jumped and screamed and ran straight for them.  He had a good look at them as they gathered up their daughter in a group hug.  Her father was a tall man with graying blonde hair and gentle blue eyes.  His wife had Elizabeth’s slim build with typical Chinese features but was about four inches shorter than Elizabeth and her hair was streaked with gray.  Sean stood back and waited with his and Elizabeth’s carry on bags at the touching scene of family reunited.

The hugs and smiles took a reprieve as Elizabeth turned around and waved at Sean to join them.  He did so gladly, toting their bags and a bouquet of flowers that he picked himself.  He handed the flowers to Elizabeth’s mother.  She accepted them graciously and looked at the arrangement before she sniffed them.

“Sean this is my mother, Alice, and my father, Henry.  Mom, dad this is my boyfriend, Sean.”

Alice looked at Sean and then the flowers and smiled warmly at him.  “Pleased to meet you Sean.”

Henry measured Sean up and Sean let him, letting his honest affection for the man’s daughter show through.  The older man shook his hand, “Hello, Sean.  Nice to meet the boy that’s swept my daughter off her feet.”

“Pleased to meet you, sir.”  Sean replied.  “Sometimes though, I wonder who is sweeping whom off their feet.”

Elizabeth blushed at the compliment and tenderly slipped her hand in his.

“None of this ‘sir’ business.  Call me Henry.”

“Yes, sir…err Henry.”

Still, Alice was looking at the bouquet of irises, white chrysanthemums, and light pink roses.  “Sean these are lovely flowers did you pick them?”

“Yes, I did,” Sean said simply and smiled.

The group went on to luggage pick up and soon were on their way to Elizabeth’s home.

Chapter 15

The car ride was filled with amiable conversation and the usual interrogation of Sean’s character; what his goals were, what he valued, the whole nine yards.  Sean bore it all with grace, he’d be surprised if they didn’t.  Sean liked Elizabeth’s parents, they really were nice people.  Other than the interrogation the two barraged Elizabeth about her divorce and did some general catching up on recent events.  Sean half-listened to the conversation and half viewed the sights around him.  There were trees everywhere with almost permanently overcast skies brooding with rain.  They pulled up to a rustic looking white house with blue trimming amidst tall evergreens that dripped with the morning’s light drizzle.  “Well, here we are.  Let’s say we get you two settled in.”  Henry said.  “’Liz, your room is just as you left it.  And Sean, we have an office with a nice convertible sofa.”

“Dad!” Elizabeth exclaimed.

“It’s okay, Elizabeth,” Sean interceded.  “Sounds cozy.  Their house, their rules.  I expected as much anyways.”

“But…”

“Let me guess,” Sean continued for her.  “But Charles got to stay with you?  I thought as much.  Please do not give me the same allowances as that sleaze ball.  I’ll be fine, love.  Look at it this way.  You don’t have to lose to me in a pillow fight this time.”

“Pillow fight?” Henry asked, chuckling.  “She still likes to pillow fight?  I thought she grew out of that.”

“Elizabeth and her sister, Susan, always got into pillow fights.  I’ve lost count of how many pillows those two have exploded.”

Sean was grinning widely much to Elizabeth’s embarrassment.  She reached up and clamped her hands around his ears.  “Mom, could you please leave out the embarrassing stories.  I’m supposed to try to impress him.”

“You’ve already impressed me, ‘Liz,” Sean said.  “Besides, I told you I wanted to hear all those fun little anecdotes.  If I’m lucky they’ll show me the really cute baby pictures.”

Elizabeth howled in aggravated embarrassment.  “You’re impossible, Sean!”

“I think I’m beginning to like him,” Henry commented.

“Auntie ‘Liz!” squeaked an energetic eight year old boy that came barreling out the front door.  Elizabeth squealed in mutual delight and gave the boy a big hug.  “Mom said you’d be coming this time. Did you bring me anything?”

It seemed to Sean that Elizabeth’s bright laughter seemed to part all the clouds in the sky and he smiled at the sound.  “No, Brian.  Sorry, not this time.  I didn’t even realize how big you’ve gotten.  I didn’t want to get you something a young man like you wasn’t interested in anymore.  Maybe we can find something at the toy store later.”  Brian smiled all the brighter when she called him a man.  Elizabeth caught Sean smiling at her and faced Brian around.  “Brian, let me introduce you to someone very important to me.  This is my friend, Sean.  Sean, this is my nephew, Brian.”

“I’m eight, now,” Brian chirped.

Sean kneeled down and looked the innocent youth over.  “And practically a man.  Good to know there’s another man in the house.  Two many disgusting girls under one roof without us men to fix things and who knows what could happen!”  Brian laughed in agreement much to Elizabeth’s mild annoyance.  “Actually, Auntie ‘Liz,” Sean said that with a sly look at Elizabeth, “didn’t know that I may have snuck a thing or two for a nephew of hers she mentions so often in my suitcase.  Maybe that’s you?”

Brian seemed to brim with even more energy if that were possible.  “She doesn’t have any other nephews.”

“We’re working on that,” came a female voice from the front door.  Sean looked up to find a woman who was obviously Elizabeth’s older sister.  Less delicate than Elizabeth, but more handsome, she seemed to have an almost royal bearing to her even though she was drying her hands with a dishrag.  “Hi, I’m Susan,” she said, offering her freshly dried hand.  “You must be this Sean she’s been talking our ears off about lately.”  There was a measured look in her eyes much like Vanessa had done when they first met.

“Yes, well, don’t believe everything you hear about me.  I’m still male, so you know I can’t be that good.”  Susan chuckled.  “Honestly, I have no idea what she’s told you so I’m just going to have to try to impress you on my own.”

