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      “Okay, that’s it, I fold.”

      Bella smiled at the man on her iPad, who grinned at her statement. “Come on, Bella, you sure?  One more hand?”  He winked at her. “Don’t be a wimp.  This hand’s gotta be better than the last one.”

      “That’s what you said last time and look where it got me.”  She waved her hand at herself sitting in nothing but her bra and panties.  She reached over, snagged her shirt and pulled it back over her head.  “Jackson Burton, I can’t believe you talked me into something as ridiculous as this.”  Her eyes narrowed and she glared at him. “You must be cheating.”

      He laughed at her obvious embarrassment and stretched back onto his pillows. “Come on, Bella, don’t be like that.  It’s just a little game of strip poker.  And how can I be cheating?  You’re dealing the cards.”  He shrugged and tried to look as innocent as a large, half-naked, obviously excited man could look.

      She looked at him lying there, his shirt off, his sweat pants tented in the front, thought about that for a second and stuck her tongue out in his smiling face. “Okay, fine, Jack.  You’re not cheating.  But I’m done for this session, anyway.”

      “Fine, be that way.”  He shook his head at her. “I really just wanted one more hand so you could lose the bra.”  She rolled her eyes and he laughed. “So, I guess I’ll have to wait until I come to Atlanta before I can see you completely naked.”

      Bella crossed her arms and tried to look serious. “You can always hope.  I’m not promising anything.”

      “You’d leave me like this, you cruel woman?”  He looked outraged as he waved his hand toward his lap, which made her smile.

      “Oh, Jack, I’m so sorry.  I don’t want you to think I’m a tease.”  She winked at him and smiled. “I’m about to go take a bath, so I will help you out a little.”  She slowly pulled the sweatshirt off again, and then opened the clasp on the front of her bra.  As he watched, enraptured, she slowly pulled the cups apart and shrugged out of the bra, letting it slide down her arms, and shimmied herself gently. His eyes widened as she cupped her breasts and moved closer to the camera.  “Actually, I’ll be thinking of you until Friday.”  She pinched her nipples until they hardened into points and laughed as he groaned. “And, on second thought, I’m pretty sure you’ll get to see me naked.”

      He sounded desperate. “I don’t think I can wait that long.”  As she watched, he pressed his hand against his crotch with a pained look.

      She laughed and blew him a kiss. “Think about it as foreplay, Jack,” and waved as she disconnected the call.

      As she went into the bathroom to run a bath, she was still smiling at his antics.  Jack was her high school boyfriend, and he was her first everything.  Her first date, her first kiss, and her first time.  By their senior year they had broken up but were still friends, and when they graduated they’d gone their separate ways.  She went to the University of Georgia and majored in public relations, and he’d gone to University of Texas on a baseball scholarship.  By the time they’d graduated college they’d lost touch and she’d heard over the years that he’d become a doctor and had gotten married.  In the meantime, she worked in advertising and PR and had married her college boyfriend who started a construction business.

      They hadn’t had any contact until last year, when she sent him a friend request on Facebook and they’d started messaging.  She found out that he was divorced, he had spent twenty years as a military doctor, lived in Houston, and was an orthopedic doctor and prosthetist who was world-renowned for his work in designing prosthetic limbs.  She told him all about her life in Atlanta, that she was widowed and did fundraising for various charities around the area. They were both interested in seeing each other in person.

      The past year had been full of fun, flirty, light-hearted conversation until a few months ago, when it definitely started to take a more sexual turn.   At first, Bella had been uncomfortable with the whole idea.  She never considered herself a phone sex kind of person, but Jack had been so fun and relaxed about it that she now enjoyed their casual play.  Their 35th high school reunion was coming up, they’d agreed to meet up there and then, if they hit it off, they’d spend the weekend together.  Jack said it was like rebooting their relationship and upgrading to a newer version:  Jack and Bella 2.0.  Bella said as long as that didn’t make her some kind of weird sloppy seconds, she was totally good with that.

      Since her husband, Max, died several years ago, she had dated very sporadically, and she’d never once considered getting involved in a serious relationship. In fact, just the idea scared the crap out of her. She was busy, she had her work, she had a large group of friends and acquaintances, and she was happy.  It had taken her years after Max’s death to get herself back to a place where she could enjoy her life, and she never wanted to experience that kind of loss again.

      She was, however, totally open to the idea of being friends with benefits, especially with someone who lived in another city.  The only possible negative she saw with that type of arrangement was that it’d been so long since she’d had sex, she was hoping she’d remember how to do it.  When she mentioned her concern to her friend Lola, Lola told her it was just like riding a bike--just jump on, grab onto anything that looks like a handlebar, and pedal like crazy.  Bella laughed at the thought.  At least these past few months had her thinking about sex again, and Jack was so fun, she was sure it would be a blast with him.  Like tonight.  Strip poker?  Not exactly dignified, but it was certainly a good time, and Jack had always been like that.

      As the tub filled, she looked at herself in the bathroom mirror and shrugged as she took stock.  Honestly, she looked pretty decent for being fifty-two.  Short light brown hair with blond highlights, average height, average weight, still pretty nice boobs, butt still round and pretty much where it was supposed to be, legs in good shape.  Nothing too saggy or flabby, nice smile, nice green eyes, a few lines on her face.  She was starting to get a little turkey neck though, and what the hell was that all about?  She rolled her eyes at herself, and reminded herself, it is what it is, and she looked pretty good, considering.

      She turned off the water and settled into the tub, smiling as she mentally made a list of everything she had to do before she saw Jack.  Some new outfits, for sure.  Definitely a facial and a mani/pedi.  Lasering had already taken care of hair removal, and she’d just had her teeth cleaned, so check, check, on that front.  Absolutely, new lingerie.  And condoms.  Because you could never have too many of those. That should get her started, and she smiled at the thought.

      She was meeting a group of friends tomorrow to cook out, and they’d be great for advice on the best place for some nice lingerie.  Maybe something downright slutty instead of elegant, understated, and tasteful, like she usually bought.  Her friends might have some great ideas she hadn’t even thought of, and she was open for anything, at this point.  This reunion was going to help Bella make some long overdue changes, and she was ready for it.
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      Bella stopped to get some beer on the way to Daisy and Luke’s house.  She knew that Daisy would have enough food to feed everyone there, plus probably half of Atlanta, so bringing drinks was probably the best way to go.  As she drove up to their bungalow, she saw everyone else’s cars and knew that the group was all there.

      She’d gotten to know Daisy and Luke, Mo and Harrison, Sara and Mark and Lola a couple of years ago when she was fundraising for a hurricane recovery charity in Belize.  It turned out that Luke’s ex-wife and ex-business partner, who had absconded with $13 million in Katrina relief funds from New Orleans, were living under aliases in Belize, and were coincidentally involved with her fundraising project.  Bella had helped them capture the fugitives, and they had all been friends since then.

      Bella grabbed her beer, walked up to the front door, and knocked as she came in.  There was no one inside, so she walked through the house out onto the deck.  The husbands were congregated around the grill and the women were lounging around in chairs in the screened porch.  Bella waved to the guys as she put the drinks in one of the coolers, grabbed a cold beer, and went to sit on a glider next to Lola as everyone called out a greeting.

      She took a long pull of the beer. “Hey ladies, what’s happening?”

      Everyone smiled at her, and Lola leaned forward with a questioning look on her face. “So any new phone sex episodes we need to know about?”

      As her friends laughed, Bella felt her face turn red. “Damn, I should’ve never said anything to y’all.”  She took another swig of her beer. “How about a little lead in?  You know, ‘Hey Bella, what’s going on?  How’s your day? How was your week?  Anything exciting happening?’”

      Lola rolled her eyes. “Screw that.  You know you’re glad you told us.  If it hadn’t been for us, you’d have never given Facetime and Skype sex a try, and look at all the fun you’d have missed.”  She laughed at the expression on Bella’s face. “You know you’ve been having a good time, you big baby, so you’re welcome.  Come on, Bella, we want details.  Main question:  Did you finally find out if Jack look as good naked as he used to?”

      As everyone burst into laughter, Daisy took pity on Bella. “Come on y’all, give her a break.  It’s hard getting back into the swing of things.”  She leaned forward, patted her on the knee, and smiled sweetly. “I remember how weird it was to think about getting into a relationship.  Poor Luke had to suffer through a lot of me freaking out.  Bella, don’t let anyone rush you, not even us.”  Then she grinned and winked. “But seriously, does he look as good naked as he used to?”

      “Fine.”  Bella blew out a big breath. “I’m not sure, because I still haven’t seen him completely naked, but yes, from what I can see, he looks even better than he did.”  As the women catcalled, Bella started to laugh. “He was kind of lean and lanky when we were together in high school, and he’s filled out really nicely.”   She bobbled her eyebrows, and said before Lola could ask, “Yes, it appears he’s filled out nicely EVERYWHERE, Lola.”

      “That’s all we wanted to know.”  Lola saluted her with her beer.  “So when are y’all going to meet up again?”

      Bella shrugged. “We’re meeting up at the reunion Friday evening.”  She finished her beer and leaned forward to put it on the table. “I’ve got a couple of meetings Friday morning and then I’m a free woman, so I’m good to go.”

      “So y’all are going to meet up and then what?”  Sara rolled her eyes.  “Come on Bella, you need a better plan than that.”

      “We have no idea.  We’ll meet up at the reunion and if everything goes well, we’re spending the weekend together.”  Bella was starting to feel harassed.  “Come on guys, it’s my first official date in a long time, and even longer since I even considered having sex, so cut me a little slack here.”

      Mo felt sorry for her.  “She’s right, ladies.  Whatever happens, I’m sure it’ll be fabulous.”

      “Oh please.” Lola rolled her eyes.  “Come on, Bella, dating’s changed.  You’ve gotta step up your game, do some prep work.  Please tell me you’ve gotten prepared.  Some hot lingerie, maybe some toys, some flavored condoms, maybe some of that lube that gets hot when you blow on it?”

      Bella could feel her eyes get bigger. “Holy shit, Lola, I was going to go buy some new underwear today, and I’ve already got some condoms…”

      “Flavored?”

      “No!  Just regular, not flavored.  I have some regular lube, also unflavored, no temperature change, no toys.”  Bella felt like her eyes were starting to bug out of her head.  “Like I don’t feel enough pressure on this date, now I have to worry about providing props?”

      Mo and Daisy hurried to reassure her. “Lola, Sara, y’all leave her alone.  No Bella, you don’t need props…”

      Lola snickered. “You don’t need them, but they’re sure fun.”

      Bella deliberately turned her back on Lola and looked at the other women. “Seriously?  Do I need to approach this like I’m planning an event?”

      Suddenly, a deep voice from behind them said, “Hell, no.”

      The women turned to see all of the guys standing there behind them, beers in hand, and pitying looks on their faces.  Harrison repeated, “Hell, no.“  He pointed his beer at Lola. “Lola, don’t freak her out like that.”  Lola stuck out her tongue and Harrison stuck his out in response, which made her laugh.

      Harrison patted Bella’s shoulder consolingly. “Don’t listen to them, they’re just messing with you.  We couldn’t help but overhear your conversation…”

      “Because y’all are loud as hell,” Luke interrupted.

      “… And we just wanted to tell you that no man cares about all that.  Trust me.  Things like lingerie are hot, but when it comes down to it, a man’s main goal is to get it off of you as soon as possible.  All you need is you, plus naked.  We’re simple creatures.”  The other guys nodded in agreement.

      “But, to be clear, the lingerie is fun,” Mark added.  “We’re not saying that something lacy and some high heels aren’t a nice addition.”

      Bella nodded as Luke added, “Having plenty of condoms are a great idea, too.  Nothing worse than finding out you don’t have those when you need them.”  The other guys took a long pull on their beers and looked traumatized at the thought.

      “What about the other things like toys and flavored lubes, and whatever the hell else Lola was babbling about?”

      Lola tried to look insulted. “Babbling?” but Bella just ignored her.

      Harrison shook his head. “Well, for obvious reasons, a little lube is always a good thing, but for your first, uh,” Harrison was at a loss for the right word.

      “Session?” Luke offered, helpfully.

      Harrison nodded his thanks. “… session, all that other stuff might scare the shit out of him.”

      Everyone started laughing at the thought and finally Bella joined in.  She looked at Harrison, and deadpan, said, “So to be clear, you don’t think I should buy an S&M starter kit, some latex lingerie, and as soon as I see him, start laying it out on the bedside table, crack a whip, slap him in handcuffs and nipple clamps, and tell him to lose the drawers?  Too much, too soon?”

      Luke patted her shoulder. “Maybe wait for the second date.”

      Bella smiled at the guys. “Thanks, so much.  Y’all have been very helpful.”  She frowned at the ladies. “As opposed to the rest of you people.”  As Mo looked insulted, Bella clarified, “Except for you, Mo.  Okay, and Daisy.  Y’all are the only nice ones.”

      Lola put on an innocent face and placed her hand on her chest as though offended. “What?  What about me?  I’m very nice,” and Bella just snorted and kissed Lola on the cheek.

      “So basically you’re telling me that I need to relax and just have a good time?”

      The guys all nodded, and Mark handed her another beer. “A little alcohol also helps.”

      When Bella asked the ladies for a place she could buy some elegant, but still sexy outfits and lingerie, Lola and Sara had a couple of recommendations.  She asked if any of them were interested in joining her for a little shopping in the morning, and Lola said she was free until two, when she had to be in court.  Everyone else was busy, except for Daisy, who pointed out that she wasn’t busy but she’d rather go to the gynecologist than go shopping, so Bella and Lola agreed to meet for breakfast and shopping in the morning.
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      The next morning, Lola and Bella met for a quick breakfast and headed over to Buckhead.  When Bella automatically gravitated to a rack of elegant, understated dresses, Lola immediately shut that down.

      She took the dresses out of Bella’s hands and put them back on the rack. “Nope.  These dresses are pretty, but they look like every other dress you own.  You are always impeccably put together, but you usually dress like a conservative Buckhead matron, which is fine for your work, but that’s not really you at all.  Plus, you need something sexy for this weekend.”  She grabbed Bella’s arm and dragged her over to a rack across the room.  “Look, you’ve got a great body for clothes.  You’re in great shape, your legs are long and muscular, you have a nice round ass and a great rack.  You need to show yourself off with stuff like this.”  She pulled out a black lace tank dress with a plunging v-neck and a swingy short skirt. “Or this.”  She grabbed a red halter dress with a short pleated skirt and handed it to Bella.

      Bella looked traumatized. “Lola, you’ve got to be kidding.  These are too short and they show way too much skin.  I can’t wear them.  My ass will be hanging out, and I don’t want to be one of those over fifty-year-old women trying too hard to look like they’re twenty.”

      Lola gave her a pitying look. “Bella, I promise these dresses are completely age appropriate, but they’re still hot.  Those skirts will hit you a few inches above your knees, not right under your ass, so you won’t look like you’re trying to be twenty. Just do me a favor and try them on.  I promise you, you’ll look great.”  The entire time she was talking, Lola was selecting additional dresses for Bella to try on, and Bella was taking them, looking more and more concerned.

      Finally, Lola was done.  She grabbed a couple of dresses for herself and steered Bella toward the fitting rooms.  The large handicapped fitting room was available, so Lola opened the door and waved Bella inside. “Come on, we’ll share this one.”  She pulled the louvered door closed behind them. “You’re not shy about changing in front of other people, are you?”

      Lola didn’t wait for an answer and was already pulling off her shirt so she could try on a couple of dresses she’d found for herself. Bella shook her head and started pulling off her clothes as she eyed the dresses hanging on the wall.  They were totally different from her usual style, but she figured it wouldn’t hurt to try them on.  Lola might be a total goofball, but she had actually done some modeling in her early twenties and had an excellent eye for fashion.  She pulled the lace tank dress over her head, tugged it into place, and turned to face the mirror.

      Wow.  Bella’s jaw dropped.  She couldn’t believe how she looked.  Lola was right, she actually looked hot, and it was completely age-appropriate.  Lola grinned at her in the mirror. “See?  I told you you’d look amazing.  Not an ass in sight.  Now the only thing you’ll have to worry about is making sure you don’t give old Jack a heart attack.”  She threw her arm around Bella’s shoulders and hugged her.  “Try on the rest of them.  You need to expand your fashion horizons a little bit, so you can use some extra dresses.”

