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Chapter One

 


 


Ash’s eyes, green as a
jungle cat’s, intrigued Maya from the first time he answered her
gaze with his. He moved with a tiger’s prowl: lethal and luscious,
powerful and proud. As she watched him stroll across the broad
grassy expanse between the campus buildings one spring afternoon,
Maya yearned for him in the most basic way. Her imagination
conjured up images of him, naked and willing, with his long legs
wrapped around hers on satin sheets––or maybe a bearskin rug before
the fireplace––at his vintage home on Galewood Street in Sherman
Oaks. The Advanced American
Literature textbook in her lap fell to the
ground as she strained to catch a glimpse of his thumbs. They were
one of her favorite things about him, because the old wives’ tale
proved quite true. Ash boasted large hands with sizeable thumbs,
and his cock matched it, making him a lover of considerable talent.
And Maya knew her addiction to Ash and the intimacy they shared was
real.

“Dr. Sheppard?”

The voice cut through her wanton thoughts
and brought her back to reality. “Yes?” One of her students stood a
few paces away.

“I wondered if I could
talk to you about Nathaniel Hawthorne and my thesis,” the young
woman said. “There’s some stuff I don’t get about
The Scarlet Letter.”

“Sure,” Maya said. She
remained distracted until Ash vanished beyond the trees nearest the
faculty parking lot. He must be leaving …
but I thought he had one more class session. And I thought we’d
make plans. “Make an appointment with the
department secretary.”

Disappointment soured the student’s
expression. “I thought maybe we could talk now.”

Maya retrieved the textbook and gathered up
her other things. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m running late and I
don’t have the free time … but I’ll be happy to talk with you
later.”

Her final class of the day
met on the third floor of Alexander Hall, one of the oldest
buildings on campus. She climbed the steep, narrow stairs and
arrived at the classroom door at exactly three o’clock, breathless,
but not from the climb. Her daydreams involving Ash––Dr. Ashton
O’Neill––often left her winded. Maya didn’t want to lecture about
19th Century poets like Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman. She’d
rather describe Ash’s emerald eyes or his lean, muscular body. It
would be so easy to spend the entire class period talking about his
voice, the deep, husky tone with the richness of the best Irish
whiskey, flavored with just enough of a brogue to add a musical
sweetness. At thirty-one years old, Maya wasn’t sure if she loved
Ash, but she had no doubt she was deep in lust with him. And she
would accept an exclusive relationship with him any day or night,
no questions asked.

Everyone on campus, all the straight women
and most of the gay guys, wanted Ashton O’Neill too. Sometimes Maya
wondered how many others enjoyed his many talents, but she tried
not to dwell on it. Jealousy didn’t suit her, and she knew Ash
would loathe the slightest flicker. So far, he appeared to be as
free as the birds roosting in the tallest trees on campus, the
birds who flew high into the sky at will each morning. No one, Maya
thought, would ever tether the gorgeous history professor, not even
her.

“All right,” Maya said as she settled down
behind the podium. “Where did we leave off last time?”

“We were discussing Walt
Whitman’s poem, I Hear America
Singing,” Kismet, a Goth student with a
genius-level mind, replied.

“Ah, yes.” Maya remembered now. “Let’s talk
about the different occupations Whitman mentions here. How many are
still viable ways to make a living? I mean, how many hatters and
shoemakers do any of you know?”

A lively discussion began, and the students
debated the issue until the end of class. Most rushed out in a
flurry of backpacks and knapsacks, leaving behind a miasma of
various aromas: everything from designer perfume to the lingering
hint of marijuana from someone’s clothes to linger. Maya longed to
dash away too, but first she gathered up her papers and books. She
put the room to rights, straightened the desks and erased the
blackboard, feeling pleased she could still use chalk rather than a
whiteboard with markers or a Smart Board. A Luddite at heart, Maya
preferred the simple things of the past to most technological
advances––one of the things she had in common with Ash.

Her thoughts turned back to Ash. She
anticipated spending time with him after classes ended for the day,
maybe to meet for a few drinks or enjoy each other in a physical
sense. As much as she lusted after his body, Maya admitted Ash
enchanted her in every possible way. From the afternoon they met at
a faculty reception on a hot summer day (so torrid Maya hadn’t worn
any underwear beneath her sheath dress), she craved more of the
Irish professor.