Sean left it at that and picked up their luggage and trundled into the house.  Amazing how much a woman can pack for a four-night stay.  With the first step inside, Sean could feel the presence of a home here.  Pictures hung on the walls, cheap but priceless knick-knacks sat on the mantel above the fireplace, and the smell of cleanliness of a well cared for house gave the presence of loving warmth.  He left his own bags at the foot of the staircase and followed Elizabeth up the stairs to her room.  She had white furniture and a definite feminine touch to her decorations and countless stuffed animals were everywhere.  Sean took a look at the pile of animals on the bed.  “Even if I were to stay with you here I’d have to take the floor,” Sean commented.  “There’s certainly no room for me in your bed.”

“I would have made room,” Elizabeth said a bit obstinately.  It was a bit out of character for Elizabeth to be so adamant about so simple a thing and he said as much.  “I know, its just, I’m so used to waking up with you in the mornings now.”

“I’m going to miss that, too, but I can tell there’s more to it than that, ‘Liz.”

“Well, this is my home, too, and I’m a grown woman now.”

“You most definitely are but to them you’re still their little girl.  They will always see the girl that used to blow up pillows with her sister and millions of other little things that you’ve probably forgotten.  Besides, they missed you.  You coming home means a lot to them, especially after a divorce.  They just want to make sure that you’re better without the added distraction of another guy thrown in the mix.”

“I know, I’ve missed them too,” Elizabeth said.  Sean wrapped his arms around her and kissed her forehead.  They held each other for a moment, relishing in the quiet.  “Come on, let me show you your couch.”  She led them down the stairs and down a hallway to their right and into the office.  It really was a cozy place and the masculine furnishings were much to his liking.  The desk was large and devoid of decorations, family photos hung on the walls, and the couch was large and comfortable, and the walls were paneled wall to wall with stained wood.  Sean dropped his bags when he noticed the violin case sitting in the far corner.  He picked it up and set it on his lap almost reverentially as he sat on the couch.

“Oh, that,” Elizabeth said.  “My dad tried picking up on how to play the fiddle a long time ago.  He was horrible, though.”  She smiled a little wistfully.  “He grumbled for months when he finally admitted that he was no good at it.  Said something about it probably being broken.”

Sean opened the case.  It was beautiful.  Definitely not broken.  The sound post was still standing where it should be under the bridge and the pegs were loose to prevent the strings from breaking.  Sean immediately plucked and tuned it with an old familiarity.  He tightened the bow and applied an appropriate amount of rosin.  With buried memories, Sean played.  The feel of the bow as it glided across the strings was almost too much for him to bear but he continued to play.  Slowly, the bittersweet memories surfaced and his fingers became possessed with music.  He soared to cloud tops and descended to abyssal plains as his fingers slid across the fingerboard.  Faster and faster the tune progressed until the present faded away and he could almost imagine that his past didn’t happen.  The sorrow faded and the music shifted to bold strokes that made his heart race, the remembrances of a time long gone returning.  But like any other song it ended, and the last sweet note hung in the air like a soft mote of dust in a sunbeam.  Sean took a cleansing breath to squirrel those memories away and opened his eyes to find Elizabeth’s whole family staring at him.

“Sean, I didn’t know you played,” Elizabeth said in wonderment.  “That was beautiful.”

“Thanks,” Sean said quietly.  “I’m a bit rusty, though.  My fingers drag a bit.  I haven’t touched a violin since…well, not in years.”

Elizabeth caught the lapse in his speech but decided not to press the matter.  She saw the lost look in his eyes when he opened them.  He would tell her when he was ready.

“See, Henry,” Alice jibed.  “It’s not broken.  You’re just no good at it.  Admit it.  He practices on occasion when he doesn’t think anyone can hear him,” she commented conspiratorially.  “But unfortunately for me, I hear everything.”  Everyone laughed at that and showered Sean with compliments much to his embarrassment.  He didn’t mean to show off, he just couldn’t help himself when he saw the violin sitting there, like scratching an itch.

Everyone filed out of the office and into the kitchen for a light lunch of tuna sandwiches and soda.  The family chatted amiably and got Elizabeth caught up on local gossip and news.  Susan’s husband, Frank, would be over later.  He still had a few things to take care of at the publishing office where he worked.  After he arrived the guys were thinking of going to play some football.  At the sound of the word ‘football’ Sean’s head perked up.

“Did someone say football?”

“Oh, yesh,” Henry said around a bite of tuna then swallowed.  “Family tradition.  There’s going to be a few other guys from the neighborhood playing.  I was worrying about the evenness of the teams but with you then everything’s perfect.”

“Tackle or touch?”

“Why tackle of course.”

“Oh, dear,” Alice grimaced.  “Every year, there’s always a sprained ankle or something,” she sighed.  

“That’s part of the fun,” Sean and Henry commented simultaneously and grinned.

“I’ll go put some extra ice in the freezer.”

Chapter 16

The November air was brisk and cold but it could have been worse if the trees surrounding the park didn’t break the winds above to a gentle breeze.  Susan’s husband, Frank, met them at the park after calling from work and saying he would meet them there.  He was a tall man at 6’3” with a steady gaze, chestnut hair, and soft hazel eyes.  The other neighbors, mostly Elizabeth and Susan’s old friends from high school were there.  One of them that really got Sean’s attention was Steve, Elizabeth’s high school sweet heart.  Elizabeth did whatever she could to keep those two apart for fear of the stories they might swap.  He seemed like a nice guy with an easy smile and wavy blonde hair, he was the high school star quarter back and hadn’t lost his touch to age.  But there seemed to be something about him that left Sean on edge when they first greeted one another.  Sean always trusted his instincts and would be wary around Steve.  

The teams were chosen with Sean on one side with Elizabeth’s family and Steve and his old high school football buddies on the other.  Henry turned out to be a military history buff and football tactics were right up his alley.  Sean was asked what positions he played, wide receiver or running back.  They made him receiver and gave him a simple play to run.