      Bella tried on all seven of the dresses that Lola had chosen and decided to buy five of them.  Friday night was a cocktail party at the reunion, and she figured she’d wear the black lace dress for that, and the red halter dress for Saturday night. Lola pointed out that hopefully she’d still be in bed from the night before and wouldn’t be able to make that event.  Bella scoffed at the thought, but she secretly hoped Lola was right.

      After she bought the dresses, they headed to Lola’s favorite lingerie shop.  They had everything from beautiful couture corsets to slutty costumes, and Bella really didn’t know where to start.  She bought several beautiful panty and bra sets, a bra for the halter dress, some thongs, and Lola talked her into buying a pair of crotchless lace panties, telling her, “You never know when a good pair of crotchless panties will come in handy.”  Bella was going to argue that, in her fifty-two years, she’d never had a problem arise that could only be solved with a pair of crotchless underwear, but it was easier to just buy them so Lola would shut the hell up.

      They stopped by another boutique for some casual clothes, and Bella bought some embroidered jeans, leggings, short skirts, cropped pants, and several cute tops that Lola assured her looked fabulous.  They stopped for a quick bite at a restaurant near the courthouse before Lola had to leave for work.

      As they arranged their food items at the table, Lola took a huge bite of her sandwich and chased it with a swig of tea as Bella blew on her lava-hot soup.  Bella looked at Lola and squeezed her arm. “Lola, thanks so much for coming with me today.  If you hadn’t been there, I would’ve bought a bunch of boring clothes that looked exactly like everything else in my closet.  Thanks to you, I’m going to be one of those women that the old mean girls will talk about behind my back and say, ‘Hmmm, look at her, I wonder what she’s had done?’”

      Lola grinned at her. “Glad I could help.  The truth is, you’ve always been much cooler than your clothes, so now, when you’re not working, your outside matches your inside a little better.”  She took another massive bite, chewed it and swallowed, moaning in appreciation. “Damn, that chicken salad is awesome.”

      Bella nodded and took another spoonful of soup.  “Soup’s good, too.”  Lola looked at Bella.  “So let’s talk about something fun.  What’s the latest with you and Jack?”

      Bella looked at her watch and looked at Lola, tapping her fingers on the watch face. “Oh, look at the time.  Don’t you have to be in court?”

      Lola glanced at her watch and smiled at her. “Nope. I’m only ten minutes away from the courthouse.  So spill it. I have plenty of time.”

      Bella took a deep breath. “Honestly, Lola, I have no idea.  He’s a lot of fun, and I’m looking forward to seeing him.  I have zero interest in being involved in a serious relationship, but I wouldn’t mind the whole long-distance-friends-with-benefits thing.”  She shook her head.  “Who the hell knows how, or if, any of it’ll work out?  We haven’t gotten that far.  We may not even like each other when we are actually together in person.”

      Lola shrugged. “You’re right.  You never know until y’all are together, but I’m impressed you agreed to spend the weekend with him if your reunion goes well.”  She waved over the waitress. “Could I get a couple of red velvet cupcakes, please?”

      Bella shook her head. “None for me.”

      Lola snorted as the waitress turned to get her dessert. “Those were for me.  I was just about to ask if you wanted anything, but you beat me to it.”

      “I always forget how much you can eat.”  Bella smiled at her fondly. “I’m so used to being around socialites who nibble at their dressing-free salads and only eat low-fat, low-calorie, low-sugar, and gluten-free everything, that I forget what it’s like to be around normal people.”

      “Well, I find it hard to believe that I’m your benchmark for ‘normal’, but glad I can help.”  Lola grinned at Bella as the waitress brought over her cupcakes.  She picked one up, offered it to Bella, who declined, and took a huge bite.  She moaned, “Oh, this is good,” through a mouthful of cake and chewed enthusiastically.

      “As good as Daisy’s?”

      Lola shook her head. “No one’s are as good as Daisy’s, but these are damn good.”  She took a gulp of tea. “Daisy and I have a saying that food and sex are a lot alike.  When it’s good, it’s very, very good, and when it’s bad…it’s still pretty good.”

      Bella laughed as Lola finished the rest of the one cupcake and started on the next.  “Did you talk to him again last night?”  Lola smiled impishly. “Or were y’all too busy finishing up your game of strip poker from the night before to actually talk?”

      “No, smarty-ass, no strip poker, just a nice conversation.  I told him y’all were giving me a bunch of grief about him and the reunion, and he said he agreed with Harrison that men are simple creatures and he just wanted us to relax and enjoy each other.”  Bella looked relieved. “No pressure.”

      Lola nodded. “I like this guy.  He sounds like he’s just a good guy with a lot of sense.”  She glanced at her watch and stood up.  “Now, I’m out of here.” She bent down to kiss Bella on her cheek.  “Good luck. And keep us posted.  I hope y’all have a great time this weekend.”  She went to grab the check, but Bella got to it first and told Lola she’d get it.  Lola thanked her for lunch, grabbed her purse, stuffed the last bite of cupcake in her mouth, and waved as she headed for the door.
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      Jack couldn’t believe how nervous he was about seeing Bella face to face.  When he’d first received her Facebook friend request almost a year ago, he was excited to hear from her, because he’d often wondered what had happened to her.  Bella’s mother had always raised her to be the perfect, well-bred, Southern lady, and she had always looked the part and could play the part, if necessary, but the truth was that under the perfectly coiffed exterior, Bella had always been slightly outrageous, and a whole lot of fun.  Jack was hopeful that her fancy life as a society fundraiser hadn’t squeezed that light-hearted spirit out of her.

      And it turned out, much to his delight, she was still a lot of fun.  A few months ago, a giddy, late night, tipsy Facetime conversation had taken an odd turn into a hilarious game of truth or dare, and next thing you know, they were both in their underwear answering questions about their lives and previous relationships.  At that point, Jack found out that Bella hadn’t had sex in six years, and Jack had to show Bella the Longhorn tattoo on his butt he’d gotten in college after a drunken night in New Orleans.  After that, they had graduated to other games, like last week’s game of strip poker and a very down and dirty version of “Would you rather?”  Jack had loved every minute of it.

      He was also beginning to realize he loved Bella.  Over the past year, as their casual conversations eventually evolved into daily chats, texts and emails, and hours of late night calls, Jack realized that Bella was an intelligent, caring, funny, generous, woman with a kind heart.  He was interested in pursuing a real relationship, but he was afraid to bring it up.  He knew that she had been devastated by the unexpected death of her husband and had never really considered another serious relationship, but he didn’t know if she was open to the possibility with him.

      He had already decided he was eventually going to move back to Atlanta before he reconnected with Bella, so when he was contacted about a job opening at Georgia University, the possibility became very real, very quickly. He still hadn’t mentioned moving or the interview to Bella because nothing was definite, and he didn’t want to do anything to scare her off.   He figured he could go to the interview, they could meet for the reunion afterwards, and if he got the job and their chemistry together was as explosive as it seemed, hopefully he could convince her to give them a chance.

      The reunion was being held at a ballroom at the Georgia Aquarium so Bella parked and walked across the park.  When Bella walked in, she could feel her palms start to sweat.  Several local people greeted her but Bella waved absently as she scanned the room looking for Jack.

      And there he was.

      He was across the room talking to a group of people, and as soon as he saw her, his face lit up and he broke into a huge grin.  He excused himself and started walking across the floor to meet her.

      She watched him cross the room, weaving in and out of the crowd.  It was hard to believe, but he looked even better in person.  Tall, lean and muscular with thick, short, salt and pepper hair, the same blue eyes that drove her nuts as a teenager, and a gorgeous smile that lit up his entire face.  When he reached her, he wrapped her in both arms and hugged her off her feet.  She started laughing. He put her down and grabbed both of her hands.

      “Hey Bella.”

      She smiled at the intimate tone. “Hey Jack.”  They stared at each other, both smiling, holding hands and looking into each other’s eyes.  Jack finally broke the silence. “Bella, you look amazing.”  He smiled at her as he looked her up and down.  He thought she looked even better in person and although the dress looked great on her, he couldn’t wait to get her out of it.

      “Thanks, Jack.  You look pretty great yourself.”  She liked the dark jeans and black button down shirt he was wearing with a casual black blazer and cowboy boots.  He’d never been one for a lot of formality, and she was glad to see he hadn’t changed.

      They both suddenly realized they were standing on the edge of the packed dance floor, and Jack asked her if she’d like to dance.  It was a nice slow song and he pulled her close against him.  Bella was enjoying feeling him against her when he suddenly stopped, backed up, and turned her so he could see the back of her dress.

      Bella smiled at him over her shoulder, confused. “What’s are you doing?”

      “I was so distracted when I saw you, I forgot to do what I promised myself I would do as soon as I saw you.”

      “Which was?”  Bella looked confused.

      Jack gave her a wicked grin. “Just checking to see if your back was as nice as your front.”  He lowered his voice and pulled her closer to him. “I remember you always had a great ass, and I could never get a really good look while we were Skyping.”

      Bella pulled back enough so that she could see his eyes and laughed at the deliberately lecherous look on his face. “So, what do you think?”

      He leaned forward so he could whisper in her ear. “Your ass is awesome, and the dress is amazing.” He pulled her closer to him. “I can’t believe we’re finally together, and I can’t wait to finally see the rest of you.”  He pulled her lower body close against him and lightly kissed her ear. “And feel the rest of you.”

      Bella felt goosebumps break out all over her body.  She knew exactly how he felt because she felt the same way.  She decided they needed to slow down a little, so she leaned back and smiled up at him.  “Okay, let’s try to get this conversation back on track.  You started talking about my ass and it distracted me.”

      He grinned at her and winked. “Sure it wasn’t that you took one look at me and forgot everything else?”

      She rolled her eyes and said in an exaggerated, sing-song voice, “Yes, Jack, that’s exactly what happened.” He raised his eyebrows and looked at her, and she laughed. “Okay, that is exactly what happened.  But forget that for now.  How was your flight?”

      They were both almost yelling so they could hear each other, so he took her hand and pointed toward the door. “Let’s take a break outside so we can have a normal conversation.”

      Bella agreed.  “Sounds good to me.  Most of these people still live in Atlanta so I see them all the time.  I’d rather spend time with you.”

      They walked outside and hesitated, not sure where to go.  He had told her he was staying at the Glenn Hotel across the park, and suggested they walk there and get a drink at the rooftop bar so they could actually hear each other.  She agreed and they walked across the park to the Glenn, enjoying the evening and the beautiful early summer weather.

      They got to the bar, ordered drinks and a couple of appetizers, and found a quiet corner.  Bella was excited about the view. “Jack, I’ve never been up here.  It’s amazing.”

      He nodded.  “It’s supposed to be one of the top 25 rooftop bars in the country, according to Atlanta Magazine.  And Yelp.”

      She grinned as she looked over the city.  “Whoever said it, I totally agree.  It’s a beautiful view.”

      He wasn’t looking at the skyline, he was looking at her.  When she realized where he was staring, she felt flustered and he smiled.  “It is a beautiful view.”

      Bella was embarrassed when she blushed at his comment.  She was way too old to feel so giddy.  She smoothed her hair self-consciously and smiled back at him.  “Thanks.”  She reached for her drink and took a sip.  “It’s so nice to finally get to talk to you in person.”

      He popped a piece of cheese in his mouth and smiled as he chewed and swallowed.  He took a drink of his Manhattan and put it on the table. “Forget talking in person.  I’m just glad we can finally touch each other.”  He leaned forward and kissed her gently, just a light touch on her mouth.  He put his face next to her ear and turned slightly so his lips grazed her neck.  “And you smell amazing. I couldn’t tell that from our Skype chats.”

      Bella smiled.  “Maybe we need to invest in a more expensive iPad.  Do they have one with smell-o-vision?”

      Jack chuckled and kissed her neck, touching it lightly with his tongue.  Bella felt like every hair on her body was standing on end from those light teasing touches.  She closed her eyes and felt his teeth lightly graze her earlobe and his tongue trace along the edge.  “And your skin is so soft.”  She held back a moan and she felt him smile as he softly kissed her neck and murmured against her skin.  “You this soft everywhere, Bella?”

      She opened her eyes and leaned back against the cushion to give herself a little distance.  She took a deep breath and then a sip of her drink, trying to compose herself.  “Why, yes I am, Jack.  I’m exactly that soft everywhere.” She drained her drink in one long gulp and put it on the table, crossed her arms and smiled at him.

      He laughed, grabbed his drink and drained it and put it on the table next to hers.  He reclined against the pillows, crossed his arms, and smiled back at her.  “Glad to hear it.”

      They both grinned, and Bella picked up a piece of pretzel, dipped it in some mustard and popped it in her mouth.  Jack motioned to the waitress to bring another round of drinks.  She decided to change the topic to something unrelated to sex. “So, Jack, how are your folks doing?  Did you stop by to see them this afternoon?”

      He shook his head.  “They’re out of town until Saturday night, so I’m stopping by Sunday afternoon on the way to the airport.  They were in Houston to see me a couple of weeks ago, so we spent a lot of time together then.”  He ate a BBQ slider in a couple of bites. “They seemed good.  They said they might look at buying a house in one of those senior communities.”

      “One of those where you can move from independent living, then to assisted living if you need it?”  The waitress came by and handed them their drinks and Bella nodded her thanks and took a sip.

      “Yeah.  They said there’s one right down the street from them in Decatur, and I think they figure now would be a good time to start looking.”  He offered her a bite of the last slider before he ate it and she shook her head and grabbed another bite of pretzel.  “You know, Mom broke her leg last year and had to have surgery and I think it made them both start thinking that maybe they should make a move.  Their house has three levels and it was a nightmare after her accident.”

      Bella nodded.  “That must have been tough for you having another doctor take care of her leg after she broke it.  Did you know him, at least?”

      “Yeah, we did our residency together and he’s a great surgeon, so I knew she was in good hands.”  Jack took a swallow of his drink and grabbed some of the pretzel.  “I think the whole situation was an eye-opener for them.  It certainly was for me.”

      It was the perfect opening for telling her that his mother’s accident is what made him start thinking about moving back to Atlanta, but he chickened out.  Instead, he decided that now was the time to start showing her how good they could be together.

      He finished his drink and took hers and put them both on the table.  He reached over and took both of her hands in his.  “I’ve got better things to talk about.  Let’s talk about tonight.”  He smiled. “First things first. You want to go back to the reunion, or do you want to stay here for a while and get another couple of drinks and maybe some dinner?”  He leaned forward and put his mouth next to her ear and whispered, “Or option three, we could finish this conversation in my room downstairs?”  He breathed in her scent and groaned as he started stringing little kisses down her neck to her shoulder, stopping only to point out, “And if it helps you decide, I vote for option three.”

      Bella could hardly think, at that point.  She closed her eyes and dropped her head to one side as he gently bit where her neck joined her shoulder.  She realized she hadn’t answered his question, but every time she tried he kept kissing her, and she kept forgetting the question.  Finally, Jack raised his head and pulled back so he could see her.  She opened her eyes and smiled at the absorbed look on his face. “I’m sorry, what were my options again?”

      He grinned. “I asked if you’d like to go back to the reunion, stay here and get something else to eat and drink, or continue this conversation in my room.”

      She took her hand and cupped his cheek, and gave him a gentle kiss on his lips. “Let discuss it in your room.”

      He immediately stood up, threw some bills on the table for a tip, grabbed her hand, and pulled her up beside him.  “That’s what I wanted to hear.”  He headed toward the elevator, dragging her behind him and teasing her when she lagged behind.  “Come on woman, let’s move.  I’ve been waiting months for this.”
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      They were in his suite in record time, and as soon as he shut the door behind them, his whole demeanor changed from laughing and teasing to serious and focused.  He gently crowded against her until her back hit the door.  He leaned forward until his entire body was lightly pressed against her and he put both hands on either side of her shoulders to support his weight.  She smiled back at him and put her hands on each side of his hips, pulling him forward until she could feel him, already aroused, against her stomach.  She rubbed herself against him as she went up on her toes to give him a gentle kiss on the mouth.  Just a light brush of her lips, once, then twice, and finally a tease with the tip of her tongue and a nip of his full lower lip.

      Suddenly she started laughing, and Jack tilted his head and raised his eyebrows. “What’s so funny?”

      She hugged him. “This is so much nicer than the last time we did this.”

      He had to think about it for a second. “Right.  Junior year after the prom.  Isn’t that the truth?  We’re in a nice hotel room instead of in a freezing cold dugout at the rec fields.”  He hugged her. “Maybe this time I won’t end up with about a million splinters in my ass.”

