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FIRST
CHOICE

 


 


Friday afternoon

 


Jessamine Winterberry. Who finally satisfied Derrick
Bailif two weekends ago? Ask him.

 


 


Each of the three times it repeated, the
message remained the same. I saved it. Nothing threatening came up
in my e-mail when I checked. A quick call to my home voice mail
yielded incoherent messages of demand from my dad and two of my
three older sisters-- as if I could influence Mom any more than
they. At least the anonymous informant called only the direct line
to my dinky set designer's office in the county playhouse rather
than breaching my private domain.

 


***

 


The room spun. My stomach rolled. Innocent
until proven guilty, I reminded myself. Don't call his office. Wait
until we see each other tonight.

 


***

 


Paul's on the South River was crowded, but
the hostess still seated us at our favorite table where we'd
celebrated his promotions and my favorable notices.

Lush colors, decadent fabrics, glittering
place settings, and the view of the river created the perfect
environment for enjoying five-star Eastern Shore cuisine.

 


***

 


Our entrees arrived before I found the nerve
to ask.

 


***

 


"Derrick, did you take a lover two weekends
ago?"

His ridiculously long dark lashes brushed his
cheeks when his eyelids fluttered - his only visible sign of
surprise.

"Yes, Jessamine, I slept with a colleague
during the management retreat weekend. We were discreet."

As if discretion mitigated the pain of
betrayal.

His speculative gaze and refusal to explain
angered me. Before the start of our year-long dating relationship
I'd told Derrick that my abstinence from sexual intercourse wasn't
a ploy or a gimmick, but was my only guarantee against pregnancy,
disease, and confusing sex with intimacy.

He'd agreed. He respected me. Insisted on
dating me. Six months later he declared us a monogamous couple: He
stopped dating other women. I'd dated him exclusively from the
beginning.

So many questions hovered behind my closed
lips while this beautiful man had the nerve to smile into my
eyes.

"Jessamine." Derrick placed his hand over
mine in the center of the table. "Your hands are wonderful, but no
substitute for the real thing." He laced our fingers. Refused to
release me when I tugged.

My questions could wait. Time to escape. Call
a taxi. Make it easy for this Great Catch to be with the owner of
the disembodied sultry voice on my answering machine. Did the
servers and other diners sense my humiliation? Were they slyly
watching as Derrick shifted responsibility for his betrayal?

"Sexually, I need more than you've offered so
far. Your virginity keeps you from knowing what you're missing.
Marry me, Jessie. As your husband I'd never stray."

No remorse. No apologies. A marriage proposal
minus the ring. Somehow a ceremony and a piece of paper would make
him faithful until I'd do something else that caused him to betray
his word.

Smiling, I leaned toward him.

"I know what it is to want a solid erection
connected to a male body thrusting inside me instead of fantasies,
fingers, and inanimate substitutes." My free hand shoved my plate
of food across the table. His wine flute wobbled then tipped into
his lap. Now he tried to release me but I refused.

"You vindictive Puritan tease-- " he
whispered.

We battled silently. Both of us attempting to
keep our drama private.

My plate teetered at the edge until it
plopped into his lap. Crab, lobster, and olive oil joined the wine.
Derrick jerked backward when I released his hand.

"Stay put," he hissed as I gathered my
purse.

I scooted out of my seat and stood.

"I haven't dated a man I'd trust with my
heart, much less my body. Goodbye, Derrick." My stomach
lurched.

I forced myself to glide between the tables.
I heard our server fussing over the mishap. In the foyer the
hostess signaled the concierge to summon a taxi at my request, then
retrieved my over-size silk scarf from the cloak room. By the time
Derrick appeared at the entrance I had just locked the taxi's
backdoor.

 


***

 


At the side door to the playhouse I gave the
driver a big tip for detouring through the liquor store's
drive-through.

Inside my office I placed my liters of mixed
berry juice and black currant vodka on the desk, then searched for
a cup.

Someone knocked.

I wondered if coming here to avoid another
confrontation with Derrick might have put me in danger.

"Hello?" The knob jiggled. "Jessamine?"

I recognized Alonzo Burk's voice.

"I'm fine, Alonzo. Just doing some paperwork.
Goodnight." As the building maintenance overseer he knew that my
creative workspace was a studio behind the stage.

His silence concerned me, especially when the
knob slowly turned back and forth.

Almost a minute later, he asked, "Do you
trust me, Jessamine?"

"Yes, of course, Alonzo."

We had met three years earlier at the city
soup kitchen where we both volunteered on Tuesday afternoons.
Months later I'd encouraged him to bid for the opportunity for his
fourth-generation company, Burk Family Plumbing and Building
Maintenance, to serve the playhouse.

"Then show yourself. Unlock this door."

I dabbed at my eyes and very quietly blew my
nose into my crumpled handkerchief. Deep breathing calmed me a
little as I crossed the office.

"Hi." My smile felt painfully wide.

Alonzo executed a swift one-eyed inspection
of me and the room.

"Why are you crying and planning to get
drunk?"

For his every step forward I backtracked two
until my hips hit the edge of my desk nearly toppling my
beverages.

