Risk of Happiness

I stood off in a corner of the semi-dark room and tried to make myself invisible. I was giving myself another fifteen minutes at this party and then I was leaving.

Why had I even come to this stupid party? I should’ve been home, lounging in my pajamas and eating Chinese takeout. But no, I had to be nice and say “Yes” when Debbie Sloane from the Forgery Unit asked me to come to her birthday party.

I liked Debbie. She always had a ready smile and a “hello” whenever she spotted me in the hallways or elevator. So when she flounced up to me the day before as I was heading out with Bryan, looking all doe-eyed and excited, the word “no” never even crossed my mind.

Little did I know that she had also invited Tyler to the shindig; who right at that very moment was locked in a jovial conversation with Hawkins and Bryan across the room. He was dressed in jeans, a white sweater and a black leather jacket. From where I was standing in my corner he looked great. I’m sure even up close he looked even better, but I wasn’t that brave to go find out.

The last time I had “seen” him was before Christmas when I was hiding out in Burger’s closet after unsuccessfully trying to find the Pickle File in order to win the annual “Find the Pickle” contest. I had overheard him and Burger talking about his up and coming engagement to Julie Reed, an administrative assistant at the office. Even more shocking was that I found out they were using me to get evidence on my C.I. Marcus Grant, who unbeknownst to them, and me at the time, was a deep undercover DEA agent, who worked on a joint task force with the Office of Professional Responsibility out of Headquarters in Washington, D.C.

I wondered briefly what Julie’s reaction was when he had proposed. She probably fainted, and they had resuscitated her by pumping air into her lungs using her giant fake boobs. Yes it was a mean thing to say, but I was in a bitter mood.

I watched as he threw his head back and laughed heartily at something Bryan had said. He looked....happy. An emotion I was barely acquainted with as of late. Stressed out was now my permanent mask. Mixed in with some insomnia and a healthy dose of cynicism. I was a therapist’s dream patient.

I lifted my glass of white zinfandel and took a long drink. The cool liquid glided down my throat, leaving a sweet, robust trail that pushed down any emotion that was left at that moment off my face.  My eyes drifted towards Tyler again, and I almost brought back up the wine when I saw him heading towards me.

My body instantly went into Flight Mode. Shit! I wasn’t drunk enough yet to deal with him. I shifted nervously from foot to foot, and glanced around frantically for somewhere to escape to. A couple dance in front of me and I used them as cover to dart towards the bathroom I had used earlier. 

I slammed and locked the door, then leaned heavily against it as my heart rapped out a rapid tattoo on my chest. God, that was close. But then, maybe he wasn’t even coming over to me. Maybe he was going to the kitchen to get something to eat at the buffet Deb had set up in there. Yeah, I’m sure that was it. But just to be on the safe side I decided to wait it out for a few minutes. It wasn’t like I was avoiding him or anything. Pfff! Perish the thought. I was just eliminating the moments of awkward and strange conversation I knew would take place between us were we to speak to each other at all. 

I mean it wasn’t like we had anything to talk about. Hell, I hadn’t seen or spoken to him in like four months. I would hardly even call us friends anymore. And if we were to have a conversation it would have eventually steered towards having to ask about Julie and their relationship; and quite frankly I’d rather poke my eyes out with a rusty knife than try to pretend I was happy for him and his relationship. There was a limit to my fake sincerity. 

I set my wine glass down near the sink and stared at myself in the mirror of the medicine cabinet. The woman staring back at me looked....frustrated. Faint, dark circles haloed around my eyes, and my mouth had a downcast appearance, giving me a tired, sad look. God, I needed to get laid. I scrubbed my hand over my face then rummaged around in my purse for my lip gloss. I then readjusted my ponytail, and then sniffed my armpits to make sure my deodorant was still hanging in there. I peed, washed and dried my hands, then picked up my wine glass and unlocked the door. I had given Tyler enough time to get what he needed. I pulled opened the door and peered out. The coast seemed clear. There were a couple of people milling around nearby and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Tyler wasn’t amongst them. 