      She shrugged. “Hey, we’ve got time and I’ve got tweezers, so either way, I got you covered.”  They both laughed and when Jack stopped laughing and stared at her mouth, Bella rapidly became self-conscious. “What?  Is there something on my face?”  She brushed at her face as Jack continued to stare at her as if trying to memorize her features and lifted one hand to gently cup her cheek.  He leaned in for another quick kiss.

      Bella tried to break the awkwardness of the moment. “Hey Jack, what are you waiting for?”  She smiled and gave him another quick kiss. “Are you playing hard to get?”

      He mentally shook himself and she was relieved when he suddenly stood up straight, reached down under her dress, grabbed her ass with both hands, and pulled her up against him.  “Not anymore.”  She laughed as he lifted her. “Put your legs around my waist,” he demanded, and she did, moaning a little as she could feel every hard inch of him pressing between her legs.  He ground his pelvis against her, and for a moment, she honestly thought she was going to pass out.  He jammed her against the door as his mouth came down on hers, and he began rocking rhythmically against her as they kissed.  She tightened her legs around him, he rubbed against her, he kissed her, his tongue thrusting and exploring her mouth, and pretty soon, it was too much.  All she could think is holy shit, I’m going to have an orgasm right here against the door, and then she did.  She pulled away from his mouth, her head back against the door as she called his name, her hands on his shoulders as she ground herself wildly against him as she exploded.

      Jack watched her as she climaxed, thinking that she was beautiful, uninhibited, and if everything worked out the way he’d hoped, his.  It seemed to go on and on, and when she finally stopped moving against him, and she dropped her head to his shoulder, too exhausted to move, he kissed her gently. He kissed the tip of her nose, and lightly on the mouth until she opened her eyes. “Hey sugar.  How are you?”

      She smiled at him. “I’m fine.”

      He tried to look outraged. “Fine?  Are you kidding me? Fine? I got you to come fully clothed against a door in about a minute with nothing but a few kisses and a little bit of rubbing, and you say it was fine?”  He laughed as she rolled her eyes. “Come on, give me a little bit of credit.  Tell me that was awesome.”

      She started laughing. “That was awesome, Jack.”  She loosened her legs from around his waist and he obligingly let her slide to the floor as she rubbed against him the whole way down.  When her legs hit the floor, she wasn’t sure she could stand up because her legs felt like noodles.

      “You okay to stand on your own?” He was afraid to let go because she looked like she was about to fall over.

      “Only one way to find out.”  He backed up just enough so he could grab her if she started to fall, and she swayed a little, but managed to stand up by herself.  He laughed as he looked at her, her lips swollen from his kisses, her hair a mess, her dress hiked up on one side, her eyes still a little unfocused, swaying on her feet. “Well, Bella, the good news is that you look like a lady who just finished having a very good time with a very lucky man.”

      She laughed. “I did have a very good time, but lucky for that man, I’m nowhere near finished.”  She grabbed his hand and unsteadily towed him into the bedroom. “After all, it’s been a very long time for me so I have a lot of time to make up for.”  As soon as they reached the bed, she pulled him to a stop, turned on the small bedside table lamp, reached up and pushed his jacket off his shoulders and threw it on the desk.  She jerked down the bedspread, and then smiled at him as she came closer and smoothed her hands up his wide chest.  He smelled great, she loved the cologne he was wearing, and he felt even better.  His chest was wide and hard, and she could feel his tight, flat stomach flexing beneath her hands.  He no longer had the six-pack she remembered, but he still looked amazing. She unbuttoned his shirt, kissing her way down his chest as she slowly peeled off his shirt.

      He laughed and reached for the zipper on her dress. “Let’s get your dress off and we’ll be exactly where we left off the other night during our game of strip poker.  Me with no shirt, you in nothing but bra and panties.  And me with a raging hard-on.”  He lowered the zipper and reached down and pulled the dress over her head, until she stood there in her underwear with her heels on.

      He could tell she felt self-conscious, but she gamely struck a pose with her arms wide, anyway. “Not exactly the same.  I got me some fancy new underwear.”

      She turned around in a circle, and Jack’s mouth went dry as he looked her over. “Holy shit, you can say that again.”  He stared at her, at her full breasts barely contained in a see-through lace bra, her tight, pinkish-brown nipples poking through the lace, the matching cheeky panties accentuating the round cheeks of her bottom. “Bella, you are so much better in person. You couldn’t look any hotter to me than you do right now.”

      She smiled, pleased that he liked the way she looked, but still a little uncertain, because let’s face it, it was weird to parade around in front of a man for the first time in close to forty years.  She put the negative thoughts out of her head, walked over to him, put her hand in the middle of the chest, and pushed until he sat down on the bed.  Bella turned her back to him, bent down and pulled one booted foot up between her knees. “Let’s get these boots off.”  She tugged one boot off, then did the same thing with the other leg, smiling as she glanced back and saw his eyes glued to her mostly bare butt as she pulled.  When she was done, she turned and straddled his lap. “Now the pants.”  She kissed him sweetly, then not so sweetly, as she unbuttoned his pants and pulled down his zipper.  When she put her hand in the middle of his chest and pushed, he obligingly laid back, and when she told him to lift up so she could take his pants off, he happily raised his hips off the bed so she could pull off his pants and boxer briefs in one quick movement.

      Wow. The dim light from the table lamp accentuated his long, muscular body, and she immediately realized that he wasn’t kidding about his raging hard-on.  His penis was long and thick and was flexing against his belly with each breath he took.  She stared at it, entranced, until she heard him start laughing. “Bella, I’m trying to maintain a little control here, and you’re not helping the situation.  For the love of God, don’t stare at it, it only makes it worse. Come here.”  He sat back up, put his arms around her and pulled her over to him so she stood between his spread legs.  He pulled her face down for a kiss as he reached behind her and undid the clasp on her bra.  “Now show me again what I missed the other night.”

      She laughed and obligingly shrugged her shoulders so the bra slid down her arms and dropped to the floor.  Bella pinched her nipples so they became even harder, and shimmied her shoulders so that her breasts swayed in front of his face.  He smiled, cupped her breasts, squeezing them together and licked each nipple before sucking each one strongly, in turn.  As he played and fondled, Bella grabbed his head to pull him closer, wordlessly urging him to suck her harder, squeeze her harder, then moaning as he gently nipped and then kissed each nipple.

      They were both starting to lose it.  Bella rubbed herself against Jack as he continued to kiss and squeeze her breasts, and she moaned as she felt herself getting more excited.  Jack finally released her breasts and slid his hands down her sides, grabbing her panties and jerking them down to her ankles, while she kicked them off.  He grabbed her hand, pulled her down beside him on the bed, and then raised up on one elbow.  He looked at her body, his expression absorbed and tender, and finally raised his eyes to hers and smiled. “Baby, I can tell you, it’s been a while, and you and I have had months of extended foreplay. I’m afraid that once I get inside you I’m going to only last about a minute, but I promise I’ll make it up to you the rest of the night.”  She smiled and told him she was in luck because she wasn’t going to need a whole minute, and with that, his control completely left him.  His mouth slammed down on hers, and his tongue thrust into her mouth wildly, as she kissed him back, her hips rubbing against his side.  He slid his hand between her legs and turned so that his fingers slid over her and in her, and he groaned when he felt how wet she was, whispering in her ear, “Bella, I need to get inside you right now.”  He thrust one finger in her, then two, and moved them slowly in and out of her as she rotated her hips in time with his fingers.

      Bella couldn’t think.  All she could do was feel.  She whimpered as Jack pulled his fingers away and rolled to his back, and she rolled with him and kissed his chest as he reached for a condom on the bedside table.  He ripped it open with his teeth, jerked it into place, and rolled back with her to the middle of the bed where he put her beneath him as she wrapped her legs around his hips.

      For a moment, they just looked at each other, then Jack smiled, and with one hand, lined himself up with her, rubbing himself up and down, until he was wet from her and she was begging for him to please quit teasing and get inside her.  He pushed in slowly at first, but she writhed wildly underneath him trying to hurry him up.  He grabbed her hips and slammed himself all the way inside her, and she gasped as he started to move.  He braced his bent arms on either side of her head and thrust strongly again and again as she wrapped her legs around his waist and rubbed herself against him with every stroke.  He could feel her get even wetter and hotter as she arched underneath him, and he felt her fingers dig into his shoulders as she started to come.  He rode her through it, enjoying the feel of her body clenching around him, and when she finished and collapsed bonelessly back onto the bed, he finally let himself go.

      They both lay there, trying to catch their breath, him squashing her into the mattress, and her loving the feel of his big body on top of her.  When he tried to shift his weight, she wrapped her arms around his neck and murmured, “No, stay.  Don’t move yet.”  He nodded and stayed exactly like he was.

      After a few minutes, he recovered enough to pull back so he could see her face. “I think I’d better move before we end up permanently glued together and this condom becomes useless.”  He bent down and kissed her, groaning as he rolled over to lay on his back beside her.  He reached over and grabbed her thigh, squeezing until she looked over at him, smiling. “Hey, Bella.”

      She rolled onto her side, facing him. “Hey Jack.”  She grinned. “Oh, and in case you were wondering, that was definitely more than fine.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Oh, wow.  ‘More than fine,’ that’s a ringing endorsement.  So what does that mean?  It was good? Adequate? Passable? Satisfactory?”

      Bella laughed. “All of the above.”  When he pretended to roll away in a huff, she put her hand on his chest to keep him beside her.  “Okay, maybe it was a little better than that.”  She leaned over and propped herself up on his chest so she looked directly into his eyes.  “How about this?  It was stupendous.”

      He pretended to consider her words. “Better.”

      She gave him a quick kiss. “Amazing?”

      He looked a little less disgruntled. “Better.”

      “How about astounding, remarkable, awesome, wonderful, and splendid?”

      He gripped the back of her neck to pull her down for a thorough, tongue-tangling kiss, then pulled his mouth back enough to growl, “That’s more like it.”

      Bella laughed, delighted at their play, and they grinned at each other.  They both decided they were hungry, so they ordered a couple of appetizer platters and a bottle of champagne from room service and then they took turns in the bathroom, each taking a quick shower.

      They dried each other off, chatting about how their personal reunion was much more fun than the official reunion, when they heard a knock on the door.  Jack yanked on a pair of gym shorts on the way to the door and grabbed the food while Bella pulled on his shirt and buttoned a couple of middle buttons.  Jack rolled the cart into the bedroom, and stopped in his tracks when he saw Bella in his button down shirt, forgetting what he was about to say.  She smiled at him, happy to see his reaction, but she had really worked up an appetite and was ready to eat so she brought his attention back quickly. “Hey, bud, you want to bring the cart over here and we can eat on the bed?”

      He agreed, still staring at her in his shirt.  What was it about a woman in a man’s button-down shirt that was so incredibly hot?  He mentally shook himself and rolled the cart over to where she indicated.  He sat down as she unpacked the food, sliding his hand under the tail of her shirt to fondle her bare butt.  She pressed against his hand for a moment, enjoying the feel of his gentle touch, before remembering herself and smacking his hand away, smiling the whole time. “Would you stop that?  I’m starving and you keep distracting me.”

      Before he could distract her again, she sat beside him cross-legged on the bed with the full plates of food on a towel on the bed between them.  She took a bite of something that, to him, looked like a piece of jerky around a dog biscuit, chewed enthusiastically, and then lifted a bite to his mouth. “Try this.  It’s some kind of bacon-wrapped date with blue cheese, and it’s fabulous.”   He shrugged and reluctantly opened his mouth, and to his surprise, it was tasty.  They spent the next few minutes eating, the silence broken only by an occasional comment about the deliciousness of the food.  When they finished, they piled the plates back on the cart.  The only thing left was a few grapes, some nuts, a container of honey, and the bottle of champagne.  He grabbed the honey and the bottle of champagne in the ice bucket and placed them on the dresser then he wheeled the cart outside the suite into the hall.

      When he came back, Bella was still sitting on the bed with a smile on her face. “We breaking into the champagne next?  I wouldn’t mind ordering a little dessert to go with it.”

      He sat down beside her and pulled her onto his lap with her back against his chest.  “Not yet.  I have a better idea.”  He ran his hand up her thigh and between her legs, rubbing gently as he kissed the back of her neck and unbuttoned the shirt with the other hand.  He spread the shirt wide and started to fondle her breasts with one hand as the other hand rubbed in firm little circles between her legs.  He slid one finger, then two, inside her and started kissing his way down her neck, telling her between kisses, “Let me finish what I’m doing here, then how ‘bout I’ll have you for dessert, and then we’ll have champagne.”

      By then, Bella only cared that he didn’t stop what he was doing. “That’ll work.”  She pulled her hands up behind his neck, arching her back and undulating against his fingers.  As he felt her get hotter and wetter, he knew she was close, and he kept going until she finally held herself still, moaning his name, and he felt her contracting strongly around his fingers.  She collapsed against him, sweaty and exhausted, her eyes closed as she tried to catch her breath.

      Jack lifted her off his lap, pulled his shirt off her and put her on the bed.  She opened her eyes as he stood up and removed his shorts, rolled on a condom, and he grabbed the honey off the desk and turned back toward her.  She raised up on her elbows and raised her eyebrows as she looked at him. “And what are you planning to do with that, Jack?”

      He stuck his finger in the honey and licked it off as he smiled at her. “I told you I was going to have you for dessert.”  He stuck his finger back in the honey and rubbed it on her lower lip.  She slowly licked her bottom lip then took his hand in hers and sucked and licked every bit of the honey off his finger, moaning an appreciative, “Mmmmm…” the entire time.

      Jack thought he was going to lose it.  He pushed her back flat on the bed and dipped his finger in the honey and started drawing random patterns down her neck, across her collarbones, down over her breasts, around her nipples, down her stomach and thighs, and finally between her legs.

      When he was done, she raised up again and looked down her body and wrinkled her nose. “Jack, you’re making me a sticky mess.”

      He laughed and slid down beside her on the bed so he could kiss her smiling mouth. “Don’t worry, I’ll clean it up.”  He kissed her until she relaxed again against the bed, and then he took his mouth down her neck, licking and kissing and sucking the honey off her soft skin while he massaged and caressed her body with his big hands. By the time he worked his way down her body, Bella was wild from the combination of his mouth and hands and was writhing against him.  “Jack, would you stop teasing me and get inside me now?”

      He completely ignored her.  Instead, he slid off the side of the bed onto his knees on the floor and dragged her down the bed until her hips were on the edge of the bed.  Her legs dangled on either side of his wide shoulders.  He leaned forward and  licked and sucked the honey off the inside of her thighs, and just when Bella thought she was going to have to kill him if he didn’t stop driving her crazy, she felt his tongue between her legs in a long, soft lick.

      Bella reared up at the first touch, so sensitive she wasn’t sure she could take any more.  When she objected, Jack lifted his head and looked in her eyes and told her to relax, he’d take care of her, and then he spread her with his thumbs so he could see all of her.  She was swollen and wet, and he kissed her gently before pushing one finger in, then another.  He then attacked, licking and sucking until Bella was writhing against him, her hands locked in his hair, pulling his face against her, whimpering his name.  Finally, he planted his mouth over her and bit her gently and then sucked her and a climax roared through her whole body.

      She was still lying there with her eyes closed, trying to catch her breath, still throbbing in the aftermath, when Jack stood up and jerked on a condom.  He shifted her higher on the bed, then draped both of her legs over his arms, leaned forward and slammed himself inside her.  Her eyes flew open as he began thrusting inside her so hard the headboard banged against the wall with every movement.  She felt the excitement building again and she grabbed onto Jack’s hips, pulling him even deeper inside her as he moved faster and faster.  Bella felt the beginnings of another orgasm just as Jack threw his head back, roared her name, slammed himself in her as far as he could go, holding himself there as he joined her.  They collapsed on the bed in a sweaty tangle of arms and legs, breathing hard, and Jack somehow managed to roll off onto his back to lie beside her.  He weakly moved his hand to pat her thigh, and she managed to raise her hand enough to cover his and pat it in return.  That was about all of the energy that either one of them could manage.  After a few minutes he managed to dispose of the condom, then he just collapsed back down beside her, their arms and legs touching.

      Finally, Bella turned her head to look at Jack, who smiled at her before asking, “Ready for another round?”

      She groaned and shook her head as she held out her hand in a stop motion. “No, you crazy man, get away from me.  That last round just about killed me.”  Bella tried to roll over, but still didn’t have the energy and flopped back down. “I think you may have broken something I might need.”