 


****

 


She never doubted they were fated to meet.
Maya often skipped such receptions out of boredom, but her
department chair insisted she make an appearance. Five minutes
after arriving, she ended up in a corner with a cup of punch
cradled in her hands. The tropical concoction tasted too sweet, and
at room temperature, Maya found it disgusting. As she debated
whether or not she should dump the liquid into a nearby ficus tree,
she saw him on the other side of the room.

Dark, unruly hair curled
below his ears and over the nape of his neck. Maya gawked,
attracted by his curls, but she caught her breath at the way his
lean body moved beneath his faded blue jeans and tweed
blazer. I don’t know who he is, but I want
to take him home, she thought. He turned
to face her, as if he’d read her mind, and those amazing green eyes
smote her with emerald fire. She stared back, drowning in the depth
of his gaze. As if compelled, she walked toward him.

He met her halfway there.
Along the way Maya put down her punch cup, and when she reached
him, he took her hand and bent low to kiss it. “Enchante, pretty lady,” he said. His
voice caused shivers to ripple down her spine. “Let me introduce
myself. I’m Ashton O’Neill, the new history professor.”

Although her voice stuck somewhere in her
throat, Maya managed to say, “I’m delighted to meet you, Professor
O’Neill. I’m Maya Sheppard, a literature professor here on
campus.”

“Call me Ash, please,” he said.

His name suited him, Maya decided. He
ignited her fires and suffused her with such heat she could easily
burn to ashes without even a single touch. “I will, Ash,” she
said.

“Would you like to go
somewhere else?” Ash asked. “I find the conversation boring, the
punch loathsome, and the company dull. You are, of course, the
exception, acushla.”

Maya didn’t know then what the unfamiliar
word meant, but she soon learned it was a Gaelic endearment,
meaning something like ‘my heart’s blood’ or ‘darling’. She adored
the sound of it. “I’d love to,” she told him.

Ash offered her his arm and she accepted it.
They sailed through the gathered groups and skirted around the
stares. Outside, heat baked everything as if the world were tucked
into an oven. “There’s a neighborhood bar two blocks from here,”
Maya suggested. “A lot of my students patronize it, I know.”

“I know a quaint little tea room,” Ash said
with a shake of his head. “’Tis lesser known, and we’ll be far more
alone there. I’d rather not deal with students today.”

Five years on this campus and she’d never
heard of the place, but it sounded ideal. Maya smiled. “It sounds
lovely.”

Bea’s Teas exceeded her expectations. The
hole-in-the-wall shop offered just a few tables, each with a view
of a beautiful side garden. Colorful blossoms bloomed despite the
hot weather, and although Maya was no garden guru, she could name
gladioli, Shasta daisies, a purple clematis vine climbing a rustic
trellis, and several varieties of roses. Antique kitchen dressers
served as sideboards and when their tea arrived, it delighted Maya
to see the blue Willow Ware cups and saucers, vintage and
well-used. She cupped her hands around the cup.

“My grandmother had these same dishes,” she
told Ash. “I have them, but they’re in storage for the moment. I’ve
always wanted a china cabinet so I could display them.”

In his large hand the cup seemed far more
fragile than in Maya’s. “My ma had the same,” he replied. “I used
to stare at the pictures and dream I might visit the Orient one
day.”

“And have you?”

His grin broadened. “Aye,” he said, sounding
far more Irish than he had earlier. “I have indeed. I spent some
years there, teaching English.”

As a little girl, Maya dreamed of traveling
round the globe. She planned to visit exotic places and do
marvelous things, but she hadn’t. Instead she grew up, graduated
from high school at the top of her small town class, earned her
bachelor’s degree, then a master’s, and finished with a doctorate.
Maya spent the first few years of her academic adulthood at a small
junior college in the wilds of Missouri before she headed for
California. She had accepted her current post and remained in
greater Los Angeles since.

“Where were you?”

His luscious lips sipped tea before Ash
replied. “I spent a few years in northern Thailand,” he told her.
“I was up near the Myanmar border. Then I put in for a post in
China and spent some time there.”

“It sounds wonderful. But why on earth did
you come back?”

“Ah,” he said. “Well, I’m not quite as young
and footloose as I used to be, darlin’. I wanted to rest my weary
bones in some civilized place. I considered going back to the UK,
but I decided California has better weather.”

“So you’re from Ireland?”

Ash shook his head. “That depends on who you
might ask. I’m from a small town, Keady in County Antrim, so it’s
part of Northern Ireland. There are those who
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