I was making my way back to the living room when I bumped into Deb.

“Hey you!” she exclaimed a little too loudly. “You enjoying yourself?”

Her face had a pink flush to it, and her eyes were abnormally bright. Definitely drunk.

“Yeah. I’m having a great time. Great turnout.”

She pulled me close to her forcefully. “Did you see who I invited for you?”

The one thing I learned about being drunk was that people who were drunk didn’t really want you to answer the questions they asked.  At that point they just said what they were going to say, and tactfulness be damned. So I waited. It would be more entertaining if the answer came from her.

“Tyler.” she said then erupted in a fit of giggles.

I laughed along to be polite. “Yes, I saw him. But you didn’t have to do that though.”

“Yes I did.” she said a little too loudly in my ear. “I wanted to make sure you had a great time tonight.”

Little did she know that I would’ve had a great time if he wasn’t there.

I plastered a smile on my face. “Thanks Deb. But you really shouldn’t have gone through all that trouble.”

“No, no. It wasn’t any trouble at all.” she said waving her hands wildly.

Her voice dropped to a low tone. “And I didn’t invite the girlfriend either.”

“It would’ve been fine.” I said. “Santoni and I are just friends.”

Deb shook her head sadly. “That’s just sad. He should’ve been getting married to you. You two have a connection.”

Okay. That was my queue to leave. She was beginning to kill the slight buzz I got off the wine, and I was determined to be as buzzed up as I could be until I could leave...which I hoped would have been in the next twenty minutes.

I was saved from having to respond to Deb when she was engulfed in a bear hug by a tall, skinny man wearing glasses. I watched as he kissed her full on the lips, and then proceeded to nuzzle her neck. Ick. 

I silently made my way back to the kitchen. I was contemplating the food offerings that were laid out in large foil containers on the countertop, when I felt a presence beside me. I didn’t need to look up to know that Tyler stood next to me as my nipples did the job for me. I feigned deep concentration on a pan of ziti.

“It tastes better than it looks.” he said by way of greeting.

“Good to know.” I mumbled and scrutinized another container.

“You’ve been avoiding me.” he kept on.

Damn skippy I had. “No I haven’t. I’ve just been keeping to my own counsel.”

“Is there a problem between us?”

I huffed out a sigh. “What do you want Santoni?”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Take it however you want it.” I said and reached for a paper plate.

I felt him watching me, knowing that he was trying to get into my head, and that made me feel very uncomfortable.

“Can you stop looking at me like that?” I snapped as I slapped a spoonful of ziti onto the plate.

“Like how?”

I turned to look at him. “Like that! What do you want? Shouldn’t you be off somewhere picking out flatware patterns or something?”

He chuckled. “So that’s it. Didn’t think green would’ve been your color.”

I glared at him. “I am not jealous.”

“Then what are you?” he baited.

Don’t answer! Don’t answer him! a voice yelled in my head, but my frustration and wine buzz fueled my brazenness. I dropped the half filled plate onto the counter and narrowed my eyes at him.

“I’m pissed that you didn’t even have the audacity to come to me and tell me this face to face. I had to find out through the gossip grapevine. A big thing like that and I had to hear about it while getting coffee in the break room.”

“Carter look, I wanted to come tell you, but we were...”

I held up my hand in a stop motion. “Please don’t give me some lame ass excuse. Just leave me the hell alone.”

“We have to resolve this.” he grounded out.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I’ll leave.”

As I walked past him he grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the kitchen towards what looked to be a bedroom. He closed the door behind him and pulled me to sit on the small twin bed occupying the room.

I yanked my arm roughly out of his grasp and got up. I stood with my back leaning against the door and narrowed my eyes at him. “Must you always have to resort to fucking caveman tactics to get your point across?” I snapped.

“We’re going to settle this right now.” he said ignoring my question.

I threw my hands up in frustration. “There’s nothing to settle! But just incase you missed it, let me break it down for you again. One, you’re engaged to Julie, two, you’re getting married and three, we’re no longer friends. Did I miss anything?”