      Jack, lying with his eyes closed, grinned at her comment.  He opened one eye and rolled his head toward her.  “Only one way to find out.”  He rolled over so he was facing her and dropped one hand on her bare stomach. He shook her slightly until she looked at him.  He tried to look serious.  “You need me to check you out?  I am a doctor, you know.  If I broke something, I could probably fix it.”

      She groaned and rolled over so they were both facing each other.  One corner of her mouth tipped up in a little smile.  “No thank you, I’m done playing doctor for a while.  That’s what got me into this condition.”  She laughed.  “Anyway, aren’t you a little old to be able to go this many rounds so quickly?”

      He laughed as he scooted closer, wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close up against him.  “I have to admit, this is not my normal level of activity, but it’s been a long time for me, and you’ve been teasing me for months.  I have a feeling if we want to keep this up, we may eventually need some pharmaceutical help, but until then, let’s just roll with it.”

      Bella laughed.  “Sounds good to me.  Actually, it sounds like I’m the one who needs the rest more than you.”

      “Okay, then, how about we take a nap before we go for round two.”  He kissed her neck and pulled her against his side so her arm was across his chest and her legs were tangled with his.

      Her eyes flew open.  “Round two?  Don’t you mean round four?”

      He shrugged and gave her a quick kiss.  “I figure each round is defined by the periods we’re awake.  We came into the room, we fooled around a few times, ate a little something, we’re ready for a nap.  That’s round one.  When we wake up, that’s the start of round two.”

      She stared at him.  “We need to find a different definition.  That would mean that one round just about killed me, and I can’t be that big of a wimp.  I think the correct definition should be based on location.”

      He wrinkled his forehead.  “Explain.”

      She lifted her fingers as she counted.  “One, against the door. Two, in the bed.  Three, in the bed after we ate.  Buddy, by my count, we’re up to round four.”

      He nodded.  “Hmmm.  Maybe you’re right.  Well, if that’s the case, you’re not a wimp, you’re a goddess.  And that would make me a total stud.”  He puffed his chest out and she giggled.  “That’s right.  Who’s the biggest stud, Bella?  Say it, ‘Jack is the biggest stud’.  Come on, say it.” She let out a belly laugh and he started tickling her, so she just laughed harder.

      She snuggled up against him and kissed him.  He grabbed the corner of the blanket and pulled it over them and turned out the light.  “We’ll sleep on it, and maybe when we wake up, you’ll be ready to tell me how much of a stud I am.”

      They both fell asleep with a smile on their faces and neither one of them stirred until the next morning.
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      Jack woke up first, and rolled his head to look at the clock.  Six a.m.  He could barely see Bella’s sleeping face in the light from the open closet, but she was totally out.  He slowly disengaged himself from her sleeping form, being careful not to wake her, and headed toward the bathroom, stopping to grab his phone out of his jacket pocket.  Even though he wasn’t on call this weekend, years of habit always made him check his phone when it had been turned off to make sure nothing happened that needed his attention.

      He went into the bathroom and shut the door before he turned the light on.  He used the bathroom, washed his hands, brushed his teeth, and then turned on his phone.  He saw that he had a text message from his interviewer from Georgia University.  “Congratulations, Jack.  Welcome aboard!  Please give me a call so we can finalize terms, and we’ll shoot for you starting next month. Look forward to working with you.”

      He sat on the edge of the tub.  Holy shit.  He got the job.

      His first thought was excitement.  This was his dream job.  He would be the executive director of the premier center in the country for those who had lost a limb.  He could conduct research, do surgery, design prosthetics, and put together a program that would benefit both veterans and civilians alike, all in a state of the art facility that he helped design.  And he’d be back in Atlanta.

      He turned off the light and went back into the bedroom.  He climbed into the bed and when Bella stirred, he cuddled her against his body until she settled back into sleep.  His mind was racing.  He was excited and wanted to share his news with Bella, but he wanted to wait for the right time.  He had suspected that he had fallen in love with her over the past year, and seeing her and being with her last night had only confirmed it.  He had his dream job, and now he wanted his dream woman, but he was afraid that she wasn’t ready for a relationship and wouldn’t give them a chance.  He really had no idea what to do.

      A few minutes later, Bella woke up and slipped silently out of the bed, heading toward the bathroom.  He saw the light come on under the closed door, and then heard the toilet flush and the water run in the sink.  The light went off, the door opened, and Bella climbed back under the covers.  She scooted over, facing him, and he smelled her minty breath as she gently kissed his chin and fitted the front of her body to the front of his. He ran his big hand slowly down her back onto her hip and pulled her lower body closer until she could feel him, already hard against her belly.  She murmured in approval.  “Hmmm.  Nice.”

      He dipped his head toward her and started kissing her, sweet and gentle at first, then harder and more demanding as she started responding.  Jack ran his hand down to the back of her thigh and grabbed the back of her knee and pulled her leg up to his hip so she was open to him.  He stroked his hand down her thigh and between her legs and groaned when he felt her excitement.  “Jack, please, touch me.”

      As if anything else was an option.  He rubbed circles with his thumb and thrust one finger in, then two, and she moaned and twisted against his hand as he worked her rhythmically.  He could feel her tightening against his hand, getting wetter and hotter, so he sped up and curved his fingers inside her until he hit just the right spot.  Her body pulsed around his fingers and moisture coated his hand as she thrashed against him and moaned his name.  She collapsed against him, panting, and pushed his hand away.  “No more, Jack.  I can’t take any more of that.”

      He held her tightly against his body as her breathing returned to normal.  He lifted one arm to turn on the light, and she was still cuddled against him, her face flushed and her eyes closed.  She opened her eyes and smiled.  “Nice job, Dr. Burton.  I have to say, you being a doctor comes in handy every now and then.  You do know your way around the female anatomy.  From what I understand, a lot of men have a little problem finding a g-spot, but you went right to it, no fumbling around for you.”

      He grinned at her teasing comment.  “Hey, I take the female anatomy portion of my job very seriously. That’s not something that usually comes up in orthopedic surgery, so I have to pay extra attention to get it right.”

      She laughed.  “Your professors would be very proud.”

      He rolled on a condom, and lowered himself on top of her and kissed her laughing mouth.  She wrapped her arms and legs around him and hugged him tightly as he propped himself up on his arms so he didn’t squash her.  He pulled his head back so he could see her face. “Am I too heavy?”

      She shook her head.  “Nope, you’re just right.” She rubbed her hands down his shoulders and down his arms and pulled him down to kiss her.  After a few minutes of deep kisses and fondling whatever body part was within reach, he was inside her, watching her intently as he slowly moved in and out, grinding against her with every stroke.  She smiled up at him and ran her fingers through his hair and she writhed against him, in time with each of his thrusts.  This time it wasn’t frenzied, it was slow and sweet and tender, and when she closed her eyes, he lowered himself to whisper in her ear.  “No, Bella, open your eyes.  I want to see what you’re feeling while I’m inside you.” Her eyes opened and Jack smiled as he continued to move slowly inside her.

      As he noticed her eyes starting to look a little less focused, he slid one arm under her hips to tilt her up so he could seat himself even deeper inside her.  When she gasped at the sensation, he started thrusting a little harder and rocking himself against her.  He watched her, smiling as her neck and chest flushed and her inner muscles started to clench around him.  She threw her head back and grabbed him tight against her, moaning his name.  Jack lost it.  He slammed himself as deep inside her as he could go and held himself there as he exploded so hard he thought he was going to pass out.  He collapsed on top of her and then rolled them to their sides so they were facing each other.  They lazily kissed and Bella reached up her hand to cup his cheek.  “That was very sweet, Mr. Burton.”  She moved her hand to try to smooth his hair away from his face, and he caught her hand, kissed her palm, and then put her hand on his heart, flattening it under his hand so she could feel his thundering heartbeat.  “Look at what you do to me, Bella.  I feel like my heart is about to explode.”  He laughed.  “Woman, I think you’re trying to kill me.”

      She laughed.  “Nah, you seem like a sturdy guy.  You just have to learn to pace yourself.  We’ll have to set you up on some kind of schedule so next time you visit, we don’t have to cram everything into two days.”

      Jack’s mind was racing.  Here was the perfect opportunity to tell her he’d be here all the time, but he didn’t want to just blurt it out while they were cuddling in bed.  He wanted to have a normal conversation over a meal so he could spell out all the benefits and he could explain why they would be so good together. He kept mentally debating, until her voice finally interrupted his thoughts.  “Jack, you alright?”

      Jack focused on her face, and she looked concerned.  He kissed her quickly and smiled.  Okay, now was not the time. “I’m fine.  I’m just trying to figure out what kind of training I can add to get myself in shape for a weekend like this.”

      She pretended to think.  “Hmmm.  Definitely some high intensity interval training.  Maybe some squats.”

      He nodded.  “Absolutely.  Definitely some planks and pushups.”

      “Ooh.  Maybe lunges.” She pretended to swoon.  “That just sounds dirty.”

      He started to laugh.  “It does.  Glad you like it.”   He hugged her closer to him and kissed her.  “So, what do you want to do today?  Do you want to leave the room today, or are you going to keep me here as your incredibly willing sex slave?”

      “Well, as amazing as that sounds, I think we should do both.  Why don’t we go out for a while and come back here later?  At the very least, I need to get to my car so I can get my bag with fresh clothes and all my stuff.” She wrinkled her nose.  “You got me so distracted I didn’t think of getting my bag until we were already in the room, and now I’m going to have to do a total walk of shame to get my stuff out of my car.”

      He started to laugh.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t even think about your stuff.”

      Her face turned red.  “You don’t look very sorry.  In fact, I think you’re actually enjoying this.”  When he started laughing harder at her embarrassment, she stuck her tongue out and then stuck her nose in the air.  “You know what?  I think I’m just going to get dressed, do my walk of shame over to where I left my car, get in it, and go home.  By myself.”

      That sobered him up quickly.  He reached for her and she backed up a little and held her hand up to stop him.  He sat up and scooted next to her and tried to look innocent as he wheedled, “Come on, Bella, you know you don’t want to go home by yourself.  You know you want us to spend the day together.”

      She tried to look stern, but he could see the corners of her mouth twitching up.  He reached out and grabbed her hand and took it to his mouth to kiss it, then rubbed it against the stubble on his face. “Come on, Bella, I’ll go down and get your clothes out of your car, so you don’t have to put on last night’s clothes.  We’ll take a shower and get dressed, then I’ll buy you breakfast and we can do whatever you want.  Today is lady’s choice.”

      She pretended to think about it, then agreed.  “Okay, but you’d better make this day worth my while, big boy.”

      He sat up, grabbed her face between his hands, and gave her a quick smacking kiss on her mouth.  He jumped up, made a quick trip to the bathroom, pulled on his gym shorts, a t-shirt, and a pair of flip flops and asked her for her car keys and where she was parked.  She went to her purse to get her keys, bent over and rifled through it, the whole time describing her car and where it was located in the lot across the street.  She finally found them and turned to see his eyes glued to her naked ass, obviously not listening to a word she said.  Bella rolled her eyes.  It doesn’t matter the age, guys are so predictable.

      She handed him the keys.  “So you shouldn’t have any trouble finding it.”

      He lifted his eyes to her face.  “I’m sorry, trouble finding what?”

      She laughed and grabbed his hand to pull him over to the window.  She pulled back the curtains and pointed to the lot across the street.  “See the red car on the end of the fourth row?”

      He looked to where she was pointing.  “The Lexus convertible?”

      She nodded.  “Yep.  That’s it.  My bag is in the trunk.”  She put her keys in his hand and grabbed his shoulders and pulled him down for a quick kiss.  “Thanks, Jack.  I do appreciate it.”

      He snaked an arm around her waist to pull her closer before she could back away.  “Happy to do it for you, Bella.”  He then kissed her thoroughly, let her go, and headed toward the door. “Why don’t you get started in the shower and I’ll join you as soon as I get back?”  He waved over his shoulder as the door closed behind him.

      Bella laughed and headed toward the shower.  She figured she’d better hurry, because if Jack joined her, she had a feeling she’d never get breakfast and her stomach had started to rumble.

      She hopped in the shower and as she began to wash, she took stock of her body.  There was beard burn and bruises on her neck, breasts, stomach, hips, between her thighs, and on her bottom.  Between her legs she was swollen, sore, and a little raw, and the muscles in her thighs and lower back were sore and stiff from overuse.  She stood under the hot water, letting it help soothe the discomfort and ease the stiffness and soreness out of her muscles.  Bella knew she’d better keep moving today or she’d be completely stiffened up by tomorrow.

      After a few minutes of hot water pounding on her lower back and hips, Bella started to feel much more comfortable.  She finished showering and was standing at the mirror in the bathroom wrapped in a hotel robe with a towel around her head when she heard Jack come back into the room.  He looked disappointed that she was already out of the shower, but he told her that her bag and a hotel key for her were on the bed, and that he’d be out in a few.

      Within a half hour, they were dressed and out the door.  Both of them were starving, so they decided to go to the Pancake House, get a huge breakfast and decide what they wanted to do that day.  The traffic was actually light, for once, and they were seated and had ordered within twenty minutes.

      Bella had been worried that they might be uncomfortable with each other after last night, but they had a great time.  For the next couple of hours, they drank coffee and talked about music, and hobbies, and things like the fact that neither of them was crazy about the beach because sand is so annoying.  It turned out they both still liked their steaks cooked medium-well, and preferred dogs over cats.

      What they didn’t agree on was college football.  He was a diehard Longhorn and she loved her Georgia Bulldogs, so they got into a slight tiff about which school had a tougher conference.  After a heated debate, they agreed to disagree, so they sat there and sipped their coffee.

      Bella smiled.  “Well, I guess it’s a good thing you live in Texas and I live here.  We’d have a real problem come football season.”

      Jack figured that was as good an opening as any to let her know his future plans.  He took a deep breath.  “Well, we might better talk about how we want to manage this before it becomes an issue.  By the time football season rolls around, it looks like I’ll be back in Atlanta for good, all dressed up in my burnt orange, baby.  Hook ‘em horns.”  He flashed the “hook ‘em horns” symbol with his right hand and took a quick sip of coffee, his eyes never leaving her face.

      It took her a minute.  Suddenly, the realization hit her. “Wait.  What?”  Bella put her coffee carefully back on the table and looked at him.  “You’re moving to Atlanta?”

      He nodded and put down his cup, too.  “Yeah, I got a job. Surprise!”

      He didn’t like the look on her face.  She wasn’t smiling and she was starting to look pale and pissed.  He slowly reached across the table and grabbed both of her hands in his and squeezed.  She looked like she was going to hyperventilate.  Or maybe punch him.  He said, in a soothing voice, “Hey, Bella, this is no big deal.”

      She snorted.  “Really?  No big deal?  If it wasn’t a big deal, why didn’t you tell me you were thinking of moving back?  Obviously this wasn’t a sudden decision.  You weren’t suddenly hired today out of nowhere.”

      Jack winced, but he wasn’t going to lie.  “No.  You’re right.  I’ve been thinking about moving back before we reconnected.”

      Bella’s eyes narrowed.  She pulled her hands free from his and crossed her arms across her chest.  “So more than a year.  And in all the times we’ve talked, in all of those conversations we’ve had, this is the first time you’ve ever bothered to mention it?”

      “Well, there were no specific plans or timetables, and then this amazing job opportunity came up, so it all started to get a little more real.  I figured if I got the job, we could sort everything out then.”  Bella still looked pissed, so he tried to explain his thinking.  “Look, Bella, I hadn’t said anything to you because nothing was definite until this morning when they officially offered me the job.”

      “So, if you didn’t have a job yet, why were you planning on moving back?”

      “You know my mom fell and broke her leg last year, and my dad’s starting to have some issues, so I figured it was time I came home so my sister wasn’t having to handle everything by herself.  Mom’s much better now, but let’s face it, they’re not getting younger.   Also, I’m tired of private practice and want to get back into hospital medicine.  I’d told my partners that I wanted out last year, so we’ve been interviewing new doctors for several months and they’ve agreed to buy me out.”  He smiled hopefully. “So, long story short, I’ll be here in a month.  I hope you think this is good news.”

      Bella was shocked.  She really didn’t know what she thought, and took a deep breath.  She enjoyed Jack’s company and was thrilled to find that their chemistry was just as potent in person as it was long-distance, but now he was going to live here.  Did that mean he wanted a relationship?  She had finally gotten used to the idea of a long distance, friends-with-benefits situation, but a real relationship scared her to death.  It had taken her years to make a new life after her husband died and she swore she’d never open herself to that kind of heartbreak again. She sat there staring into space, her mind racing.