The teams lined up at the scrimmage and Sean loped easily back and forth across the lines to see who was covering him.  It was Steve, of course.  The ball was snapped and Sean shot down the field like a racehorse out of the stocks.  Steve didn’t expect someone of Sean’s height to be so fast and tried to catch up.  Sean watched over his shoulder and watched the ball launched into the air in his direction.  It was a perfect throw and Sean caught it with ease, he could hear Elizabeth cheering him on.  Steve came out of nowhere, a burst of speed that caught Sean by surprise and was about to sack him.  Sean’s mind fired in the long practiced discipline of years of martial arts and he bounded straight up and beyond Steve’s flying tackle.  The leap became a forward somersault and left Steve eating grass and Sean continued to blaze down the field for a touch down.  Sean spiked the ball and watched Elizabeth go wild with proud glee.

Sean walked back to Steve to help him up.  The other man only looked at the proffered help and got up on his own efforts, leaving Sean standing there foolishly.  “That couldn’t have been legal, no score.”

“What?” Sean’s team exclaimed in surprise.

“No way are acrobatic flips legal.  They aren’t in the rule book.”

He’s going to be one of those, Sean thought.  “Nor is there anything in the rules against it.  My knees didn’t touch turf, the touchdown should stand.”

Steve sneered at him.  “I played football, I know the rules.  That isn’t legal.”

“We all know the rules, Steve,” Henry argued.  “The touchdown should count.”

They argued for a few minutes until the women stepped in and judged the touchdown to be good; if anything, because it was an impressive feat.  The men weren’t going to argue the point against the women once they set their minds to it collectively, especially after they readied a frosty gaze that would have frozen the nearby trees.  The game continued with Sean’s team in the lead.  All afternoon Steve hounded Sean when he was on the defensive and Sean made a point to leave him alone when he was on the offense.  They called for one last play as the sun began its descent with the score tied at twenty-eight each.  Sean’s team had possession of the ball with only ten yards to go and one down left.

“Alright, Sean,” Henry said as they huddled together and discussed tactics.  “You’ve served us pretty well as a receiver, one short pass and we win this.”

“No go, Henry,” Sean said.  “Steve’s been eyeing me all game and knows we’re going for a pass.  Let me play quarterback.”  That got everyone’s attention.  “I told you I play running back and receiver.  They don’t know that.  I can’t throw for the life of me but they don’t know that either.  Let’s bluff them.  I fake a hand off to Frank here like we’re going for a running play and then I make a sprint for the N-zone.  They’ll be too baffled by me not running for a pass to know what to do.  Most likely Steve will stick to my butt like white on rice so Frank will play escort.  I’ll follow in his wake while the rest of you get behind for a lateral if it comes to that.  What do you think?”

“It just might work,” Henry said.  “Alright, let’s do it.  Huu-ah!”

“HUU-AH!”

They fanned out across the field and Sean watched the look of bafflement spread amongst Steve’s ranks as Sean took the quarterback position.  Sean spouted some nonsense calls and then called the hike.  The ball snapped right into Sean’s hands and he immediately faked a pass to Frank who barreled across the field, Sean close on his heels.  Almost everyone fell for the ruse, except for Steve of course.  Sean was expecting as much as he called out the feint to his team.  Both teams converged on Sean, Steve at the forefront.  Everyone was too tight for a lateral as Sean watched Steve plow towards him, his weight shifted higher in case Sean tried flipping out of the way again.  Again, Sean’s reflexes moved in rapid-fire mode and without a second thought he reversed direction towards the stampede, spun, and sidestepped around Steve.  Sean reversed again in the right direction and rolled over Steve’s back.  The move slowed him and Steve enough for the remaining crowd to catch up and tackle them both.

There was huge dog pile of groaning men as the women rushed from the sidelines, shrieking with worry.  Everyone was intent on pulling men off of one another and rescuing the two at the bottom.  When the pile was cleared up Steve was found to have left a crater in the soft earth.  He was dizzy with the impact but he was okay.  Sean was nowhere to be found.

“Hey guys,” came a voice from the N-zone.  “Looking for something?”

Everyone looked up in surprise.  There stood Sean as he bounced the football back and forth between his hands.  Instead of simply rolling sideways over Steve’s back, Sean rolled over and forward, running Steve into the dirt and at the same time giving Sean the extra foot he needed to complete the play as well as clear the dog pile.  Everyone stood dumbfounded in silence.

All at once pandemonium broke out as Elizabeth’s family cheered and Steve’s team cursed.  Then it got really chaotic when Steve broke through the crowd and tried to lay a right cross to Sean’s jaw.  Sean leaned back and watched as the fist breezed by him.  Sean’s own hand flashed out and caught Steve’s wrist an inch before it would have hit Elizabeth squarely in the nose.  Everyone gasped as the two stood there like gladiatorial statues.  Elizabeth’s face blanched at the hovering fist and nearly feinted.  Sean’s anger flared and he lost control of his temper and planted a solid springing sidekick to Steve’s ribs, sending him sailing several feet back into the crowd.  Sean scooped Elizabeth up in his arms and made headway for the benches.   The women and Elizabeth’s family trailed after him like a flock of geese, squawking at Steve’s poor behavior and frantically getting in each other’s way as they tried to help.  Sean ignored all of them and calmly swept the table clear of snacks with a swift kick.  The clatter quieted all of them as Sean grabbed a handful of paper towels and doused them in water before applying them to her forehead.  “You okay?” Sean asked with single-minded worry.  He helped a bottle of water to her lips and she took a sip as she nodded.  

“I’m okay, Sean,” she answered as she sat up.  “A little shaken, but okay.”

“I’m so sorry, ‘Liz,” Sean pleaded.  “I should have seen that coming…”

“No apologies,” Elizabeth said, the color returning to her face.