“Yeah. I still love you.” he said pinning me with an intense green gaze.

A bitter laugh rose up from my throat. “And that’s supposed to make things better between us? You’re getting fucking married.”

“I want us to have some kind of friendship Carter.” he said almost in a pleading voice.

“Friendship?” A wry laugh broke free from my throat. “We tried that, remember? 

“Maybe this time it could be ....different.”

“Like how?”

He shrugged. “Maybe we could really try to be friends this time.”

Was he insane? Did he actually think that we could go from having sex with each other and a close friendship, to not being attracted to each other and hanging out like one of the guys? He was in for a surprise.

“Obviously you’re being selfish here, so I’ll be the unselfish one and make the decision for us. We’re,” I pointed my index finger back and forth between us, “not going to be friends after you get married. Hell, we’re not even friends now. So let’s just call it for what it is and move on. It’s for the best. Saves us both a lot of grief.”

He stared at me for a long moment. So long that I began to feel uncomfortable under his scrutiny. “Do you really believe that?” he finally asked.

I took a deep breath. “Yes.” Then with more confidence. “Yes I do.”

“Well I don’t.” he said as he stood up and crossed the small space to me.

I tried backing up to put more room between us, but I only got as far as one step before my back hit the door. His arms came up on either side of my head and imprisoned me. His knees touched mine, and I could feel his breath on the side of my face.  Focus Marissa, a voice in my head said. He’s trying to break down your defenses. Weaken your resolve. Focus. 

I leveled a steady gaze on him. “I know what you’re trying to do, and before you go any further let me just say that it’s not working.”

He stared back at me. “What am I doing?”

“You’re poaching.”

A mischievous glint took up residence in his eyes, as his lips curved into a playful smile. “No. If I was poaching I would’ve done this.”

He pushed his hips into mine the same time his lips settled sweetly against my neck. My stomach clenched in excitement, as my hormones went into a frenzy.

Oh God. Shit!

His tongue moved deliciously over my neck, then down to my collarbone. I let out a small gasp of pleasure as his hand cupped my cheek and he brought his lips down to mine. It wasn’t a kiss per se; much more of a brushing of our lips together. But something snapped inside of me and I ran my tongue across the seam of his lips. He pulled back sharply and his eyes deepened to the color of moss. I held his gaze as his eyes searched mine. I didn’t know what it was he was looking for, but he seemed to have found it as his hands fisted in my hair and he gave me a bruising kiss. His tongue entered my mouth roughly, and slid seductively against mine. His hips expertly rocked against me as his erection pushed against my denim-clad crotch.

The hypnotic effect of arousal washed over me, and I found myself rubbing against Tyler, begging for a release. Then, like a light bulb being switched on, the image of him and Julie together exploded in my brain. Frustration and sadness quickly replaced any desire that ran wildly through me seconds ago, and I shoved at Tyler’s chest. The motion broke our kiss and he moved a few inches back.

“No.” I breathed heavily. “No.”

It took a few seconds for the fog to lift from his lust-infused brain. His chest rose and fell briskly, as his gaze pierced into mine. Questioning. Reaching out. Searching.

“We can’t...I can’t...not anymore. I’m sorry.” I managed to get out.

It seemed Tyler could interpret scared, frustrated and horny woman because he said, “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have pushed you.”

His hands fell way from my hair, and he cleared his throat and took a few steps back; eventually he sat back down on the bed. His absence left me feeling vulnerable, and I wrapped my arms protectively around myself as my body began to quiet back down. For the first time since we’d known each other an awkward silence hung between us. I looked at Tyler. His head was bent and his eyes were closed, as though he was trying to reign in his control. 

A burst of riotous laughter filtered in from behind the door, and the reality of where I was and what I was doing made me feel more self-conscious about the entire situation.

"Uhm...I'm gonna go." I said softly.

Tyler lifted his head and gave me a sad smile.

"Are you going to be alright?"

He nodded, but I wasn't convinced. Our friendship had officially morphed into something alien between us. Gone was the ease and carefree attraction we offered each other. In its place was a heavy feeling tinged with regret, loss and contemplation.  I needed a drink. A strong one. Fast.