      Their server came by to top off their coffee and it brought Bella’s attention back to Jack.  She uncrossed her arms and splashed cream in her coffee.  She met Jack’s gaze, pasted a big, too bright smile on her face as she finished doctoring her coffee and took a sip.  “So, tell me about the job.  Is it something you’re really interested in?”

      He settled back in his seat and grinned.  “I’m thrilled about the whole thing.  You’re now looking at the Executive Director of the new Center for Prosthetics and Rehabilitation, a partnership between Georgia University and the Atlanta VA Hospital.”

      Bella smiled, a real smile this time. “Congratulations, Jack.  It sounds exciting.  And fancy.  So tell me the details.  Does the program already exist?”

      He shook his head.  “Not yet.  At least, not in this form.  Our goal is to design a program that would allow someone who’d lost a limb to go to one place for everything from surgical followup to customized prosthetics and rehab.  Now, patients usually have a surgeon, and then a separate prosthetist, and our work with veterans at the VA hospitals have shown that a more integrative approach is more successful.”  He took a sip of coffee.  “It also allows us to do studies and research on designs for new prosthetics, and the patients would be both military personnel and civilians.”

      Bella smiled at his enthusiasm. “Jack, that sounds like an amazing opportunity.  So, do you have a facility already, or are they going to build you something?”

      “Right now, we’re taking over the existing rehab center at Georgia University plus a smaller building next to it, and we’ll be working some at the VA hospital.  They’ve agreed to do some renovations and they’re putting in some new computers and equipment, but within the next two years Georgia University will break ground on a new, state of the art facility.”  He grinned at her.  “They’re letting me organize the department however I want and we’ve got funding for several new doctors and prosthetists.  I’ve even got plans to hire a friend of mine who is a kinesiologist and biomedical engineer who worked with Olympians on gait analysis.  He and I have been working on a design for a prosthetic ankle that will allow an almost perfectly normal gait, but without a huge cost.  It could be a game changer for people with lower leg amputations.” He took another sip of coffee.   “I’m really excited about it.  Within two or three years, I want this place to be the place to come if you lose a limb.”

      “That sounds great.  So when will these other doctors join your group?”

      He shrugged.  “Probably not until late fall.  We need to get everything in place, the computers we already have need to be up and running, and I need enough offices for all my docs and lab people.  The next few months are going to be crazy.  My goal is to be completely functional and ready to roll by January first.”

      Bella took a deep breath and seemed to relax a little.  She sipped her coffee as she thought.  Finally, she looked at him.  “So I guess you’ll be really busy until after the first of the year?”

      “Not too busy for you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      She looked guilty as she stared down at the table, so Jack figured that’s exactly what she was hoping.  He put down his coffee, took hers and put it aside and gently picked up her hand.  When she finally looked at him, he smiled.  “Bella, this is no different from what we talked about.  The only difference is that it’ll be local instead of long distance, so it’s less complicated.  No big deal.”

      She pulled her hand back and smiled sadly at him.  “Jack, I’m sorry, but it’s a huge deal to me.  This has gone from an occasional, fun, flirty long-distance friends-with-benefits arrangement to you living here and wanting to have a serious relationship.  And I’m sorry, but that’s not something I’m interested in.”  She turned and picked up her purse.  She stood up, pulled out some cash and put it in the middle of the table and then turned to him. “I need to get back to the hotel and get my stuff.  I just remembered I have some things I need to get done before Monday so I probably should get home.  I can grab an Uber if you want to stay a while.”

      He slid out of the booth and stood up.  He grabbed her cash and stuck it in her open purse and then opened his wallet and threw a couple of twenties on the table.  His jaw was clenched and he stared at her.  “No, I’ll take you back to the hotel.”  He jammed one hand in his pocket and motioned for her to go ahead of him with the other.  “But we need to have a talk, and then if you still want to go, I won’t give you any shit about it.”  When she looked like she was going to argue, Jack interrupted.  “We were supposed to have the whole weekend, and all I’m asking is for a little more time.  I think you owe me that much.”

      “Okay.”  Bella wasn’t going to argue.  She started out to his rental car and he followed her out.  He unlocked and opened her door and shut it gently once she was seated.  As he walked around the car, he tried to get control of his emotions.  He knew Bella would be surprised, and maybe even a little freaked out, when he told her he was moving here, but he had no idea that she would panic to the extent she’d want to stop seeing him completely.  He opened the door, got in and started the car and headed back toward the hotel.

      Bella stared silently out the side window the entire ride.  When they reached the hotel, he pulled up to the valet station and he and Bella got out of the car and went inside to the elevator without a word.  When they reached the room, he opened the door and they both went inside.  She immediately sat in a chair by the door in the living room part of the suite, crossed her arms and looked at him expectantly.  “So? What do you want to talk about?”

      He leaned his butt against the desk, crossed his feet, and braced his hands next to his hips.  Outwardly, he looked calm, but Bella could see his knuckles were white where he gripped the edge of the desk.  She felt terrible that she’d upset him, but his moving here was a huge problem for her and she had no idea how to handle it.

      He finally spoke.  “So you don’t want us to see each other at all, Bella?”

      She shook her head and her eyes filled with tears.  “No, Jack, I hate the idea of not seeing you.  But I’m sorry, I just can’t do it again.”  She grabbed a tissue off the desk and blotted her eyes.

      His voice was quiet.  “Do what again?”

      “I can’t be involved in a relationship again.”

      He snorted. “Bella, I hate to break it to you, but it’s too late.  You’re already in a relationship.  With me.”  When she shook her head, he continued.  “Yes, you are.  For over a year, we’ve talked every day, we’ve texted, we talk about everything…”

      “Not everything,” she interrupted.  “Let’s not forget the one huge thing you left out.   ‘Oh, Bella, by the way, I’m planning on moving back to Atlanta’.  That would’ve been a good thing to talk about.”

      “Why?  So you could break it off with me sooner?  I knew you were hesitant to get involved with me in anything other than a friendship capacity, and that was fine because we hadn’t seen each other in person.  If the chemistry wasn’t there, we could stay great friends, no harm, no foul.  But, the chemistry is off the charts.  Then you find out I’m moving here and it scares you so badly you decide to end everything.  What the hell, Bella?”  He grabbed each arm of the chair so she was penned in, and leaned over her until she had no place to look but directly in his eyes.  “Why won’t you even consider getting involved with me?”

      She looked at him without flinching.  “Jack, I’m sorry, but I can’t do it again.  When my husband, Max, died, I honestly didn’t think I’d be able to recover from it.  Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t hide out in the bed, or drink myself into oblivion, or anything like that.  I got up, I went to work, I saw my friends, but, for a long time, I was going through the motions.  His death gutted me.  It took me years to find a new normal where I could experience joy again.  I can’t go through something like that again.  I don’t think I have the ability to open myself up to another person like that a second time because, if something happened, I don’t know if I could find my way back again.”

      He tried to be reasonable.  “Bella, you’re getting ahead of yourself.  I’m saying, let’s go slow.   I’ve got no problem with the whole friends-with-benefits deal.  The only difference is that we’d be doing it locally instead of long-distance.  It’s the exact same thing as before, except we don’t have to work out the travel.  It’s the perfect situation.”

      “It’s not the same thing, Jack.”  She shook her head as tears spilled onto her cheeks.  “You’re right about our chemistry.  It is off the charts, and if we’re both here in town, you know as well as I do that we’re going to end up in a real relationship, and I’m just not willing to go there.”  She stood up and he backed up to give her room to move.  She walked past him into the bedroom and reappeared with her bag in her hand.  “Jack, I’m so sorry.  I’m going to miss you, but I think this is for the best.”

      She went to step past him, but he caught her arm and pulled her back around.  He kissed her and hugged her tightly, which made her start to cry harder.  “Bella, I’ll let you go for now, but I want you to think about something.  You’re a smart woman, and you know that what you’re doing is letting fear rule your life.  You have a chance at something real with someone who is crazy about you, and you’re willing to throw it away because you’re afraid of the possibility of being hurt sometime in the future.  I think you’re smarter than that, and I think you’re braver than that.  When you’re ready to give us a chance, you know where to find me.”  He gave her one final squeeze, kissed her forehead, walked past her into the bathroom and closed the door.

      He heard the door to the suite close and he ran the water in the sink and splashed it on his face.  He reached blindly for a towel, and as he blotted the water from his eyes, he tried to calm down but he was furious.  He was angry and frustrated, his stomach was in knots, and he felt like he needed to do something to blow off some steam.

      He decided to go for a run.  He went to his suitcase, pulled on his shorts, shirt, and running shoes and headed downstairs.  As he passed the front desk, he asked if he could change rooms, but they were full for the weekend and couldn’t move him, so he asked them to please get housekeeping upstairs to change the sheets and towels as soon as possible.  By the time he finished his run, he didn’t want any reminders of their time together.  He didn’t want to smell her perfume in his bed, or her lotion on the towels.  He walked outside and started to stretch.  He hoped the run would help him figure out how to fix his life.

      He put in his earbuds, turned up his music, and started off across the park.  He usually did some of his best thinking while he ran, and he hoped that maybe he could figure out a way to convince Bella to come to her senses and give them a chance.  As he ran, his stomach started to feel better and, by the time he got back, he had a plan.  He figured that Bella just needed a little time to realize that what they had could be something special and she should give them a chance.  He’d leave her alone for the next month to give her enough time to miss him, and then, if she still didn’t come around, he’d figure out something else.  In the meantime, he decided that when he got back, he’d call the airlines and see if he could get a flight back this afternoon instead of tomorrow.  No sense staying around and wallowing in misery.  He may as well get back to Texas and start getting his stuff together for the move.  The sooner he moved to Atlanta, the sooner he could start working on getting Bella back.
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      Four weeks and four days later, on a Wednesday evening, Jack moved into his tiny rental house near Georgia University.  He’d sold his house fully furnished to one of his former business partners who’d just gotten divorced, and he’d driven out to Atlanta with his clothes, some artwork, and some personal stuff crammed in the back of his Explorer, and Melvin, his dachshund mix, riding shotgun.  He’d stopped by his new office that morning to see how construction was progressing.  He answered some phone calls and emails, and now he had the rest of the week and the entire weekend to relax, go to the grocery store, and get his house liveable.

      He hadn’t heard a word from Bella.  No calls, no texts, no nothing, for over a month.  He’d been cyberstalking her on Facebook and had seen a couple of pictures online from fundraisers she’d attended, but she was smiling and looked like she didn’t have a care in the world, so he’d stopped looking.  It was easier to convince himself that she missed him as much as he missed her when he wasn’t looking at pictures where she looked like she was having a great time without him.  He wasn’t sure the best way to approach her now that the month was up, so he figured that maybe he’d casually text her next week, or call her to see if she’d like to grab lunch or come see his new house.  He hoped that if they saw each other he’d have some idea of how she felt and could figure out the best way to wrangle his way back in her life.

      The next morning, he decided to run some errands.  He bought a bunch of stuff for the house, like cleaning supplies and a new vacuum, then went to a store to buy a new mattress.  He’d rented a furnished house, but one night on the bed in his room convinced him that he needed to buy his own mattress to save his back from permanent damage.  He ordered one and paid extra to have it delivered that afternoon, then went to Costco to buy sheets, towels, and some new cookware.  By the time he was done with everything, he was starving.  He decided to stop at Whole Foods to grab something already prepared and to stock up on a few staples for his pantry.  He fixed a plate and ate it in their little area with the tables and then grabbed a buggy to do some shopping.  He rounded the corner at the end of the first aisle when he ran into someone coming in the other direction.  He looked up to apologize and found himself face to face with Bella.  His apology died in his throat, and he stood there staring at her with his mouth open.

      She stared right back and her eyes welled up as her face paled.  A tiny blonde woman next to her looked between the two of them and, when it was obvious Bella wasn’t going to introduce them, stepped forward with her hand out.  “Hey.  I’m Bella’s friend, Daisy Mathis.  And you are?”

      Jack automatically took her hand and shook it, finally tearing his eyes away from Bella long enough to smile and answer her.  “I’m Jack Burton.  Nice to meet you, Daisy.  I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Daisy gasped as she realized who he was.  “Holy shit, you’re Bella’s Jack?”

      He shook his head and looked sad for a moment.  “Used to be.  Now, I guess I’m just Jack.”  He smiled and looked at Bella.  “Hey, Bella.  How are you?”

      She swallowed and tried to smile.  When that didn’t work, she politely answered, “Fine, Jack.  Are you here permanently, now?”

      He nodded.  “Yep.  Just got moved in yesterday and I start work Monday.”  His eyes never left hers.  “You should come by and check out the new house and office.  I’m almost settled in.”

      “Sounds great.  Well, we need to go.  I hope you have a good day and congratulations on your move.”  She spun her cart around and headed in the other direction.  Daisy turned to join her, but hesitated when she saw Jack’s face.  He looked so sad that her heart went out to him.  She touched his arm and he looked at her.

      “Jack, I’m really glad I got to meet you, and I’m really sorry y’all decided you couldn’t work it out.”

      He snorted.  “Is that what she said?  That we decided we couldn’t work it out?” Daisy nodded yes, and he rubbed his hands through his hair, obviously frustrated. “No, that’s not what happened at all.  I wanted us to be together, but she made it perfectly clear she’s not interested in a relationship.  I don’t know what the hell to do.  I can’t make her take a chance on us.”

      Daisy nodded slowly. “No, you’re right.  You can’t make her take a chance if she’s not ready.”  She patted him on the shoulder.  “Look, she’s been miserable this past month.  Don’t give up on her, just hang in there, okay?” She waved and ran around the corner to catch up with Bella.

      Daisy caught up with Bella halfway down the aisle and grabbed her arm to drag her to a stop.  When Bella turned around, tears were rolling down her face and she looked miserable.  Daisy hugged her and then told her to leave the buggy and guided her outside to sit on a bench.  “Bella, what is going on here?  Y’all both look pathetic.   Please talk to me and tell me what’s wrong.”

      Bella just shook her head.  “I can’t talk about it without crying.  It’s been a month and it’s only gotten worse.”

      Daisy took her hand.  “Bella, what happened?  You said y’all both decided a relationship wasn’t a good idea, but you refused to talk about it and you’ve been nothing but sad for the last month.  And that was not the face of a man who doesn’t care about you, so what’s really going on?”

      Bella took a deep breath.  “Maybe you’re right.  Maybe it would be good to talk to someone about this, because I sure as hell haven’t been able to figure it out on my own.”

      Bella reached into her purse for a tissue but didn’t have one.  Daisy didn’t have one either, but found a panty shield in her purse and offered it to Bella.  “I’m afraid this is the best I can do.”

      Bella laughed and shrugged.  “What the hell?  That’ll work.”  She used it to wipe her eyes and blow her nose.  She wadded it up, threw it away in the trash can behind them, and turned on the bench so she faced Daisy and started to talk.   “Daisy, I didn’t know you then, but I had a really rough time when I lost my husband.  It was completely unexpected and I had a really hard time afterwards.  I got up every day and I went through the motions of living, but it took me years until I was able to feel happiness and joy in my everyday life.  I was rocking along, perfectly content, working, hanging out with my friends, and then I reconnected with Jack.  And boom, he’s fun and he’s a great guy, and we’re having a great time, and I had finally come to terms that I was ready to commit to being great friends who fool around and enjoy each other when we have time.”

      Daisy nodded.  “So, basically, y’all would have a casual, long-distance, friends-with-benefits arrangement.  No strings, no deep emotions, no real relationship, just the sex and the fun.  The good stuff, not the hard stuff.”

      Bella was relieved that Daisy understood.  “Exactly.  Then Jack comes into town, and the chemistry was through the roof and the sex was amazing, and then he tells me, oh by the way, he’s moving to Atlanta in a month.”  Her eyes teared up again. “And I knew that if he moved here and we were still together, there’s no way we wouldn’t end up in a relationship.”

      “Would a relationship be such a bad thing?” Daisy said.  “From what you said, he seems like a great guy, and it’s obvious he’s crazy about you.”

      “He is a great guy, but Daisy, I don’t know if I can risk that again.  If we got together and something happened to Jack, I don’t know if I’d be able to come back again.  And I don’t want to be the kind of person who lives a joyless, miserable life.”