Even with the patch over his left eye, and
the patchwork of scars covering that side of his face and neck, I
didn't fear him. During the years of our acquaintance he'd never
said anything or acted in a way that frightened me.

"What's happened, Jessamine?"

That single perfect brown eye just stared at
me. The heat from his strong body drew me. We leaned toward each
other at the same instant.

"A personal drama." I burrowed into his tight
embrace. "A few hours of self-pity and liquor are all I need." The
stroke of his hand over my disheveled hair soothed me. "Why are you
here?"

"Another burst pipe." His breath caressed my
ear.

I'd heard that a group of anonymous
benefactors had pledged money for new pipes to be fitted, but the
funds wouldn't be available for several weeks.

"I was doing a final walk-through when the
light under your door caught my eye."

Surrounded by the tenor of his voice and the
feel of his body, his presence muted the evening's earlier
discord.

 


***

 


For the first time since winning the
community playhouse contract, Alonzo thanked fate for the
deteriorated condition of the building's plumbing. He hadn't
foreseen that a 911 page from the custodian would result in the
realization of three years of fantasies about getting close to
Jessamine Winterberry.

While her voluptuous body settled into his
embrace Alonzo reminded himself to proceed with caution. Finding a
weepy woman locked in a room with a liter of liquor suggested
devastating news-- probably a lovers' quarrel.

Just when he'd decided to coax the details
from Jessamine, her warm plump lips pressed a kiss to the fabric
over his breastbone. His nerves jumped reminding him that he hadn't
held a woman in more than three years. He'd paid the sex worker
even though her poorly hidden revulsion had rendered him
temporarily impotent. That was the last time he'd worked up the
nerve to pursue a woman with his sexual interests.

Jessamine's tight embrace and roaming lips
tempted Alonzo to accept what she offered without asking any
questions. He resisted.

"Jessamine?" He pried her arms from his
waist. "What happened tonight?" Spinning their positions, Alonzo
propped his hips against her desk before settling her body between
his hard thighs. His muscular arms bound their torsos together. Her
tears soaked his shirt collar. "Quarrel with your lover?"

 


***

 


Alonzo's question released all the pain I
wanted to ignore. He asked again and I started sobbing, wetting his
shirt front. Raised flesh rubbed my cheek beneath the damp cotton
twill fabric.

Before we'd ever met, I'd heard his name
during news broadcasts when he had been found alive after being
buried under tons of glass and metal for two days. A corporate site
under construction had collapsed killing eight people.

Alonzo's embrace pinned my arms to my sides.
He kept whispering in my ear; prompting me to share my secrets with
him.

I stretched up to kiss him, just to silence
him.

 


***

 


She was rebounding. Alonzo felt it in the
desperation of her kiss. He should resist. Take her home. But he
hadn't kissed a woman with sensual motive in more than three years.
He loosened his hold to bring his hands to her cheeks; to frame her
face.

The taste of her obliterated coherent thought
beyond taking his fill. He ravaged her mouth. Nibbled her
gloriously full lips until she moaned. He trapped her hands at the
small of her back when she attempted to embrace him.

"Let me touch you," she said between
kisses.

Alonzo responded by pulling her astride one
of his heavily muscled thighs. The sudden pleasure startled her
into gasping. His tongue filled her open mouth while the strength
of his hands pressed her mons into his thigh.

He placed her hands on his shoulders, then
ended the kiss. Jessamine's dazed eyes returned his harsh stare.
"If you move your hands, I'll stop. Understand?" He doubted any
event short of Armageddon or her withdrawal could stop him.

Alonzo knew Jessamine was using him. What
better retaliation against her pretty-boy professional than to have
a quickie with the ugliest man she knows? Lust and rage battled for
primacy. Should he indulge her knowing that afterward she might
despise him and herself?

He would create a way to sample her body
without losing their friendship.

 


***

 


His fierce expression scared me, but my
desire was greater than my fear. Suddenly this man who had always
treated me like a beloved little sister was overwhelming me with
his sexual pull. Being desired so much intensified my
excitement.

My fingers clutched his shoulders. I kissed
him to show my acceptance of his terms and everything he offered--
especially the chance to forget the outside world for a short time.
Maybe later he'd accept my touch.

His large sculptured hands grabbed my hips
and dragged me higher into the notch of his thighs and groin. My
short skirt rose revealing plain black garters and lacy panties. I
twisted in his embrace, but couldn't escape his tongue thrusting
into my mouth or his fingers kneading my buttocks, rocking my
clitoris against sturdy denim and rubbing my tender breasts against
his solid pectorals. Every muscle between my legs clenched around
unbearable emptiness. Slick moisture lay wasted on my inner thighs.
I turned my head gasping for breath. Alonzo tilted me backward,
took my right breast into his mouth-- dress, brassiere, and all. I
screamed. My hold on his shirt threatened to rip its seams.

Alonzo shoved his thigh higher and clutched
my buttocks tighter, grinding my sex against his leg. I
fainted.