I filled my mind’s eye with his image, then opened the door and left.

I was making my way to the table with the drinks when Bryan caught up to me.

"Hey." he said as he danced in a circle around me.

"Hey." I said, laughing at his awkwardly flaying arms and out of time dancing.

"Where did you disappear to?"

"I went to get some air." I said over the din of the music as I grabbed a plastic cup and filled it with ice.

"Uh huh. Remind me not to go out there as the air seems to have teeth." he said and ran a finger along the side of my neck on the same spot Tyler was kissing a few minutes ago.

Oops.

I blushed and busied myself with pouring two fingers of rum and some Coke into my cup. Bryan looked at my cup and raised an eyebrow. "Aren't you driving?"

I said nothing and took a long sip from my cup.

"Carter." he groaned with obvious disappointment.

"I need this Anderson." I said in a strained voice as the liquid burned a fiery trailed down the back of my throat. I took another sip.

He looked at me seriously for a long moment. "What happened?"

I shook my head vehemently. "Not now. Dance with me?"

He opened his mouth, but I cut him off quickly. "Please."

He let out a sigh, then hooked his arms around my neck and pulled me towards the designated spot in the living room reserved as the dance floor.

And as the alcohol began to flow through me and the music pulsed around us I finally gave in to the emotions I had long kept at bay. I was only aware of the tears on my face when Bryan gentle brushed them away and kissed me on the forehead.

******************************************************************************************************************
Marcus laid in his king size bed staring up at his vaulted ceilings.  He glanced over at his bedside digital clock. 2:14 am. The woman beside him stirred slightly; her breathing coming in shallow pants. He couldn’t remember what her name was. Shana? Dana? Ana? Yes, Ana. He had met her at a club earlier on that night when he caught her staring at him from one of the other VIP booths. She was in the company of a rapper he knew, and he inquired discreetly about who she was and found out that she was some up and coming model/actress. 
It wasn’t love at first sight, but he was attracted to the stunning model. He had sent a bottle of Cristal over to her booth with an invitation for her to join him. She readily obliged and after an hour of sexual innuendo and suggestive touches they had left the club and came back to his place. She was a wild one. She was willing to do almost anything. And that was the way Marcus liked it. He wanted to lose himself in the act of sex and forget for a while. Forget about his life, forget about the convincing acts he had to pull off everyday in order to stay alive, forget about her. 
But even in the dark, as Ana's hands, legs and skillful mouth played upon him he still saw her face. The way she had looked at him when he had apologized, the torn look on her face as she walked out of the office. He still felt the heat from her hand as it lay immobile beneath his as he tried to stop her from leaving. And as he tried to focus on the woman beneath him, as she writhed and cried out his name as he entered and filled her, he still couldn't get Marissa's image out of his mind's eye.

In the end he gave up the fight and let his imagination take him away. He kept his eyes closed the entire time. It was the only way he could get his release. He felt no guilt or shame about what he had done. After all this was just a one night deal. He had a sneaking suspicion that Ana was used to the game by now, and he was an old hand at playing it. She was not his first model and she would not be his last either. 
Over the years the women who occupied his bed were put into two categories, “one night stands” and “entertainment”. As sad as that sounded, it was all that he could offer emotionally. His life had no room for a wife or girlfriend to take up residence. That sort of lifestyle brought too many risks with it, and even though there were times where weeks or sometimes months would go by when he went without sex, there always came a point where he needed physical contact with a woman in order to release what seemed to be his constant state of pent up stress and rage.
Marcus knew that if he laid still long enough sleep would come to him, so he relaxed his naked body and tried to empty his mind. A few years ago during one of the more stressful times in his life, his handlers had brought in a Buddhist monk from Tibet to instruct him on relaxation methods. One of those methods was called Dirgha Pranayama. Known as the "complete" or "three-part" breath, dirgha pranayama, explained the monk, taught how to fill the three chambers of the lungs, beginning with the lower lungs, then moving up through the thoracic region and into the clavicular region.  Done right it relaxed the mind and body, oxygenated the blood and purged the lungs of residual carbon dioxide. Marcus did the required breathing technique and within two minutes he felt completely relaxed.