      Daisy nodded.  “I totally get that.  And Bella, just so you know, when my marriage ended after my husband knocked up his bimbo secretary, I had a lot of the same type of issues.  I never wanted to put myself in a position where someone I trusted could betray me like that.  It was easier just to avoid a relationship completely than to be that vulnerable to another person.”

      Bella thought about that.  Daisy avoided being hurt by avoiding relationships, just like Bella was doing with Jack.  “How did you get past it?”

      Daisy laughed.  “I didn’t.  It was all Luke.   At that point in my life, I was way too much of a chicken to take a risk like that on my own.  Basically, he wore me down.  We hung out as friends for months, and I kept pushing him away, and he kept coming back.  Then he switched tactics, and distracted me with sex every time I tried to push him away. Eventually, I realized I was in love with him and I stopped pushing.”

      Bella smiled.  “He’s a patient man.”

      “That he is.”  Daisy patted her leg. “Bella, I totally get that you’re scared something will happen in the future and you won’t be able to be happy.  Well, guess what?  You’re not happy now.  Maybe jumping in with both feet is less of a risk than you think.”  Daisy stood up.  “Just think about it.”

      Suddenly, Bella grabbed her arm and pulled her back down next to her.  “Ssh. There’s Jack.”

      Daisy automatically looked around and whispered back.  “Where?”

      Bella inclined her head toward the other side of the parking lot, still whispering.  “Over there. In the red Explorer.”

      Daisy looked to see Jack unloading groceries in the back of the SUV.  From their bench, she could see his face, and she whispered.  “He looks upset.”  Then she shook her head, realizing he couldn’t hear them, and poked Bella in the side.  “Bella, think about what I said.”

      Bella shrugged. “I’ll think about it.”   She turned and kissed Daisy on the cheek.  “Thanks.  Come on, let’s go finish our shopping.”

      Bella stood up and they walked back in to find her shopping cart where she left it.  They finished their shopping and went home.
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      Bella got up early the next morning and headed out her front door for a walk.  All night, she’d dreamed of Jack, and when she’d woken up at five, her face was wet with tears and her body throbbed with wanting him.  She kept thinking about what Daisy had said, and she thought a little exercise might help her get some clarity on the subject.

      When she reached the sidewalk, she saw a man sitting on a bench in front of her house with a little fluffy, cream-colored dog on a leash.  The dog ran over to her, stretching his leash as far as it could go, wagging his tail so hard his entire little body was wiggling.  Bella dropped down on the curb to pet him.  Then she saw the Longhorns harness and her head whipped around to see the man on the bench.

      Jack smiled at her.  “Hey, Bella.”

      Jack saw the unguarded expression on her face before she hid it, and he was happy to see it was pure pleasure to see him.  For the first time in weeks, he started to feel that maybe he still had a chance to work his way back into Bella’s good graces.  He had decided last night that he’d given her enough space, and that he would approach her as a friend, no pressure.  To help his cause, he had given Melvin a bath and shaved and put on the cologne and gym shorts that he knew she liked from their time in the hotel.

      She dropped her gaze to the dog as he climbed into her lap and flipped over so she could reach his belly.  “And who are you, you sweet, adorable, handsome, boy?”

      “Uh, I’m Jack.”  Jack said with a straight face, which made Bella laugh a little, despite herself. “Oh, you mean him?  The little guy in your lap is Melvin.”

      Bella rubbed Melvin’s belly and his eyes closed in ecstasy as his body relaxed.  When she stopped for a second, he put his front paws together and waved them at her until she started petting him again. She laughed and stopped again so she could see him wave for her to continue.  “Jack, your dog is hilarious.  Why have I never seen him before when we were video chatting?”

      Jack laughed.  “Usually by then, he was in my bed asleep or outside playing in the yard.  In our old neighborhood, he liked to sit outside every night and howl back and forth with the neighbor’s dog.  Plus, I tried to keep him out whenever I thought there may be some adult activity, like strip poker.  He’s still young and impressionable and I didn’t want to scar him for life.”

      Bella’s mouth tipped up slightly at the corners.  Even though she still wasn’t making any extended eye contact, that little movement gave Jack hope that Bella had warmed up to him a little.  “What kind of dog is he, Jack?  He looks like some kind of dachshund mixed with something fluffy.”

      Jack walked over and dropped on the curb next to Bella.  “My office staff had him DNA tested as my birthday present last year.  He’s a sheltie/dachshund/chihuahua mix.  My sister says that makes him a she-doxie-huahua.”

      Bella laughed out loud.  “That’s hilarious.  He’s a rescue dog?”

      Jack nodded.  “Someone dumped his mom and a litter of five puppies by the side of the road, and the mom had gotten killed by a car.  Fortunately, someone found the puppies and took them to a rescue group, but they were still so little that their eyes weren’t open yet and they had to be bottle fed.  One of the nurses in my old office volunteers with that rescue, so she brought the entire litter to the office so they could be fed around the clock.  We set up a schedule and we all took turns taking them home until they were weaned.  This little guy took to me from day one, and when it was time to find them homes, I couldn’t let him go and Melvin became mine.”  At the sound of his name, Melvin opened his eyes and wagged his tail and then immediately relaxed again as Bella stroked his tummy.  “I work long hours and I didn’t want to leave him home by himself, so I had him trained and certified as a therapy dog and he usually goes to the office with me.  He loves everyone, and he’s especially great with some of my injured veterans.  He usually hangs out in the physical therapy department during the day, and when the patients take a break, Melvin takes one with them.”

      Bella finally raised her gaze to meet Jack’s.  “That’s a great story.  And I love the fact that you found a way to spend time with Melvin while you’re working.”

      Jack smiled at her.  “It’s worked out great for Melvin and me, both.”

      Bella smiled back at him and then quickly dropped her gaze back to Melvin.  He was so relaxed, he was almost asleep, and kept jerking himself awake whenever he started snoring.  “So y’all were waiting for me?”

      Jack kept his tone casual. “We thought you might like to join us for a walk or a run.  Melvin, here, may be a lowrider, but he’s a little jock and can run or walk for days.  We needed some exercise and wanted some company, so we put your address in the GPS and came on over.  You up for it?”

      Bella stared at him, and Jack started to get nervous. He’d figured an informal invitation in a public place wouldn’t freak Bella out, and Melvin was so adorable, he’d yet to find a female dog lover who could refuse him.

      Finally, Bella shrugged.  “Sure, why not?  I was just about to go for a walk anyway.”

      Jack let his breath out in a whoosh of relief.  Melvin strikes again.  As soon as Melvin heard “walk,” he got to his feet and was ready to go.  They started off down the street.  Melvin strutted out to the end of his leash and trotted along the sidewalk, greeting every person and dog with a wagging tail and a huge doggie smile.

      Bella laughed at Melvin’s attitude.  “Jack, that may be the happiest dog I’ve ever seen.”

      “Yeah, I tell people he’s the Walmart greeter of the animal kingdom.  He loves everyone and everything.”

      They walked for a little while, until Bella broke the silence.  “So how’s your house?  You get everything moved in?”

      He grinned. “Yeah, it only took about twenty minutes.”  She raised her eyebrows.  “When I left Houston, I decided I wanted a fresh start, so I sold my house completely furnished to one of my ex-partners who was going through a nasty divorce, and I basically walked away with my clothes, my personal stuff, and Melvin.  I don’t really know where I want to live, and whether I eventually want to get a house or a condo, so I’m renting a little furnished house over by the VA.  It’s a great little house, but I did have to buy a bed.  I paid a chunk to get it delivered yesterday because I was afraid if I slept more than one night on that rental bed I might end up partially paralyzed.”

      Bella smiled.  “The disadvantage of not being eighteen anymore.”

      “No kidding.  I think a bunch of college kids lived there before, and some of the furniture is a little worse for wear.  I’m going to buy a chair to hang out in and I’m buying a couple of big TVs today.”  They stopped for Melvin to investigate an interesting smelling bush.  “Any suggestions on where to go?  I’ll get the TVs at Costco, but I have no idea where to get a good chair.”

      “Check at Costco while you’re there, but if you don’t see anything, I’ll think about a place for you to go if that doesn’t work out.”

      “Thanks.”  He wanted to ask her if she’d join him, but he didn’t want to push too hard and scare her off.   They kept walking until they crossed over into Virginia Highlands. Jack was just about to ask Bella if she’d like to get some coffee when they heard a familiar voice.

      “Bella?  Jack?”  It was Daisy.  She was sitting at a table outside of Java Vino with her husband Luke and their three dogs.  Melvin immediately started wagging and pulling at his leash trying to get closer so he could visit, so Jack walked him up to the table.

      Bella shook her head and followed.  Crap.  Now, Daisy would be interrogating them and Bella wasn’t really ready to answer questions. Luke was already standing up to shake Jack’s hand as Daisy introduced them, and when Bella reluctantly joined them, Luke put his arm around her and kissed her on the cheek.  “Hey, Bella.”  He indicated the chairs on the other side of the table. “Y’all join us.  We’re just hanging out and our three pups would love to have a new friend to play with.”

      Jack pulled out the seat for Bella and, as she got situated, he grabbed the other chair and dropped into it.  “This is Melvin, and as you can see, he loves to meet new friends.”

      Daisy pointed as she introduced their dogs.  “This is Cletus, Monroe and Diego.  And they also love new friends, so this should be great for everyone.”  Suddenly, Melvin leaped into Bella’s lap and flipped over so she could start petting him again.  When he realized Daisy could also reach him with minimal effort he put his paws together and waved them at Daisy.

      Bella laughed.  “Apparently, he wants you to pet him, too, Daisy.”

      Daisy instantly obliged. “Lawd, Jack, he may be the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen.  What a little flirt.”

      Jack laughed.  “That he is.  One of my nurses in Houston was a young, single guy, and he used to take Melvin out for a walk every day at lunch.  He called him ‘the world’s best chick magnet’,” crooking his fingers in air quotes, “and I guess he was because the guy came back every day with a new phone number.”

      “That’ll be handy for you since you’re in a new city.”  Damn it.  Bella didn’t mean to say that, and she winced as everyone fell silent and looked at her.  She focused on Melvin and petted his soft fur.

      Jack’s face was expressionless, but she knew the comment had irritated him. He stared at her until she met his eyes. “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary.  I’ve already met my ideal woman without Melvin’s help.”  He handed Melvin’s leash to Bella and stood up.  “I’m going to get some coffee.  Daisy, Luke, would you like a refill?”  They thanked him and declined, saying they were good.  “Bella, what would you like?”  She asked for a latte, he nodded and went inside.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Daisy raised her eyebrows.  “Ouch, Bella.”

      Bella blew out a frustrated breath.  “Shit. I know, I know.  That was a jerky thing to say.  It just slipped out.  One walk and we’re already starting to get comfortable together again and I guess I just needed to put a little distance between us.”  Melvin flipped over and jumped down to visit with the other dogs and Bella slouched back in her chair.

      Daisy reached out and patted her hand.  “I’m glad to see you decided to see him, at least.”

      Bella shook her head.  “I didn’t, really. When I walked outside this morning he was outside my house and asked me if I wanted to take a walk, so I agreed.  It wasn’t planned.”

      “However it happened, I’m glad y’all decided to spend some time together,” Daisy said.  “It’s pretty obvious he’s nuts about you.”

      Bella shrugged.  “Yeah, I guess.  I’m actually pretty nuts about him, too.  That’s the problem.”

      Luke leaned forward.  “Bella, can I add my two cents to this?  Daisy filled me in on what’s going on, and I’ve been in Jack’s incredibly uncomfortable shoes, so I might be able to offer you a little different perspective.”

      Bella smiled at him.  “I’ll take any help I can get, at this point.”

      “It sounds like you’re doing the same thing to Jack that Daisy did to me, which was push me away because of fear of what could possibly happen in the future.”  Bella nodded.  “I know you lost your husband suddenly, and I can’t imagine what that was like, but the truth is, any of us could die, or get sick, tomorrow, but you can’t live your life worried that it might happen.  What if y’all both live to be a hundred and you’re giving up a chance for fifty years of happiness?  That’s a lot of living you’d be missing.”

      Bella felt her eyes start to tear up, and Luke handed her a napkin.  “Bella, I’m going to tell you the same thing I told Daisy.  Don’t think so much.  Just relax and have some fun.  Don’t label it, don’t worry so much about what might happen, and I promise it’ll work out the way it’s supposed to.  You’re a wonderful person and you deserve to be happy. ” Luke reached over to squeeze Bella’s hand and he winked.  “And no matter what happens, you’re badass enough to handle it, and you have plenty of people who love and support you, so you’ll always end up on your feet.”

      Bella nodded and Daisy jumped up to hug her, just as Jack came through the door with their coffees.  He looked at Daisy and Bella and saw that they both had tears in their eyes.  He stopped in his tracks and looked at Luke, confused.  “What the hell happened while I was gone?”  Bella and Daisy laughed at his confusion and sat back in their chairs.

      Luke shrugged.  “Welcome to my world.  You’ll learn that with these women, it’s usually better not to ask too many questions.  Anyway, good to have another guy on board.”  He put his arm around Daisy and kissed the top of her head.

      Jack handed Bella her coffee and sat down.  Bella looked over to him and reached over to pat his arm and offered in a low voice.  “Thanks for the coffee.  And sorry, I was acting like a jerk.”

      He saw the sincerity in her face and relaxed.  “No problem.”

      “And I don’t want you to use Melvin as a chick magnet.”

      Jack laughed.  “Well, I’m afraid Melvin can’t help the fact he’s so appealing to women, but I have no interest in anyone’s phone number but yours.”

      Bella agreed that Melvin was too adorable to ignore.  “Fair enough.”

      As they finished their drinks, Daisy peppered Jack with questions about his new job.  “I write a weekly column for the paper, but I also do human interest pieces for the Atlanta paper.  Would you be interested in letting me interview you about your new program?”

      Jack grinned at her.  “Absolutely.  I’d love an opportunity to tell everyone what we’re trying to accomplish.  Within a few years, our goal is to be the premier destination in the country for people who have suffered amputations.

      Daisy listened intently.  “You know, Jack, I used to work for the local news station, and I still know some people that work there.  I’ll be happy to make a few calls to see if they’d like to do a story on your new center.  With all the bad stuff people have heard about the VA the past few years, it would be great to show that we’ve got new innovative programs designed to help both veterans and civilians.

      Jack was excited at the idea. “Daisy, that would be amazing.  The more people that hear about it, the more people we can help.  Just give me a few months to finish getting all our people in place, and our facility up and running.  We’ve reconfigured some areas and changed out all of the computer systems, so I want a little time to work all the bugs out before we start showing it off.”

      “You’ve got it.  I’ll check with my editor and once I get the go-ahead, I’ll call you and we’ll figure out the timing.”

      “Sounds perfect.”  He and Daisy grinned at each other, and then she turned to Luke.  “Ready to head out?”  He nodded yes, and she patted his leg as they stood up.  “I’ve got to do some cooking for us and Lola.  Also, my mom,” she rolled her eyes, “…is having some fancy get-together on Tuesday night and she wants me to cook.”

      Bella tried not to laugh at Daisy’s distress.  “From the uncomfortable look on your face I take it she also wants to you attend?  And probably wear something fancy?”

      Daisy sighed.  “Yes, and yes, unfortunately.”  Bella knew firsthand that there were few things in life that Daisy hated worse than getting dressed up.  “It’s some political thing for my dad and my mom has gotten the idiotic idea that I would be an asset at her political gathering.  I told her I would be happy to make the food, and I arranged for a couple of our college-aged cousins who used to work for a caterer to serve the food, but I refused to attend.  So now, she’s pissed at me, for a change.”

      “Is it for your Dad’s re-election campaign?”  Bella explained to Jack that Daisy’s dad was the long-time sheriff of Fulton County and the election was in November.

      “Yep.  And, of course, I offered to help my dad with whatever he needs.  Besides cooking for any small events they personally host, I also handle all of his written materials.  I wrote the info for his re-election website and did some press releases and some copy for a couple of ads to help him out, but let’s be honest.  That’s the kind of stuff I’m good at.  My damn mom should know by now that dressing me up and parading me around isn’t helpful to anyone.”

      Bella was very fond of Daisy’s parents, but she knew Daisy’s mom often drove her nuts.  “Please tell them to call me if they need any fundraising help.  I’ll be happy to brainstorm some ideas or handle anything if they need me.”

      Daisy thanked her and they untangled the pooches so she and Luke could head out.  Daisy smiled at Jack.  “Jack, it was great to have a chance to get to know you a little.  I’m really glad you’ve moved to Atlanta and I’ll let you know what my editor says about the story.”