 


***

 


Seconds before Jessamine slumped in his arms,
Alonzo considered the possibility of using this sexual encounter as
an initial step toward a deeper relationship. He hoped their solid
years-long friendship would balance the fact that she was
rebounding. He needed details of what he guessed was her sudden
break-up with the poster boy for corporate achievement. He and
Derrick had never moved beyond the cordiality of strangers the few
times they'd met at the soup kitchen, playhouse fundraisers, and
Jessamine's parties.

Juggling Jessamine into a one-armed hug,
Alonzo pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket. He was glad she
remained unconscious while he sopped the moisture glistening on her
pubes and inner thighs. For a brief moment the temptation to ease
one finger into the source of her musky fragrance lured him until a
glimpse at her vulnerable body returned him to sanity. Emotional
overload probably contributed to her fainting as much as his sexual
prowess, but he took satisfaction from her shattered response
anyway. The large wet spot on his jeans proved that he'd excited
her.

 


***

 


Lifting her hips, Alonzo tugged the scrap of
lace free of her swollen labia, then straightened her silk-lined
skirt and pulled until the hem draped a few inches above her knees.
He shifted her to his other thigh in order to save her skirt from
the wet spot. He rocked her in his embrace while he waited for her
unfathomable eyes to open.

 


***

 


My first conscious thought was that Derrick
was right: I am a Puritan tease. The warmth and hardness of
Alonzo's erection nudged my hip through our layers of clothes.

I forced my eyes open expecting to see anger
in his face instead of the look of intense concentration with which
he regarded me. That's when I realized he'd cleaned my body and
straightened my clothes in addition to pleasuring me into
oblivion.

Why wasn't he berating me?

"Where, Jessamine?"

Grabbing my hands when I reached toward his
face, he twisted his scarred side away from me. He was still
unwilling for me to see or touch his tightly stretched and stitched
flesh. I decided to reciprocate pleasure for pleasure; to take him
home and seduce him.

"Home."

 


***

 


Alonzo double-parked while I ran into the
pharmacy for condoms, lubricant, and Epsom salts. He thought I
needed pain reliever and a cold pack for my headache and swollen
eyes.

 


***

 


Alonzo felt equal parts joy and fear when
Jessamine led him into her home, then disappeared down the central
hall. His eyes scanned the inviting atmosphere.

Seeing the interior without the press of
gyrating bodies allowed him to appreciate the cool colors and clean
lines of her three-bedroom bungalow. Half-burned candles of various
sizes and shapes accented every flat surface. Traces of their
fragrance lingered in the air. Many windows combined with the open
floor plan fostered a sense of unlimited space.

Jessamine reappeared with her face freshly
scrubbed. From his seat in one of her over-stuffed lounge chairs he
watched her mute the ringer on the phone before mixing their
drinks. She appeared much calmer. Maybe he'd take a few sips, then
leave. He could call her over the weekend: invite himself over or
invite her out as a friendly overture of concern; solidify this
encounter as a foundation for something deeper with Jessamine.
Earlier his scars hadn't repelled her, but she had been
concentrating on other things. He couldn't predict how she'd
respond under normal circumstances. He was too weary to speculate.
Too aroused to squash the budding hope their office encounter had
planted in his heart. He needed to be alone with his fist and an
icy shower before he exploded.

 


***

 


Getting him tipsy seemed the best way to make
him stay, but I didn't know how much alcohol would affect such a
large, muscular man. I'd made his drink mostly vodka with a little
juice. Mine was all juice.

"I should go. Give you some quiet time."

Alonzo drained his glass. I hoped he hadn't
eaten much during the day.

"Please stay. An evening of self-pity no
longer appeals to me."

He allowed me to refresh his drink. His body
appeared less rigidly held than when he'd first taken a seat. In
the past three years I had never seen Alonzo do more than nurse one
mixed drink throughout an entire social event. No matter how he
appeared, he was probably too affected by alcohol consumption to
drive home safely. The second drink should convince him to spend
the night.

"Thank you for tonight, Alonzo. I would have
been hungover and embarrassed if someone had found me at the
playhouse tomorrow morning."

"Glad to help." His beautiful eye stared at
me. "But would you have trusted your body to any man who'd shown up
at the playhouse, or do you trust me specifically?"

 


***

 


A minute too late Alonzo remembered why he
had never been a drinker, especially on an empty stomach-- empty
calories and loose lips.

One of Jessamine's hands fluttered near her
face. She coughed. She sipped her drink. Finally she said, "I trust
you specifically. I've never climaxed that quickly or strongly
before being in your arms tonight." She rubbed the ends of her
hair. "Would you have comforted any woman that way, or did my
identity matter?"

Jessamine watched him roll his glass between
his palms. His gaze drifted from her face to linger at her breasts
where his mouth had put a faint water mark. He studied her legs
demurely crossed at the ankles, then finished his drink. He decided
to tell the truth.

"I want you, Jessamine. I've wanted you for
some time, but I'm willing to wait until you've dealt with whatever
happened with Derrick tonight. My goal is to be more than some
consolation lover."

Alonzo damned himself as a fool for making
demands when he should be grateful for whatever Jessamine was
willing to give. His imagination produced images of her running
from the sight of his scarred body. He shook his head, focused on
the reality of the lush beauty seated within reach. Silently he
dared her to accept him and his new
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