His cell phone vibrated on the night stand next to him. Fuck! 
He sat up and picked up the palm sized phone. He looked at the display and frowned. This couldn’t be good.

“Yeah.” he answered.

Loud music blared through the phone’s speaker causing him to hold the phone away from his ear.
“Hey Grant. I’ve got a situation.” the voice said.

Ana stirred next to him. Marcus got up and walked out the room towards his living room.

“I’m listening.” Marcus said once he was out of ear shot.

“It seems a certain someone we know is slightly inebriated.”

In the background Marcus could hear a woman laughing. He knew that laugh, even though he seldom heard it, and it was rarely because he had made her do it.

“Slightly?” Marcus asked.

“Okay, a lot. Hey! Hey! Carter come on! Put your shirt down! Sorry...can you hold on a minute?”

Marcus heard the thud of the phone being dropped and he couldn’t help but smile at the picture forming in his mind of what exactly was going on at the other side of his phone call.

There was a rustling sound then the caller came back. “Sorry about that. She’s kind of a handful when she’s drunk. Anyway, I need someone to come pick her up.”

“Why can’t you drop her home?” Marcus asked.

“Not that I don’t want to, but I made prior engagements, if you know what I mean?”

Oh Marcus knew alright. What he didn’t know was why Marissa was drunk. She was always in control of her environment and surroundings. This was odd behavior for her.

“Where are you?” he asked.

He listened as the address was rattled out to him. “Be there in twenty.” he said, then disconnected.

*****************************************************************************************************
Marcus leaned against his Acura TL with a small smile on his face as he watched the scene before him.  Marissa had her arms thrown wide and was leaning backwards as Bryan struggled to set her upright. She was dressed in a black wool coat, jeans and black boots. A pink scarf was tied casually around her neck and her curls peeked out from under a black knit hat. She looked sexy and beautiful like she always did, and he felt his groin swell in appreciation.
“Why are we outshide?” she asked loudly and a little bit slurred.

“We’re going home?” Bryan answered as he draped one of her arms across his shoulders and hoisted her against him.

“Home?” she asked, then burst out into an off-key version of “Home on the Range.”

But the time she was finished singing they stood about two feet from Marcus.

“She’s all yours.” Bryan said and gave Marissa a slight push into Marcus.

Marcus caught her easily and was immediately aware of the alcohol on her breath.
“Hey!” Marissa protested as she tried to push herself off Marcus. “I thought we were going home. What is he doing here? Where’s my car?”

“He’s going to take you home.” Bryan said with all the patience of talking to a five year old. “You’re in no condition to drive. You can pick up your car tomorrow.”
“No!” she shrieked. “I’m not going anywhere with him! I can drive.”

She twisted out of Marcus’ grasp and immediately fell knee first onto the sidewalk.

“Ow!” she yelped. “Who put this stupid sidewalk here?”

Marcus flashed a look at Bryan, who just shrugged casually.

“Come on tiger, let’s try standing up again. And you’re not driving anywhere.” Bryan said as he hooked his arms under Marissa’s armpits and hauled her up. She burst out in laughter as she struggled to gain her footing. It took the both of them to get her into Marcus’ car and strapped in.

“Good luck.” Bryan said as he stood on the sidewalk watching Marcus walk around to the driver’s side. Marcus let out a sigh, but said nothing. He was sure he was going to need all the luck he could get.

As he slid in his seat he noticed Marissa touching the radio knob on the console.

“Is this a spaschship?” she slurred as she turned the knob this way and that.

“No it’s not.” Marcus answered as he started the car. The engine purred quietly, and the dashboard lit up.
“Oooooohhh...glowy.” she beamed as she ran a finger over the GPS system.  “I’ve never seen a car with so many glowy gizmos before.”
“That’s just how it is.”