      He stood up and leaned over to kiss her cheek.  “Thanks, Daisy.”  He offered his hand to Luke.  “Great to meet you, Luke.” They shook hands and promised to get together soon.

      Jack and Bella took a few more minutes to finish up their coffees, then headed back out with Melvin. Jack asked how long Daisy and Luke had been together.  “Well, they’re a lot like us.  They knew each other in college and they each ended up with someone else and then got back together when Luke moved to Atlanta.  I guess now they’ve been together three years, or so.”

      “I like them both a lot.  Very nice people.”

      Bella agreed.  “Yep.  I’m sure you’ll meet that whole group eventually.  They’re all a bunch of nice people.”

      They continued walking, just enjoying the day, laughing as Melvin greeted everyone they encountered with his sweet smile and full body wag.  By the time they reached her house, the temperature was starting to climb and Melvin was panting.  “Why don’t y’all come in and we’ll get something to drink and cool off.  Poor Melvin’s tongue is about to drag the ground.”

      Jack was relieved at the invitation. “Sounds great to me.  I’d like a tour of your house anyway.  From what I can see, the pictures you sent me from the tour of homes doesn’t do it justice.”

      They went inside and Jack let Melvin off his leash.  Bella told Jack she’d be right back and returned with a bowl of water. They laughed as Melvin lapped some of it up then immediately flopped down on top of the air conditioning vent in the floor.  “While Melvin is enjoying the air vent, can I get you some tea?”

      Jack nodded and followed her down the hall and into the kitchen.  As they walked, he looked around, taking in the details in her beautiful home.  “Your place is gorgeous, Bella.”  She handed him a glass of tea and he thanked her and chugged half of it.  She did the same, then refilled both of their glasses.

      “Thanks.  I like it too.”  They stood there in the kitchen staring at each other.  Jack wanted to reach over and take her hand, but he didn’t want to mess up the fragile truce they had formed.  He drained his glass, rinsed it, and placed it in the sink.  “So, what are you doing the rest of the day?”

      She shrugged as they walked back to the living room.  “Nothing exciting.  I have a little work to do this afternoon on some advertising for a big spring benefit, and I was going to do some work in the yard, but I think it’s getting too hot.  I guess I’ll just hang out and read for a while.  What about you?”

      “I’m going on a manly hunt for two big screen TVs for my living room and bedroom. And then I’ve got to find someone to hang them for me.  I broke one last year trying to hang it myself, so I swore that was the last time I’d do it.  I’m usually pretty handy, so I do most repair stuff myself, but I learned the hard way that hanging a huge TV is not a one person job.”

      Bella laughed.  “That’s an expensive lesson.”  She took out her phone and started typing.  “Let me ask Luke who he uses for that stuff.  He’s does a lot of high end renovations, so he knows who’ll do a good job for you.”  She sent the text, and Luke answered almost immediately.  Bella forwarded the contact information to Jack and shoved her phone back in her pocket.  “There you go, Jack.  Mike Krzyzewski.  Like Coach K.  Luke says he’s a little hard to understand unless you speak Polish, but he does a great job, so give him a call.”

      Jack smiled when he heard the little chime on his phone.  “Thanks, Bella.”  He leaned forward, and saw Bella tense as he got close.  He kissed her quickly on the cheek, thanked her for the tea, and took Melvin’s leash out of his back pocket.  “Come on Melvin, we’ve got stuff to do.”  Melvin opened one eye and then closed it again, not moving a muscle.

      Bella laughed.  “I think he’s comfortable.”

      Jack shook his head.  “I think he’s a brat.”  He leaned over, connected the leash to Melvin’s harness and stood up.  “Come on Melvin, we need to go.”  He gently tugged for Melvin to get up, but Melvin went boneless and refused to move or open his eyes.  Jack started laughing.  “I don’t think he wants to leave.”  Melvin opened one eye, thumped his tail once, and then went limp again, ignoring Jack.

      Bella grinned at Jack.  “Does this mean I get to keep him?”  Melvin’s tail started wagging, and he lifted his head up and woofed at Bella.

      “No, you little brat, I’m not leaving you here with Bella.  Come on.”  He bent over to pick up Melvin off the floor and slung him over his shoulder.  Bella walked them out, with Melvin now upright and smiling at her over Jack’s shoulder and wagging his tail.

      She petted him one last time as they turned to go down the steps.  “Bye, Melvin.”

      Jack turned half way around and smiled.  “Bye Bella.  I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Bye Jack.  Have fun buying your TVs.”

      He thanked her and he and Melvin walked around the corner, got in his car and headed toward his house.   As they drove, Jack petted Melvin.  “Good job, buddy.  Even if she’s still not sure about us, she’s already fallen in love with you.”  Melvin did his full body wag and flopped over so Jack could reach his belly.  “Thanks to you, I don’t think she’ll be able to stay away from us.”  Melvin smiled his goofy doggy smile and he and Jack went back home.

      While Jack shopped for TVs, Bella decided to read a book on her screened porch.  She poured some tea in an insulated pitcher, grabbed some cheese straws that Daisy had made for her, and went outside to stretch out on her favorite glider under the fan.  After a few minutes, it was obvious she couldn’t concentrate, so she put the book aside and dropped one foot on the floor so she could gently rock herself as she sipped her tea and munched on cheese straws.

      As she moved back and forth, Bella thought about Jack.  The past month had been awful for her, but at the time, she really hadn’t been able to see an alternative.  She knew she and Jack couldn’t go back to just being friends, not after the night they’d spent together, and she was still so terrified at the idea of them having a real relationship that she really didn’t see any options besides breaking up completely.

      But Daisy and Luke had made her start to rethink her position.  Daisy was right.  She wasn’t happy with the current situation, and even after a month, she missed him constantly.  And Luke was right when he said that she was making a mistake by overthinking everything.  Maybe it didn’t have to be all or nothing.  Maybe it did make sense just to spend time together and see what happened.  Hell, maybe they’d drive each other crazy after a few weeks and they’d walk away from each other with no regrets.  Maybe it was time for her to make a decision.

      As Jack headed toward his little house with two huge TVs and mounts in the back of his truck, and an enormous leather recliner on his new, small landscape trailer, he found himself doing what he usually did when he wasn’t busy.  Thinking about Bella.   Going through this past month had convinced him of two things.  He knew he loved Bella, and he knew that he wanted her every minute of every day. It was like being fifteen again.  He spent most of his time in a low level of constant arousal, and spent most of his nights tossing and turning restlessly, dreaming of her.

      But, his feelings weren’t the problem. The problem was convincing Bella to trust her feelings and take a chance on them.  Maybe they could go back to just being friends, although he winced at the idea.  He’d hated that, when they were walking this morning, he couldn’t hold her hand or put his arm around her.  But, at least, if they were friends, they could spend time together.

      By the time Jack reached his house, Mike, Luke’s TV guy, was waiting out front.  Jack had called him that morning to schedule an appointment as soon as he’d left Bella’s house and it turns out that Mike had to cancel a scheduled installation because his assistant was home sick and he needed two people for the job.  Jack offered to double his normal fee and told him he’d assist him if he could do it today, and the guy had agreed immediately.

      By two o’clock, Mike was gone and Jack was sitting happily in front of his new TV.  He took a picture of it and texted it to Bella, along with a selfie of him and Melvin sitting in his new recliner, and a quick message.  “Check it out.  Melvin and I are enjoying our new TV in our new chair.  This place is going to be the ultimate man cave.”

      He didn’t have long to wait.  Bella typed back.  “Nice.  What did you have to do to get Luke’s guy out there today?”

      “Cost a small fortune and I’m not sure what else because of his extreme Polish accent.  I may have accepted a job as his indentured servant for life, but totally worth it.”  He hesitated for a second, and then figured what the hell and texted, “Hey Melvin and I are going to find a dog-friendly restaurant for an early dinner.  Want to join?”

      The response was nearly instantaneous. “Sure.  Why don’t we meet at your place so I can check out your new man cave?”

      Jack pumped his fist and grabbed Melvin to roughhouse with him.  “Yes!  Melvin, check it out.  Bella’s coming to see us, voluntarily.”  He kissed Melvin on the head.  “I knew she couldn’t resist you.  Way to go, buddy.”  Melvin woofed as Jack answered Bella, making sure to keep his reply casual.  “Sounds great.  Melvin and I are watching a Braves game, so we’ll be here any time you want to come by.  See you soon.”  He texted her the address and tossed his phone on the table.  “Come on, Melvin.  I need a shower and some of that cologne she likes.  I need all the help I can get.”
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      By the time Bella got there, the Braves had just lost by ten runs and Jack looked irritated.  As Jack took her arm and welcomed her inside, he waved at the TV.  “Okay, I’ve just learned that the disadvantage of having a TV that big is that you see every stupid-ass error in extreme detail.”

      She smiled.  “You seem remarkably calm.”

      He snorted.  “You should’ve seen me ten minutes ago.  I was cussing so loud, Melvin left and went to hang out in the back yard.”  As he was speaking, they heard the slap of a doggy door and the sound of little feet tearing through the house.  Bella leaned over to catch Melvin as he came around the corner and launched himself into her arms.

      “Hey, Melvin.”  He was so excited and was wiggling so much that Bella could barely hold onto him.  Jack quickly steered her to the big recliner, which was strategically placed in the middle of the room, directly in front of the TV, so she could sit down until Melvin calmed down.  As soon as she started scratching his chin, he stretched across her lap and relaxed.  She snuggled down into the leather as she petted Melvin and smiled at Jack.  “Oooh, Jack, this chair is the perfect chair for a man cave. It’s huge and the padding is awesome.”

      He crossed his arms and looked very pleased with himself.  “Baby, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.  Check this out.”  Jack poked her arm and she lifted it from the armrest, then he hit a button and the entire top opened.  It was a built-in cooler big enough for a six back of beer.  Bella started laughing, and he continued.  “It’s electric so it doesn’t need ice.  You just turn it on and the beer stays cold.”  He pointed to the other arm.  “See, the other armrest has a cup holder and a place to keep your remote.”

      She leaned forward to look at several buttons on a panel in front of the cup holder.  “What is this for?”

      Jack grinned.  “It also has heat and massage functions.  Bella, I admit it, it’s kind of tacky, but it’s totally awesome.  I’m telling you, this is the mack daddy of all man cave recliners.”

      Bella tried to stop laughing, but failed every time she looked at his proud face.  When her belly laughs had finally been reduced to giggles, she smiled up at him.  “Wow.  Jack, you’re right, this is an awesome chair.  All it needs now is a built-in toilet and you’d never have to get up again.”

      “Right?! At least not till I ran out of beer.”  He smiled and put Melvin on the floor and grabbed Bella’s hand to pull her up.  “Come on and check out the rest of the place.”

      He showed her around, and Melvin followed them from room to room.  When they reached his bedroom, she started laughing again when she saw his huge, Mission style bed, which took up most of the room.  He shrugged.  “I’m tall and I like a king-sized bed, and when I measured it, I saw it would fit.”  He wrinkled his nose.  “I guess I didn’t take into consideration that’s pretty much all that would fit.”  He shrugged.  “Anyway, I figured I’d move the dressers into the two little guest rooms and I’ll just put my clothes in the walk in closet, so it’s not a big deal.”

      She looked in the closet and saw stacks of scrubs, shorts and t-shirts on shelves, and some shirts and jeans hanging on the racks.  She smiled at the television on the bedroom wall that was at least as big as the one in the living room.  “So you made sure you had a big enough TV and a big enough bed?”

      “Of course.  What kind of man cave would this be with some wimpy little TV and a little double bed? Bella, in case you didn’t notice, I’m a guy, and you know we all think that size is pretty much all that matters.”

      She laughed.  “So they say.”  He showed her his bathroom, which had a fairly roomy shower considering the size of the bathroom, the other two bedrooms, and the kitchen, which included a tiny screened porch attached to the eating area.  They walked back to the living room and Bella sat on the small loveseat while Jack flopped into his recliner. Melvin immediately joined Bella on the loveseat and draped himself across her lap so she’d have maximum access to his belly.

      Bella smiled at Jack as she scratched Melvin’s belly.  “This is a nice little house, Jack.”

      He shrugged.  “It’s great for now.  I had no idea what I wanted to do long term as far as a condo or a house, so a tiny furnished house close to work seemed like a great solution.  All I’ve bought are the TVs, my bed, and my overly macho recliner, and I can use that little bit of furniture, no matter what I eventually buy.”

      “So what’s a fun place to go for dinner that’s Melvin-friendly?” Bella asked.

      They looked it up on Bella’s phone, and it turned out there was a neighborhood pub around the corner that welcomed dogs and supposedly had amazing burgers, so they decided to walk there for an early dinner.  They walked over, chatting animatedly about the neighborhood and what was going on in Atlanta, and when Jack reached out and casually took her hand, he was happy to see that Bella didn’t pull away.

      When they got to the pub, they found a table in the shade on the patio, and the waiter brought all of them, including Melvin, water and Bella and Jack each ordered a Corona Light with lime.  When the waiter came back with their beers, they decided to share a burger and a couple of appetizers, and they ordered Melvin a kid’s burger without the bun.

      They sat on the patio, drinking beer, smiling as they watched Melvin work his charm on every person and dog who walked by.  Jack’s eyes kept coming back to Bella, loving how she looked sitting there with no makeup, a tank top, a denim skirt that hit a couple of inches above her knees, a pair of flat sandals, and her sunglasses on the top of her head.  Even sitting here at a restaurant, Jack wanted her.  When he’d seen her standing by his bed earlier, it had taken everything he had not to pin her against the wall   and kiss her senseless.

      Bella caught him staring at her.  “What?”

      He smiled.  “Nothing.  Just enjoying the day and the view.  This is a great way to spend a Saturday.”

      Bella agreed.  She was relieved that they were still so comfortable together.  They finished a leisurely meal and headed back toward Jack’s house.  This time, Bella had been the one who’d reached for Jack’s hand and he smiled at her and brought her knuckles to his mouth for a sweet kiss.

      When they reached his house, Bella turned to Jack.  She was nervous and her voice quavered a little.  “Jack, you think I could come in for a little while?  I’d like to talk to you, if you have some time.”

      Jack’s heart started to pound.  Please let this be good news. He unlocked the door and motioned her ahead of him.  “Of course, Bella.  Let’s go sit on the porch and we can talk about whatever you want.”

      He shut the door, let Melvin off his leash, and headed toward the kitchen.  As he went by the fridge, he offered Bella a drink.  “Tea?  Beer?”  Bella asked for tea, he poured them both a glass and they walked out to the porch together.  Melvin headed out the dog door to explore the back yard, leaving them alone on the porch.  He put the drinks down on a small table and sat down on his glider.  Bella sat in the rocking chair directly across from him.  “Okay, Bella.  You’ve got my attention.  What do you want to talk about?”

      Bella picked up one of the glasses, took a gulp of tea, and took a big breath and let it out.  She looked at him with big eyes.  “I want to talk about us, Jack.”

      Jack tried to relax and settled back onto the glider.  “Sounds good to me, Bella.  So what do you want to talk about?”

      She was nervous.  “First, I want to apologize for the last month.  Breaking things off like that, without any kind of contact, was a crappy thing to do to you, and I’m sorry.  I behaved like a bratty kid and you didn’t deserve that kind of treatment.”

      Jack wasn’t smiling.  He wanted her to know how much her actions affected him. “It was a crappy thing to do to me.  More importantly, it was a crappy thing to do to us.  Bella, I need you to know that this past month was one of the worst months of my life.  The only good thing was that I was so busy, I didn’t really have time to stop and think about it.  Except late at night, when I was alone in my bed, then you were all I could think about.”  He reached out, took the glass out of her hand and put it back on the table, and took both of her hands in his as he stared at her intently.  “I missed talking to you, and texting you every day.  And after the night of our reunion, I couldn’t sleep because every time I closed my eyes, I’d picture us together and then I’d realize that there was a good chance we were over.  And I don’t want us to be over. I’d decided to leave you alone and give you some space until I moved back here, but then I decided I was coming after you.”  He saw her eyes welling up and he let go of one hand to wipe away her tears. He leaned forward and leaned his forehead against hers. “And Bella, I accept your apology.”

      She sniffled and the corners of her mouth tipped up in a small smile. “I’m glad, Jack.  I never meant to hurt you.  You just made me feel too much, and that made me afraid.”

      He backed up so he could see her face. “And now?  Are you still afraid?”