Sean lost control of himself and kissed her until he was sure that all the color returned to her face and then some, forgetting the crowd.  Elizabeth’s family watched with fascination, welcoming the public display of affection as confirmation of how the two felt for one another.  It was Brian’s gagging noises that brought the two out of the embrace, a smile of embarrassment on both their faces.

“Come on you two,” Henry said.  “Let’s go home and have ourselves a victory dinner.”

Elizabeth’s family hustled home and were abuzz of Sean’s performance at the game and ribbed the two mercilessly about the kiss.  Brian made a colorful display about how sickened he was at the sight but quieted down when Sean came back from the office with a few Lego sets for the eight year old.

“So Sean,” Henry asked, “Where did you learn to play like that?”

“Oh, I’ve never played on a real team before, just friendly get togethers is all.  I love the sport though.  Something about the primal nature of it I find exhilarating.”

“Well you’re certainly welcome to play next year, I got tired of losing to Steve years ago.”

“Not a graceful loser is he?”

“No, not at all,” Elizabeth’s father agreed.  “I have to apologize for his actions.  You are our guest after all.”

“Elizabeth and I have a rule,” Sean said.  “No apologies.  Besides the fault was his, not yours.  I trust that if you knew something like that would have happened you would have warned me.  By the way, Mrs. Richards.  This is an excellent pot roast and I love the country potatoes.”

“Why, thank you Sean.  Sean,” Alice said.  “I was wondering.  Why did you pick those flowers?  I mean they’re lovely but…”

“You read into the meaning, I take it?”  

Alice nodded.  “The whole bouquet seemed out of place.  I looked up the arrangement and…”

“Irises for wisdom, white chrysanthemums for truth, and pink roses for happiness.  Yes, I knew what I was giving you.”  Elizabeth looked at Sean questioningly.  “What, you didn’t suppose I’d give any old flowers to your parents did you?  Thank God I avoided that bouquet with the pot marigolds.  You’ve got a sharp eye there, Mrs. Richards.”

“Yeah, makes it really hard to hide presents from her, too,” commented Elizabeth’s father.  The evening continued in companionable conversation and everyone decided to call it a night.  “Oh, and Sean?”

Sean turned around as he headed for the office.

“You’ll find your bags are in Elizabeth’s room.  Good night.”

“Good night, sir.  And thank you.”

Chapter 17

Thanksgiving morning started at six in the morning for the Richards household.  Elizabeth nuzzled Sean awake slowly and to a hot cup of tea.  “Wakey-wakey sleepy-head.  You’ve got a busy day ahead of you.”

Sean pulled the covers back over his head.  “But I don’t want to go to school today, mommy.”

Elizabeth giggled and pulled the sheets back down.  “I’ll have none of that, young man,” she countered in a mock motherly tone.  “Up and at-em.”

Sean accepted the offered mug of Earl Grey and took a careful sip.  He gave a grunt of appreciation then pecked a good morning kiss on her cheek.  “Love you.”

“You’d better.”

Sean rummaged through his suitcase to find his bathroom kit then bumbled to the bathroom to take care of his morning routine.  He looked out the window and confirmed that it was indeed raining outside.  He always slept heavier on rainy days.  Finishing up in the bathroom, Sean went back to Elizabeth’s room and gave her a proper good morning kiss that almost landed them back in bed.

“Well, good morning to you, too!”  Elizabeth chirped as she finished getting dressed in jeans and a sweater.  Even dressed down Sean found her irresistibly attractive and said as much.  “Thank you, Sean.  But complimenting me until you’re blue in the face isn’t going to get you out of helping the boys downstairs chop some firewood.  Family tradition and all that.”

Sean smiled at her.  He gave her another quick peck on the cheek and walked down with Elizabeth to the kitchen where breakfast was already waiting.  Sean planned on eating light so he would have room for dinner but the heap of food eggs, bacon, toast, and sausage just sitting there tempted him from abandoning that.  Luckily the rest of the household came awake and Henry and Frank soon dragged him out into the backyard and into a tool shed where cords of wood waited to be split.

“Ever done this before?”  Henry asked as he pulled an axe off the wall.

“Not with an axe, no,” Sean answered.  “My dad was a contractor so we did it with a saw.”  Henry and Frank laughed at that.  Sean saw the humor in it and laughed with them.  “Took forever, too.”

“Damn straight,” Frank answered.

They moved an old stump into the center of the floor and stood a cord on end atop it.  Henry handed Sean the axe.  “Not much too it, Sean.  Just make sure no one’s in the way of your swing and not to chop your own leg off.”

Sean nodded and hefted the axe, testing the balance.  He put his back into it as he swung and split the cord cleanly in two.  “That wasn’t so bad.”

Frank and Henry laughed then pulled a canvas aside to expose a large pile of wood waiting to be split and Sean’s smile wilted.  “To keep us menfolk busy while the women bustle around in the kitchen.”  The day passed quickly as the men took turns splitting the wood into a manageable size for the fireplace while sharing stories and Sean facing another light questioning about who was dating Henry’s daughter.  Lunch, too was a light affair, a jug of apple juice and smoked ham sandwiches.  They attacked the pile with a revitalized fury for a few more hours and had finished it, split and stacked neatly, by three in the afternoon.

“Whew,” Henry said.  “And in record time I might add.  Thanks for the hand, Sean.”

“My pleasure,” Sean said.  “Had fun doing it.”

“Good!  Let’s say we head for showers and see how much sampling we can get away with before the women drive us out.”