“Are you an alien?”

“Christ.” Marcus muttered as he pulled away from the curb.

Soft classical music filled the interior of the car, and the heating vents pushed out warm air around them. Marcus glanced over at Marissa. Her head was resting back against the headrest and her legs were stretched out in front of her. Her arms lay limply in her lap, and ever so often she let out a small sigh.
“Hmmm.....I don’t like you.” she said breaking the interior’s silence.

“Why not?” he asked softly.

“You’re an asshole.”

He let that sink in.

“But you’re a cuuuuuuute asshole,” she went on. “And I’m drunk. Drunk, drunk, drunk, drunk, drunk.”

Her head rolled listlessly to the side and Marcus thought she had passed out.

“He’s getting married.” she said with a heavy sigh.

“Who’s getting married?”

“Santoni.”

Marcus let out a bark of laughter.” Wonder Bread’s getting married? Some chick actually wants to commit to him? Wow.”

Marissa sent him a withering look. “He picked her. He picked her and her fake boobs and he didn’t pick me.” She jabbed a finger at her chest. “I’m not marriage material. I’m not that girl.”
Marcus stole a glance at her. The melancholy look on her face twisted his heart. He had no doubt that this was the reason she was three sheets to the wind. He felt a twinge of jealousy at the fact that she was so upset with what’s-his-face that she had gotten drunk over his impending nuptials. Fucking bastard didn’t deserve it.
“Did you want him to pick you?” he asked carefully. 

She seemed to think about the question for a few seconds then, “No. No I didn’t want him to pick me. But he could’ve still asked. But I guess he wanted a stable woman.”
Marcus chuckled at the hilarity of the statement. “Who says you’re not?”

“Me. I’m damaged goods.” she pointed awkwardly at herself. “Nobady wants damaged goods. They want blonde, fake boobs goods.”
Marcus frowned at the analogy. Did Wonder Bread tell her that? His anger spiked, and he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “You’re not damaged goods.”

She made a disgusted sound then closed her eyes.

A few more minutes of silence passed.

“He kissed me.” she mumbled.

“What? Who kissed you?”

“Santoni. He was at the party and he kisshed me. I wanted him to kissh me. He said he loved me.”
Marcus stared stonily ahead. They were about two miles from her house and he didn’t think he could drive fast enough in order to put an end to his torture.

The words burned even as he spoke them, “Do you love him?”

Laughter bubbled out of Marissa; a reaction that caught Marcus totally off-guard.  She laughed and laughed and laughed until tears came out of her eyes. When the laughter died down she said, “Love is what happens to other people, not me.”

She looked at him and tilted her head. A thoughtful look was on her face. “I loved you.”

Marcus looked at her for a quick second before turning his gaze back on the street. “I know.”

“Did you love me?”

“I do.”

The moment the confession was out of his mouth Marcus regretted it instantly. He held his breath waiting to see how Marissa would react. She made a “hmm” sound then stared out the passenger side window.

He visibly relaxed when he realized she didn’t catch his slip-up. Her fingers played idly with the window controls, but unbeknownst to her Marcus had set the lock on the windows on her side so only he could roll it up or down. The last thing he wanted was for her to decide she wanted to put her hand or head out the window.

“Your car is soooooooooo clean.” she said as she looked around the darkened interior. “Nobady’s car is this clean. Not even my mother’s. And she’s a neat freak.”

“Is that so?” Marcus said hoping to prolong the idle conversation. “How is your mother by the way?”

“She’s fine. Alive. Trying to marry me off to the first available penis. She sez mah eggs are gonna dry up and blow away like dush if I don’t find a man shoon.” she slurred
Marcus smiled. “Are you afraid your eggs would do that?’

Marissa laughed. “Mah eggs can turn to dush now. It would surely swave me time and money from having to go to the pharmacy every month. Fucking eggs.”

Alcohol was really the best truth serum, Marcus thought with amusement. He was learning so much about Marissa tonight. She was usually so guarded and cynical towards him. Her vulnerability while intoxicated was mesmerizing him.