      She nodded.  “Yeah.  Actually, I’m fairly terrified about the whole situation.  But I’ve decided that’s a stupid way to live.  So, if you’re interested, I’m willing to give us a shot.”

      Jack leaned forward.  “So, you’re saying you’re willing to give a real relationship a try?”

      She took a deep breath and let it out in a big whoosh.  “Yep.  Let’s just go slow and see what happens.”

      Jack nodded.  He wanted to make sure he understood.  “So, as of now, we’re a couple?  That’s what you’re saying?”

      Bella smiled at him.  “I guess so.  If you want me, I’m in.”

      Jack sat there for about a second, and then he stood up, scooped her out of the chair and sat down with her straddling his lap with her skirt bunched up around her waist.  Bella smiled and whipped his shirt over his head so that she could rub her hands over his chest and stomach.  As she ran her hands over his body, he stared at her with a hungry focused expression, and she felt her nipples harden and her heart pound. His mouth slammed onto hers and when her mouth opened in a gasp, his tongue swept into her mouth.  They clung together as they kissed, her hands wrapped in his hair, and his hands on her hips to pull him against her.  She felt him, already aroused, long and hard against her stomach.  He pulled back from her and whispered in her ear. “So Bella, want to help me break in my new bed?”

      She laughed delightedly.  “I was afraid you’d never ask.”

      He stood up and she wrapped her legs around his hips so she wouldn’t fall.  He strode down the hall, stopping a few times to pin her against the wall and kiss her until they were both breathless.  He finally reached his room and fell onto the bed, then rolled them over so she was on top of him.  She laughed and hugged him tightly, just glad to finally have him back in her arms.

      She sat up, still straddling him, and she hesitated when she saw his face.  Something was wrong.  He stared at her, his hands on her thighs, not saying a word. Bella started to feel a little uncomfortable.  “What, Jack?”

      He looked stricken.  “Bella, I don’t want to say anything, because I’m afraid if we stop, you’ll change your mind and leave, but, shit, I don’t have any condoms.”

      Bella relaxed.  Whew. She thought he was having second thoughts about them.  She ran her fingers over his nipples, fascinated when they hardened into little nubs and he shivered in response.  “Jack, do you have any diseases I need to worry about?”

      He shook his head.  “Of course not.  I’d never risk you that way.  I just…”

      “Me neither.  And the pregnancy ship sailed about three years ago, so we’re good.”

      Jack let out his breath in relief and smiled at her.  She kissed him and winked at him.  “Enjoy, baby.  That’s the advantage of having an old lady for a girlfriend.  You’re living in a condom-free world from now on.”

      He laughed.  “Sounds like that’s my new favorite world.”  He ran his hands up under her skirt and started to rub her teasingly through her panties, watching with a smile as her gaze became unfocused and her eyes partially closed.  “Hey, I don’t mind telling you, you’re pretty damn hot for an old lady.”  She moaned and caught her lower lip under her top teeth.  With one hand, he pushed her panties aside and penetrated her with one big finger, and with the other hand, he started rubbing her in small circles with his thumb until her hips started moving in time with his strokes.

      He watched her expressive face, smiling as her skin flushed and her head rolled forward as if it were too heavy to hold upright.  She was starting to move faster against his hand, and he pushed in another finger and started moving them in and out, harder and faster.  It only took a few minutes of that treatment and Bella was twisting against his hand, riding his fingers, and moaning his name as she had an explosive orgasm.  He raised his knees and she collapsed back against his legs, trying to catch her breath.  Jack smiled at the picture she made.  She was still completely dressed, although her skirt was pushed up around her waist, her panties were kind of pushed to the side and bunched up in a tangled, wet mess, and she was sweating and breathing like she’d run a mile sprint.  He thought she looked beautiful.

      As her breathing returned to normal, Jack put his hands back on her thighs and shook her gently until she opened her eyes.  When she smiled at him, he started to laugh.  “How you feeling, baby?  You look pretty relaxed.”

      She nodded slowly, still a little out of it.  “I’m very relaxed, Jack.”  She held out her hand and he took it and helped pull her upright.  She swayed a little, and Jack laughed at her lack of muscle control.

      “Bella, you are a hot mess.”  She stuck out her tongue and he tried to grab it and she laughed when he missed.  “Okay, I took the edge off for you, Bella.  Now this is your show.  Tell me what do you want me to do.”

      She thought for a moment and then started to grin.  “My show, huh?  So you’ll do whatever I say?”

      “Sure.  You tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.  You’re the boss.  But…”  He waved in the general vicinity of his lap, which had some serious tenting action going on.  “I hope you’re not planning on leaving me like this.  That’s just cruel.”

      She didn’t say a word.   She sat up and stripped off her top and then reached behind her back to undo her bra.  She let it drop off the side of the bed, and when Jack automatically reached for her breasts, she stopped him.  “Nope.  No touching, Jack.  You stay right there and keep your hands to yourself until I tell you different.”  She rose on her knees and climbed over him to stand by the bed.  She unbuttoned her skirt and dropped it and her panties all in one motion then leaned over to give him a quick kiss.  When he tried to pull her closer, she grabbed his hands and pulled them over his head and told him to hold onto the vertical slats on the headboard.  “If you keep trying to touch me, I’m going to tie your hands to it.”

      He raised his eyebrows.  “Okay.  This is interesting.  No need to get all dominatrix on me.  I’ll behave.  So what would you like me to do now, Mistress Bella?”

      That made her laugh.  She reached over and unbuttoned, then carefully unzipped, his shorts and smiled when she realized he wasn’t wearing underwear. “Lift up.”  He lifted his hips and she pulled his shorts down to his knees and then took them off when he relaxed back onto the bed.

      She smiled at him, loving the way his long body looked stretched out on the bed, his erection laying against his belly, so hard it was throbbing with his heartbeat.  She crawled back on the bed and straddled his thighs, careful not to touch him.  She stretched out over his body, leaning down until her nipples barely touched his chest and teasingly rubbed them back and forth.  He sucked in a breath and tried to relax, but it wasn’t working.  He was so hard he felt as though he was about to explode.  He gritted his teeth.  “Okay, Bella, you’ve got to do something or this is going to be over before it even gets started.

      She tsked.  “Poor baby.  You do not look happy.  Let’s see if I can make you feel better.”  She lowered herself until her breasts flattened against his chest, and kissed him, her tongue lightly teasing him then withdrawing as she nipped his lower lip.  She lowered herself until she could feel him, hard and hot, between her legs, and she rubbed herself against him, up and down, until both of them were soaking wet.

      He thrust himself against her to increase the pressure, but she instantly backed off so that she hovered over him, but was no longer touching him.  “Nope, you stay there.  You can’t get inside me yet.”

      He groaned in frustration, and pressed his hips flat against the bed.  She instantly lowered herself again and slowly began stroking him with her body, up and down.  He could feel how hot and how wet she was, and it took everything he had not to grab her hips and slam himself into her, but he clenched his teeth and gripped the headboard and let her tease him into a frenzy.  She finally slid down so that he was poised at her entrance and she pushed down, her body stretching to take just the tip of him into her hot body.  She circled her hips slowly, then stopped and pulled back.  She slid slightly more of him inside her, circled her hips, and then retreated.

      With each shallow, teasing stroke, Jack felt like he was going to have a heart attack.  He barely recognized his own voice, it was so low and guttural.  “Bella, please, baby, you’re killing me here.  Take more of me.  Take me deeper.”

      By that point, Bella had worked herself into a frantic state.  Her heart was pounding in her ears, her skin was covered in goosebumps, and she was so wet that her moisture coated every inch of him and the inside of her thighs.  The next stroke, she took him a little deeper, and, by the third stroke, her body finally relaxed enough that she worked him all the way inside her.  As soon as he was fully seated, she sat up.  That pushed him in so deep that she could feel every thick inch of him spearing up inside her body, and she stayed motionless until her body adjusted to his size.  Jack groaned in relief.  “Shit, Bella, just getting back inside you and I’m on the edge.  Come on baby, move for me.”

      So she did.  She braced her hands on the top of the headboard, tightened her interior muscles around him, pulled herself almost completely off him, then slowly sank back down.  At the end of each stroke, when he was as deep inside her as he could go and she could feel every inch of him filling her up, she moaned at the sensation. Every movement put her closer and closer to the edge, and so she slowed down even more, not ready for it to end.

      Jack had almost reached his limit.  The slow, even strokes were driving him crazy.  She was so tight and so hot and wet that he wasn’t sure how much longer he could last.  “Bella, baby, can you move a little faster?”

      She ignored him, lost in the delicious sensation of having Jack moving deep inside her.  Finally, he lost it.  He let go of the headboard, grabbed her hips with his big hands, and slammed himself upwards inside her.  She gasped as she instantly started coming, and he groaned and thrust harder as her muscles rhythmically clamped around him like a fist.  When she finally collapsed onto his chest, too tired to move, Jack wrapped his arm around her hips, rolled her over until she was under him, and pounded into her until he finally slammed into her once, twice, and then held himself deep inside her as he exploded.

      Once it was over, they lay there trying to catch their breath, stuck together, covered in sweat, and too exhausted to move.  He tried to lever himself up so he could roll off her, but she objected, lifting one hand to pat his shoulder and mumbling in his ear, “No, you feel good inside me.  Just stay where you are.”

      He turned his head and kissed her neck, smiling as he felt a small shiver in response.  He realized he was feeling relaxed and happy for the first time in a month.  Finally, when he could breathe normally, he levered himself up on his elbows and looked at her face.  Her eyes were closed, her face was flushed, her hair was a sweaty mess, and Jack thought he never seen anything so beautiful.  She opened her eyes and smiled at him.  He leaned down and gently kissed her lips.  “I’ve missed you, Bella.”

      The corners of her mouth turned up and she looked a little misty.  “I’ve missed you, too, Jack.”

      He looked at her as if trying to decide what to say to her. He didn’t want to freak her out, but if they were in a real relationship, it was about time they laid all their cards on the table. “Bella, I’m going to tell you something, but I don’t want you to freak out.”

      She cupped his face in her hands and smiled at him.  “I love you too, Jack.”

      She laughed at the look on his face.  He was staring at her with his mouth open, too stunned to say a word.  She pasted an innocent smile on her face.  “You were going to tell me you loved me, right?”

      He nodded, still gaping at her.  She laughed and reached up to hug his neck.  “Jack, I knew I had fallen in love with you over the past year.  That was the problem.  Since I was already in love with you, I knew if you moved here, that was it, I would be up to my ass in a relationship and I didn’t think I wanted that.  I wasn’t afraid of love, I was afraid of a relationship.”

      He felt completely discombobulated.  “So you love me?”

      “Yes, Jack, I love you.”

      He nodded, trying to absorb the fact that Bella loved him.  She grabbed a handful of his chest hair and lightly pulled.  “And didn’t you have something to say to me?”

      He smiled.  Then he grinned.  “Hell, yes I do.  I love you, Bella!”
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      A year later, Jack was speaking at a conference in Las Vegas on Friday, and Bella went with him so they could hang out for the rest of the weekend.  Jack’s rehabilitation program was proving to be wildly successful, he’d been working long hours for months and Bella had just finished a huge fundraising event, so they were both looking forward to a weekend of fun and relaxation.

      A few months ago, they had agreed that they should move in together.  They spent every night and weekend together, and they both thought it was stupid to keep up two separate residences.  Jack had volunteered to move into Bella’s house, but then they had both decided that they would rather buy something together that was just theirs.  They found a perfect midcentury ranch right around the corner from the VA hospital, with a beautiful open floor plan, and a large wooded lot with a fenced in area for Melvin.  They had hired Luke to update their kitchen and bathrooms, to add some customized bookcases with a window seat and they were planning to move in as soon as they returned from Vegas.

      As far as Jack was concerned, he’d never been happier.  He had a job he loved, a woman he adored, and was back in his Atlanta with his family and a group of friends he really enjoyed.  The only thing that would make his life more perfect was if Bella would agree to marry him.  They had casually discussed it, and in theory, he agreed with her that there was no real need to get married.  It’s not like they were having a family or they had any financial concerns.  Privately, in his heart, though, he was old-fashioned enough that he wanted them to be married.  He wanted the legal ties.  He wasn’t the jealous type, but he liked the idea of her wearing a ring that showed other guys that she was his.

      They landed in Las Vegas late Thursday night, they checked in and went straight to the room.  Jack’s presentation was at eight a.m., and he wanted to be in bed early so he’d be awake, but mostly he wanted some private time with Bella.  They’d both been so busy the past couple of months they hadn’t had much time to hang out and enjoy each other.

      So, as soon as the door closed behind the bellman, Jack had Bella flat on her back in the middle of the bed, with one hand pulling off her panties, and the other whipping her top over her head.  She started laughing at his enthusiasm, but her giggles turned to moans as Jack starting kissing his way down her body.  They spent the next hour playing with each other, until Jack finally collapsed on top of Bella, both of them sweaty, out of breath, and too tired to move away from each other.  Jack moved his weight slightly to the side so Bella could breathe, and they fell asleep like that, with him still inside her and her arms looped around his neck.

      Jack presented his lecture in the morning and was back in bed with Bella by lunchtime. They pretty much stayed there until that night when Bella insisted they get dressed and go upstairs for dinner.  She had arranged for a special dinner in a private rooftop cabana, where the cabana was open in the back to a balcony overlooking the strip. The two of them enjoyed lobster and Kobe steaks, all accompanied by a special wine pairing from the resort’s sommelier.  When they were done, their waiter told them they could go out on the balcony, where they could drink wine and enjoy their birds-eye view in complete privacy.  The waiter showed them a button that would summon him if they needed anything, but otherwise, they would not be disturbed.

      They went out on the balcony, sat on the loveseat together, and put their feet up.  Jack poured them both another glass of wine, and they sat there, sipping occasionally, and enjoying the evening and the view.  After a while, Jack turned to Bella and kissed her lightly on the lips.  “You ready to go back to the room?”

      She shook her head.  “No, not yet.  There’s one more thing I’d like to take care of while we’re here in Vegas.”

      “Okay by me.  You want to go see a show or something?”  He wrinkled his nose.  “Although, no offense, if it’s Cher or Celine Dion, I’d just as soon go back to the room and stay in bed with you.”

      She smiled at that. “No, I’ve got a proposition for you, and I’m pretty sure you’re going to like it.”  She smiled, put her wine down on the table, and got down on the floor on her knees in front of him.

      His eyebrows shot up.  He looked around the cabana wildly.  “Shit, Bella, I’m not saying this isn’t a good idea, but are you sure someone won’t walk in on us?”

      Bella started to laugh.  “Down, boy.  This isn’t what you think.  This is not that kind of proposition.”  When he looked disappointed, she laughed even harder.  “Don’t get all bent out of shape.  I’m not saying that’s not going to happen eventually, but that’s not what this is right now.”

      He actually pouted.  “Fine, what is it, then?”

      She smiled and grabbed both of his hands in hers and looked up at him.  “Jack, you know I love you.”

      He had no idea of where this was going.  “Yeah.  I love you, too.”  He sat up straight and looked at her.  “So?  What’s the deal, Bella?”

      She gathered up her nerve.  “So, we love each other, and Jack, I’ve been so happy this past year, and I think you’re an amazing man, and we’re about to move in together…”

      “Yeah?”

      “And I wondered if you’d like to make us official and marry me.”

      Jack was flabbergasted.  He stared at her with her mouth open.  He finally choked out, “What?”

      Bella tried again.  “I was wondering if you’d like to marry me?”

      “Marry you? You actually want to get married?”

      She laughed.  “Yes, I want to get married.  And if you say yes, I have someone here that can marry us right here, right now.”

      It finally clicked in his brain what was going on.  He stood up, hauled her up to her feet and hugged her tightly and twirled her around.  “Hell, yes, I want to marry you, Bella.”  He planted a loud smacking kiss on her mouth and then said quietly, “I know it was hard for you to take a chance on us, but I’m so glad you did.”

      She hugged him tightly.  “Me too, Jack.  Me too.”

      He let her go, grabbed her hand, and pulled her toward the door.  “Well, come on woman, let’s get this show on the road.  Let’s get married.”

      And with that, Bella took a deep breath, turned her back on her past, and stepped into her future with Jack.
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      Join my newsletter for news about new books, what’s going on, and a chance to win some fun free stuff!  https://laneykaybooks.com

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please remember to leave a review!  Authors appreciate it more than you know!
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      I love hearing from readers!  You can email me here

      

      Or reach me at my website:  https://laneykaybooks.com
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