Frank and Sean were all for that and they all hustled through the rain and into the house.  Lightning split the sky and made Sean stop in his tracks.  He looked up as the rain poured down and the thunder growled across the heavens.  He loved the rain; it was clean, simple, and magical.  Sean closed his eyes and let the sensations bring a smile to his face.  Sean opened his eyes and wiped aside the hair plastered to his face.  He turned towards the house to find Elizabeth standing beneath the back porch awning, that special smile on her lips as she looked at him with wonderment and love.  Sean made his way to the back porch where Elizabeth had a warm towel waiting for him.

“You never cease to amaze me, Sean,” Elizabeth smiled at him.  Sean only smiled back and kissed her gently on the lips.  A thought occurred to him and he grinned mischievously.  Elizabeth didn’t know what he was grinning about until it was too late when Sean hugged her and swung her around in his arms.  He was soaking wet!  “You big brute!  Ooh, I’m going to get you back for this!”  Sean laughed freely and she joined him.

“I’ll consider it a rain check,” Sean quipped.  Elizabeth howled in mock frustration and shoved him back into the house while he laughed all the way back up the stairs for a shower.  The shower was hot and quick, just how he liked them and he was bounding down the stairs in no time, the smell of turkey cooking in the oven permeating heavenly through the whole house.  Elizabeth, Susan, and Alice were busily shuffling around the kitchen tasting there, adding this and that to make it just right.  The three of them had kitchen work down to an art as he watched their almost coordinated movements.

“If you’re thinking of sneaking a taste think again,” Alice called over her shoulder.  “You boys stay in the living room and watch the football game.  We’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”  Sean didn’t think she would notice with her back turned so he swiped a dinner roll off the table as he headed for the living room.  “I saw that!”

Sean beat a hasty retreat for the living room and chuckled.  He wanted to test if Alice really did have eyes on the back of her head like Elizabeth said she did, besides he was hungry.  The men sat around the television while watching the game unfold, Brian sitting on his father’s lap while Frank explained to him the finer points of the game.  It wasn’t long before they heard Susan calling out that dinner was ready.  The men got off the overstuffed couch and headed for the dining room.  Sean’s mouth was watering from the aroma wafting through the house before he even opened the swinging door.  He stopped in the doorway when he entered the room.  There were mountains of mash potatoes with overfilling gravy boats beside them.  A pyramid of cornbread muffins and dinner rolls looked about to fall over, it was stacked so precariously.  Various other dishes of greens and potatoes, cranberry sauce, and stuffing filled the table from end to end.  And the turkey!  It had to weigh at least fifteen pounds.  Sean’s eyes popped at the sight.  He hadn’t seen this much food in a long time.

Elizabeth hooked an arm around his elbow and guided him to his seat; he was too amazed to find his way without a guide.  Sean snapped to when he sat down and grinned like a kid in a candy store.  Elizabeth gave him a chaste peck on the cheek and then took her place at the table across from him.  Everyone bustled about, getting to their seats, compliments shouted out from just the wonderful aroma emanating from the platters.  After everyone quieted down Henry stood up and addressed the people gathered.  “Well, I must say that the ladies have simply outdone themselves this time.”  The whole family murmured agreement.  “But what makes this Thanksgiving different from any other that we’ve had in a long while is the return of my baby girl, Elizabeth.  Welcome home Elizabeth.”  Everyone raised a glass to that as Elizabeth’s eyes brimmed with tears.  “I also would like to add that she brought with her a man that turned the tables on Steve’s team.  Sean, I hope you come more often because I would really like to stick it to him just one more time.”  Chuckles rattled across the table.  Henry addressed Sean, “Since you’re new here how about you say a little something.  Just make it short because I’m starving!”

Sean stood up nervously; he hadn’t expected to give a speech.  He looked around at the people gathered and said the first things that came to mind.  “I’d first like to thank all of you for inviting me to your home and made me feel like a part of the family.  Family.  That is what the holidays are all about.  I can’t even begin to describe how good it feels to be near so much love freely given.  Henry, I envy you.  Elizabeth, thank you for sharing your family with me, I’ll never forget this moment.  As for Steve and his team, let’s just say eating grass is good for their humility and I plan on serving him some humble pie.”

Everyone cheered to that and glasses clinked all around.  Platters, bowls, and dishes were passed around in rapid succession as everyone tried to sample everything on the table.  It was a bountiful meal to say the least.  Sean was busy at work on a particularly juicy piece of turkey breast when he felt something rub against his calf.  He ignored it, thinking it was just someone’s errant foot.  The rubbing continued and had reached his knees.  This time Sean looked up.  Elizabeth was talking to her father about her work but took a moment to aim a sultry stare at him while Henry was too busy with his plate to notice.  Sean gulped down an empty bite.  The foot continued and ran sensually up the inside of his thigh.  Sean cast his eyes about hastily as if anyone would notice Elizabeth’s teasing foot running circles around his crotch.  Sean looked again across the table but Elizabeth was making a production of seeming busy with a pile of mashed potatoes on her plate.

“Sean, you okay?” Frank asked.  “You look a little flushed.”

Sean snapped his attention to his right and looked at Susan’s husband.  “Yeah,” Sean said hastily.  “It seems a little hot is all.  Must be from all this eating.”  Sean had to grind out that last word when Elizabeth’s toes hit pay dirt.  She stroked his stiffening manhood under the table and even massaged his balls a bit.  Frank shrugged and returned to his meal.  Sean cast a murderous glare across the table while his beloved feigned innocence.  Throughout the entire dinner Elizabeth kept Sean on his toes with nervousness and arousal.  When no one appeared to be looking she would lick a piece of food suggestively before popping it in her mouth.  It was pure torture when dessert was passed around and Elizabeth made a big production of strawberries and whipped cream.  Needless to say, Sean nearly made an embarrassing stain in his pants.