“Is this your car?” she asked as she poked at the lock on the glove compartment.

“Yeah, it’s mine.” And it was too. This was the one vehicle that he rightfully possessed. He had bought the late model car with his own money a few months ago. The Hummer, Explorer and Mercedes coupe that sat in an underground garage at the brownstone in Brooklyn were all owned by Uncle Sam. 

“I like it.” Marissa beamed. “It shoots you.”

“Thanks.” he said with a laugh.

Marissa let out a sigh and laid her head back on the headrest. “I’m tired.” she said and closed her eyes.

“Long day?”

She shook her head. “Every day is a long fucking day for me. I’m just tired of not being happy and pretending that I am. Pretend-happy is exshausting.” 

Ain’t that the truth? Marcus thought.

They were nearing a Popeye’s Fried Chicken on Sunrise Highway. “Do you want something to eat?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Best not too. Makes throwing up easier and less smelly.”

Marcus smiled at her candidness. “Sounds like you’ve been drunk a lot.”

“Not really. But the few times I wash it was always painful the morning after...short of like my sex life.”

If Marcus hadn’t been concentrating on the roadway he would’ve surely ended up in a ditch after her statement. He cleared his throat. “Maybe it’s the men you’ve been sleeping with.”

She shrugged nonchalantly, “Maybe. Not many to shooze from in my world.”

“What does that mean?”

“Look at mah life. I’m the poshter child for unfunctionality.”
“Don’t you mean dysfunctionality?”

She rolled her eyes dramatically. “What are you? A fucking wordist? Sheesh.”

Marcus chuckled. Yep, this Marissa was way more entertaining.

“When was the lash time you had sex?” she asked as she played with the strap of her seatbelt.
There was no way he was going to tell her a couple of hours ago, so he did what he always did in times of self-preservation he countered with a question. “Does it matter?’

“Nosh really.” she said with a shrug.  “Just making conversation.” 
“You curious about my sex life Princess?” he asked as he flashed a playful smile at her.

He watched as a myriad of emotions flickered over her face. “Err...no. The lash time we had sex it was the most horibibble thing ever......”

He didn’t know what to say. It was the most horrible thing ever, and he was totally to blame for that. He looked over at her quickly. She was staring out the window looking like a lost little girl. He wondered what was going through her mind. Was she replaying the events of that night over in her mind?  Was she trying to control her anger and disgust towards him? A sick feeling settle in his chest.
The silence remained between them until he pulled into her parking lot and stopped in front of her complex’s entrance.

He parked the car then got out and went around and helped her out. 

“Where are your keys?” he asked as they walked to the door.

She fumbled around in the pockets of her jeans and fished out a key ring with five keys on it. 

“Bingo!” she exclaimed and swayed slightly, almost crashing into the front door.

He grabbed her and took the keys from her. “Which one is it?”

She blinked then looked confused for a second.  “It’s the one with the number five on it.” She held up five fingers.

He found the key and opened the door. Darkness greeted them and the smell of Pinesol drifted up his nose. Her place always smelled clean. Whether he was invited or not, every time he was in or around her front door a fresh scent always greeted him. He smiled at the thought, surprised that he only now realized it. A light switched on. Marissa extracted herself from his grasp and swayed slightly. “Shanks for the ride. Bye.”

“I’m not leaving you like this.” he said as he closed the door and walked towards her. Her eyes widened and she took a step back. The motion caused her to stumble, but managed to keep from falling by gripping onto the edge of the console table near the front hallway closet.
“I’m fine.” she said with a jerky laugh. “Go.” She waved a dismissive hand at him.
He shook his head then took her arm and pulled her in the direction he remembered her bedroom was located. The last time he was in there he was trying to be invisible when Wonder Bread had unexpectantly stopped by. Now, when he entered the room and flicked on the light he saw that she had changed the position of the bed and the paint on the walls was now a lavender color rather than the beige he had last seen. 

“Cool color.” he commented as he sat he sat her down on the bed.

She flopped back as soon as her butt hit the edge of the mattress. “Needed a change.”

He bent down and took her boots off, then pulled her upright and took off her coat, hat and scarf. As his hands undid the knot in the scarf his fingers brushed against her neck.
“Mmmmm.” she purred. “Your hands are shooooow warm. Are you mashic?”

He chuckled. “No I’m not magic.”

“My hands are freezing.” she said. “Everybody’s hands are freezing. It’s winter. Fucking twenty degrees outside. Yesh your hands are warm. Only mashic people can do that.”
She stretched, and her t-shirt rode up exposing her flat, bare stomach. He sucked in a breath as he felt his cock swell in arousal.

 “You’re drunk. Go to sleep.” he said as he laid her back down. He didn’t dare take off anymore of her clothing, for fear of not being able to control himself and doing something even more stupid… like kiss her. The slip up in the car was already one too many mistakes he had made around her tonight.
“I am not drunk. Jush highly buzzed.” she argued as she rolled over in the bed and came to lie on her stomach.

“Same thing.”

“Nuh uh. If I wash drunk I would’ve been throwing up all over the plache by now.”

“Who’s to say you won’t be in a while.” Marcus said as he pulled down the comforter on her bed.

“Because I knows me.”

“Do you now?” he asked with a smile.
He rolled her over and pulled the comforter from under her.

“Yeash I do. Do you knows me?” she answered then yawned widely.

That was the million dollar question.

“Get some sleep.” Marcus said as he ignored her question and brought the comforter up to her chin.

“I can’t sheep. I’m too buzzed up.” she said with a grin and leveled her liquid brown gaze on him.
“Try.” he said and straightened up.

“Can you stay?”

His heart hammered in his chest. She wanted him to stay? A few weeks ago that would’ve been the last thing she would have ever suggested. 

“Pleeeeeeeease.” she begged. “I’ve had enough alone time this past month to lash me a lifetime.”

He stared at her, still surprised by her request.

“I promise to be good.” she pressed on.

A bark of laughter escaped from him. Her being good was not going to be the problem. If she only knew the thoughts swirling around in his head right now. If she only knew of his hope......

“Okay.” he said and sat in the arm chair next to her bed. “But I won’t stay long.”
She stared at him. Monitoring his movements and expressions. Then she giggled.
“What?’ he asked as he shifted in the chair trying to get comfortable.

“You look funny sitting in that chair.” she laughed. “You’re toooo big.”

He sat up straighter and placed his arms on the armrests. He was too big. The chair had been designed to fit a smaller frame. A more feminine frame.

“Come sit on the bed.” she said.
As much of an opportunist as Marcus was he wasn’t going to take advantage of Marissa in her state. Sitting on the bed next to her would be too much of a temptation. A temptation that would more than likely cause him to act in a manner that would crush any hope of them ever having any type of a friendship ever again.
“I’m good here.” he said and stretched his long legs out in front of him.

She made a disappointed sound then her eyes drifted closed.

He tilted his head back until it touched the back of the chair and closed his eyes. What a night. He wondered briefly about the woman he had left in his bed. Was she still asleep? He hadn’t left a note, but more than likely she would stay until morning. And what about Marissa? Would she even remember him being here?  All the things she said and asked?
“Did you love me?”

“I do.”

The conversation permeated his brain. Christ! How could he slip up like that? He felt foolish for admitting that to her. But it was too late to take it back now. Hopefully she wouldn’t remember anything by the time she woke up. And if she did he would deny ever having said anything.  He couldn’t help but be concerned about her though. From what he saw, and what she had said to him tonight, it was obvious she was not happy. Hell, he wasn’t happy; but he had given up on ever experiencing that emotion a long time ago. Marissa though, she deserved to be happy. He wanted her to be happy.

“Marcus?” he heard her say sleepily.

He opened his eyes and looked at her. Her eyes were still closed. “Yeah?”

“Apology acshepted.” she mumbled.
His throat constricted and his heart hammered against his ribcage. A small smile then broke out on his face, and for a second he experienced the lost feeling of happiness he thought he could no longer feel.