When dessert was over Sean looked around nervously as everyone stood up to talk more comfortably in the living room.  Elizabeth only smiled at him with laughing eyes and offered little in the way of help.  Sean surveyed the room quickly and made a beeline for the couch while trying not to appear in a hurry and sat down with his legs curled up in front of him.  The rest of the family shuffled into the room, stretching and patting their bellies as they found a comfortable place to sit.  Elizabeth entered the room and stood in front of him, waiting.  Sean unfolded his legs quickly and pulled Elizabeth into his lap.  Of course, she had to wiggle a bit to get comfortable.  A fire was lit, fueled by the wood the men chopped earlier and everyone settled down contentedly.  For the next hour or so the family chatted amiably about day-to-day things.  The whole while Elizabeth would squirm in his lap as if trying to get comfortable but they both knew it was for his discomfort.  Sean nuzzled her ear.  “I’ll get you back for this.”

“Can’t wait,” she fired back and shook with silent laughter, which only made his cock throb more.

Slowly, Elizabeth’s family grew drowsy with food coma and decided to call it an early night.  “Good night you two,” Alice said as she followed Henry’s lead up the stairs.  Finally, the two were alone and Sean sighed in relief.

“Now, I do recall you saying something about payback…” Elizabeth commented seductively.  Sean immediately scooped Elizabeth up in his arms and marched up the stairs quickly.  He kicked the door shut and threw his tormentor on the bed.  Elizabeth yelped in surprise as Sean pounced on her like a lion going in for the kill.  Sean growled and nipped at Elizabeth’s neck with wild abandon, his hands quickly stripping Elizabeth down to her underwear.

Sean looked down at the woman he loved with an unrestrained glare of wild passion, which she returned in kind.  He didn’t think even a goddess could look as wantonly beautiful as the woman that lay before him, back arched in lustful self-sacrifice.  Sean dove in with unfettered desire and ravaged her body with his tongue.  Her bra was quickly discarded, leaving her breasts heaving with anticipation.  Elizabeth didn’t have to wait long before Sean attacked her breasts with a furious lashing from his tongue.  Her back arched higher and a moan escaped her throat.  Sean slowed a moment to put an apple he swiped on the way up the stairs in her mouth.  He had planned on this.  They were in her parents’ home after all.  The real chance of getting caught made Elizabeth’s nostrils flare in undisguised lust, her eyes burning in flagrant challenge to keep her silent despite the apple secured in her mouth.  Sean quelled her effrontery as he returned to his assault on her breasts.  This time the fruit muffled her moans; its sweet juice ran down the sides of her mouth.

Sean knew that Elizabeth expected him to immediately ravage her as soon as the opportunity presented itself to release his tension but he had other things in mind.  Payback indeed.  Sean slowly made his way down, Elizabeth’s legs quivering with anticipation.  He kissed and suckled the insides of her thighs, wetting his fingers with his mouth before running them up and down her nether lips.  He moved closer to the center of her arousal and was now licking her outer lips slowly, drawing every sensational flavor of her lust into his mouth drop by drop.  Sean parted her petals and inhaled her scent.  He blew on Elizabeth’s exposed sex and she whimpered.  Sean thought he could spend hours just studying her womanhood as he lay there looking at her nether region.  He didn’t, but he came very close.  For the next forty-five minutes he teased her mercilessly, exploring her, tugging on her petals with just his lips, flicking his tongue over her clit, sliding his tongue as deep as it would go and pulling back out as she whimpered beneath him.  What he enjoyed most of all was drawing a long, slow lick across her pussy then asked, “Did you say something?”  Another lick, “Speak up, love.  I can’t hear you.”  And repeat the process over and over again every few minutes.   He was quite proud of the fact that not a single drop had touched her sheets.  Finally, Sean removed the apple and slowly licked all the sticky juices from her face.

“Now, I do recall you saying something about payback…” Sean said as his fingers diddled her pussy.

Elizabeth only whimpered with need.  “Please…Sean…”

“Is there something you want to tell me?”

“I’m…I’m sorry…for teasing you.  Please…let me…cum.”

Sean looked at her archly.  “No apologies.”

“Please…”

Sean clamped his mouth over hers as he slid his manhood into her dripping depths.  She shrieked into his mouth as she finally orgasmed.  Not wanting to cause too much noise, Sean lifted her while impaled on his manhood, threw the blankets on the floor, and then gently lay Elizabeth on the pile.  Sean was more experienced with Elizabeth’s body now and had learned to ride her slowly as she came.  Her shudders nearly caused him to lose his control right then but somehow he managed to keep a slow and steady pace inside her.  She sucked away his breath as she gasped for breath, making him think of reverse CPR.  Steadily, he began to pick up the pace and thrust into her with more force and greater speed.  Her body thrashed beneath him as a second wave hit her but this time he didn’t let up.  He was now pounding into her relentlessly, her legs wrapped tightly around his waist, her back arched majestically in the throes of passion.  Elizabeth’s pussy was creating an astonishing amount of suction, rippling and squeezing with womanly might.  So much so that it felt like she was trying to suck his balls through his dick.  Her hot pussy got to be too much for him and Sean began to feel the familiar stirrings in his balls as they bubbled in warning.  He bit down on Elizabeth’s shoulder to quiet his own grunt as he sprayed the inside of her with his sticky fluids.  

Sean clamped his hand over Elizabeth’s mouth immediately as the beginnings of a scream escaped her lips when another orgasm shot through her.  Sean himself convulsed uncontrollably as his own orgasm roared through him, his breath hissed between clenched teeth.  He gave one last hard thrust and then slid aside, exhausted.  Elizabeth lay beside him, curled up in the blankets and fast asleep.  Sean smiled at her and wiped a lock of hair plastered to her sweaty forehead, whispering that he loved her.  He scooped her up and gently deposited her on the bed.  Sean picked the blankets off the floor and threw them on top of Elizabeth and himself as exhausted sleep claimed him.

Chapter 18

Sean woke up as Elizabeth stirred out of bed.  He turned towards the nightstand and read the clock, 4 o’clock.  “Mmmuuuuurrrff,” he mumbled.

Elizabeth turned around and grinned brightly.  “Guess what day it is?”

Sean slowly brought his mind to speed.  “Friday.”

“That’s right, the Friday after Thanksgiving,” she said happily.  Sean still didn’t understand.  “Every department store is having a sale, dear.  We’re going.”  

“What?” Sean made a noise that distinctly sounded like a whimper.

“Oh, come on, you big baby,” Sean heard Elizabeth say playfully.  “We need to get some Christmas shopping done.  You’re coming.”

“What?”

“Come on, love, to the bathroom with you.”

“What?”

Sean felt the covers dragged off his body and then groaned when he was summarily kicked out of bed.  It was such a nice bed, too.  He felt a robe draped over his shoulders and then Elizabeth’s slender hands on his clothed back as he was guided out the door and into the hall bathroom.  Stabbing daggers of light pierced his eyes as the bathroom lights were flicked on.  Sean squinted in the blaze as his pupils slowly adjusted.  His toothbrush was placed in his hand and somehow he managed to find his mouth with it.  He looked at the mirror and squinted back at the fuzzy image staring at him when he heard Elizabeth call his name.

“What,” he said as he turned towards her voice.  Elizabeth threw open her robe and then licked her finger suggestively.  Sean’s eyes popped open at the sight and he was immediately awake, every part of him.

Elizabeth folded the bathrobe back around herself as she started up the shower.  “Men are so predictable sometimes,” she commented as she waited for the water to heat up.

Sean tried to splutter a retort but the toothpaste got in the way, making him look like he was drooling instead.  He spat into the sink and rinsed his mouth out.  “That’s hardly fair,” he was finally able to say.

“All’s fair in love and war, dear,” Elizabeth said as she stepped into the shower.

Sean jumped in after her.  “Oh, really,” he whispered as he grabbed the soap before Elizabeth could reach it.  He began to wash her breasts thoroughly, much to her enjoyment.  Sean always marveled at her breasts.  She always asked him if he thought they were too small but he always told her no.  It was true, her breasts were a perfect handful and they rode high and perky on her frame.  Still, he knew she would fret on occasion about them since her ex-husband had an affair with a woman with larger breasts.  So, Sean did whatever he could to alleviate her fears concerning her breasts.  That involved quite a bit of fondling and suckling but Sean was all for that to begin with.  He did so now as he relished in the firm globes in his hands and the hard tips that jutted out at him in arousal.  

Sean kissed her playfully but Elizabeth was too enthralled by his hands to notice why he was smiling as his lips touched hers.  He suddenly stopped his ministrations and simply stepped out of the shower.  Elizabeth’s eyes popped open at the vacuum in his wake and shouted.  “Hey, where do you think you’re going?”

Sean toweled his hair dry and quickly belted his robe on.  He was awake enough now to notice that it was pink.  “Why, didn’t you mention that there was a Thanksgiving sale going on?  We have to get going, love.”

“But what about…” she spluttered, not wanting to yell out that they were about to have sex in the shower where anyone walking down the hall could hear.  He had her cornered.  “Ooh, I’ll just finish myself off quick without your help,” she said defiantly.

“I don’t think so, darling,” Sean said as his hand reached through the curtain and turned the shower handle all the way to the right.  Elizabeth screamed as the water turned icy cold.  Quickly, Sean ran out the door and closed it behind him.  He got dressed quickly in Elizabeth’s bedroom and was down in the kitchen before he heard Elizabeth storming about upstairs.

Alice came down the stairs soon afterwards and looked at Sean quizzically.  “What’s gotten into ‘Liz?”

“Oh, nothing,” Sean said evasively.  “Seems like the shower ran out of hot water on her suddenly.”

“That’s strange.  Henry just got a new one last winter.  It should hold plenty.”

Sean merely shrugged his shoulders and started rummaging through the fridge.

“No need to do that, Sean.  While you’re a guest in my house you won’t have to worry about where your next meal is coming from.  I was about to make breakfast for everyone anyways.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Just then Elizabeth stomped down the stairs and Sean swore he felt a chill run down his spine.  “That was dirty trick to play,” she growled at him.

“Someone once told me that all’s fair in love and war,” Sean said nonchalantly although he didn’t feel it.

“I’ll get you back for that.”

“Can’t wait,” Sean tittered nervously.

“What’s this all about?” Henry said as he strode into the kitchen.  Sean noticed the man had fuzzy bunny slippers on.

“Sean was being rather cruel when he turned the hot water off on me while I was still in the shower.”

Henry looked inquisitively at Sean who playfully shrugged.  “Hey, she started it.”

“Did not.”

“Did too.”

“Did…”

“Stop!” Henry barked.  He took a deep breath and rubbed his temples.  “It’s too early in the morning for this.”  He chuckled.  “You two are acting like a pair of five year olds.”

“But she did start it,” Sean said with a playful gleam in his eye.

Elizabeth stuck her tongue at him, also smiling at the ridiculousness of their behavior.  She knew there was a reason she loved him.  She liked acting childish on occasion and Sean gave her the excuse to.

“Play nice you two,” Henry mediated.  “And just what were you doing in the bathroom with my daughter while she was in the shower?”  Both of them blushed furiously at that.

Somehow Sean was able to splutter out a response.  “She dug me up this morning and dragged me in there.  Honest, it was her idea.”

Elizabeth gasped in mock outrage.  “You liar,” she exclaimed, laughing.

“I give up,” Elizabeth’s father finally said.  “I would have thought you two would have worked out all your friskiness last night.”

Sean and Elizabeth stopped their playful banter and looked at Henry in surprise.

“What?  You didn’t think I would notice how she was teasing you all last night?

Elizabeth and Sean turned a furious red.

“Henry, stop teasing the kids,” Alice said as she set down plate after plate of food on the table.  “I’m glad Elizabeth has learned to use what works on you so well.”

It was Henry’s turn to sputter incomprehensibly, much to Elizabeth and Sean’s amusement.  Just then Susan came down the oak stairs, Frank in tow.  “Morning, everybody,” Susan greeted cheerily.  Frank grunted a salutation as well.  Elizabeth’s sister calmly strode to the coffeemaker and poured the aromatic brew into a pair of mugs hanging above the pot.  She handed a steamy cup to her husband and he took a sip.

“Thank you,” Frank croaked.  “Much better.”

Susan gave him a chaste peck on the cheek and sat across from Elizabeth.  “He’s no good in the morning until you get some caffeine in him.”

“Can’t say that I can blame him for his state,” Sean said.  “It is a bit early in the morning.”

“Hardly,” Elizabeth motioned.  “We’ll be lucky to find a parking space if we dawdle much longer.”  With that said she started shoveling hashed browns into her mouth and took a sip of milk.  Susan followed suit with Alice not far behind.  The men at the table blanched noticeably.

*
*
*

“Oh, you big sissy,” Elizabeth teased Sean.  “I thought you might be different than most guys and would actually come with me into Victoria’s Secret.”

“I most definitely want to, believe me,” Sean defended.  “But if it’s supposed to be for Christmas then I certainly don’t want the surprise ruined.”  Sean leaned in a bit closer and whispered in her ear.  “Besides, if I so much as saw you holding something remotely sexy then I’m sure you and I will have a little adventure in the dressing room.”

Elizabeth took a moment to reply.  “You make that sound as if that were a bad thing.”

“Get going, you,” Sean commanded playfully.  “I have a bit of shopping of my own to do and I don’t want you to know what it is.”

“Oh, really…”

Sean chuckled and gave her a quick peck on the cheek before shoving his girlfriend into the store then finding his own way amid the tumultuous mass of shoppers.  He quickly headed for the directory and found what he was looking for.  Sean joined the chaotic bustle of Christmas shoppers and tried his best not to be ploughed beneath the horde of people.  Out of breath and more than a little bedraggled, Sean finally found his way to the jewelry store.  

“Hello, how may I help you?”  The sales lady shot him a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.  Her nametag said ‘Cherise’.  Of course, who would think that a twenty year-old could afford anything in the classy shop?  Nonetheless, she gave an effort to be polite and Sean duly noted her attempt.

“Hi, I was looking for something in the way of an engagement ring.”

“Of course,” Cherise said, and headed towards the far end of the display table where the more affordable rings were.  

Sean only smiled and headed for the other end much to Cherise’s bewilderment.  He peered into the glass display cases and inspected the different rings on display.  Cherise started in his direction when a hand from the back room reached out and stopped her.  A thin man, perhaps in his early fifties, with coal black hair and wings of white at his temples whispered in her ear.  She shrugged and headed into the back.  “Hello, I’m Marius.  Is there anything I can do for you?”

Sean continued to look at the display case for a moment before answering.  “That depends,” Sean finally replied.

“On?”

“On whether or not you’re the jeweler of what’s on display here.”

“Yes, I am.”

“You do custom work?”

“Definitely, sir.”

Sean took another moment to inspect the contents of the display case.  “This is excellent work here.”

Marius thanked him for the compliment and waited for Sean’s next words.  Good, he was a patient man, an excellent quality for any sort of artist.  “As I mentioned earlier, I’m in the market for an engagement ring.  But I’d like something different from the generic ring.  You can help me?”  It was more an order than a question.

“Most definitely.  If you would follow me to my office?”

Sean stepped around the counter and followed Marius into the back.  For the next hour the two discussed cuts and price.  Money really wasn’t a concern of his, but again he bargained much like he did when he bought his car.  Still, it was not cheap.  They went over details and Marius agreed to have the order completed within two weeks time.  The ring would be shipped to Sean’s bank where he would pick it up from a safety deposit box.  With that taken care of, Sean went off in search of presents for Vanessa and Eric.  He had a hunch on what to get Eric but Vanessa was a little trickier.  Sean didn’t know her too well but he enjoyed immensely the time he had spent with her.  It was when he was browsing at a store featuring crystal statuettes when Sean felt a pair of hands snake around him and the scent of Elizabeth’s distinctive lavender soap warm his nose.

“Hey there handsome, care to join me for lunch?”

“I don’t know,” Sean replied.  “I have this gorgeous girlfriend who I think might get more than a little jealous.”

Elizabeth giggled in his ear and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.  “So, did you find what you were looking for?”

“Yes and no,” he answered cryptically then changed the subject.  “Right now I’m trying to figure out what to get Vanessa.  Maybe you can help me.”

“I can…if you can give me a clue as to what my present is.”

“Uh-uh.  That’s not going to happen.  It’s supposed to be a surprise and I plan on keeping it that way.”

Elizabeth started patting Sean down to see if he was hiding any packages on him.  “You sure…?”

“As much as I’m enjoying this you’re not going to find it on me.”  Sean laughed.  “I take it you and your sister opened your presents early when your parents weren’t around.”

“Most definitely,” Susan said as she walked up to the two, Frank and Brian in tow.  “Frustrated our parents to no end.  Never did figure out where they hid the presents since my eighteenth birthday, though.  Come on, let’s eat.”

The rest of the day was spent shopping for various other relatives while Elizabeth finally agreed to help Sean find a present for Vanessa.  By the time they got home Sean was exhausted.  The women were chatting animatedly about what else they might have forgotten to get for later shopping trips.  Sean could only crook a corner of his mouth tiredly in the semblance of a grin.  How did he get himself into this?
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