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one


There was no grand final act, no massive breakdown, no gross accusations — just a gentle realization that the life we’d built together wasn’t worth fighting for and that we’d fallen out of love. Twenty-three years and you wake up one day and just decide that it’s over, that you’re ready to move on.

Fin.

I’d mostly checked out for the past few years. So had she. We’d made it official a couple of weeks earlier, avoiding the ‘D’ word, but agreeing that we’d be better off living apart. She would stay in the house and if it ever sold, we’d split the proceeds. We’d always had separate bank accounts — her idea, she was nothing if not practical — so that wasn’t an issue and we just agreed to leave things the way they were.

It was less traumatic.

We still hadn't really discussed it — divorce. There wasn't that much on my end other than the residuals and a few thousand a month trickling in from various producer credits my bulldog agent had wrangled. My career had been on a steady downward trajectory for a few years and I couldn’t help but feel like all of this was inevitable, that it was bound to happen; I was turning into one of my loser characters, only this time it didn’t look like there was going to be a redemption arc in the third act.

I had a lifetime of sorry blind dates and cold leftovers to look forward to, and I needed to get used to it.

I had a good run. I was never the best writer, but I was at the top of my game as a journeyman and could grind out scripts people enjoyed — thrillers, romance, intrigue — I lived and died for characters that never really did what they should, drifting aimlessly, but ultimately getting where they needed to go. The audience changed, not me and I refused to adapt. The muse was still on my shoulder, even though she mostly kept quiet because I refused to listen.

What’s past is past, or passed. Whatever. The money coming in was enough. Josh had his tuition covered and how much did I need, really? I had the bungalow, Kim and I had agreed on that, and it was enough.

The bungalow was the same as it had always been. Part of me felt like the worst could happen and it would still be there, shuttered and shaded, hunched over in supplication to the larger, more elegant modern homes now surrounding it. The bungalow would outlast them though. It had to, this place was all I had left.

The floor plan was open, a surprisingly modern feature in an era of closed off rooms, closets, hallways and intense foyers. The large living room, entrance, and kitchen combo made the place feel bigger than it was and I’d always enjoyed that aspect of the setup when I brought my family here. We’d spent a lot of good times in the place, the breeze from the Pacific usually being enough to keep us cool, even on the most miserably hot SoCal days. The single bathroom had been the major issue, even with only three people staying at a time, having to wait for one person to finish for the next to take a piss was frustrating and I’d dreamed for years of an en suite, but that definitely wasn’t happening now.

My grandfather had been a physician, a general practitioner — GP to the stars, he always said, but his clientele was mostly B-list junkies who needed a quick fix and were looking for someone who didn’t ask too many questions. It was a living and he loved what he did.

He was a good man. Better than my father, but not by much and the alcoholism that ran like a through line directly down the generations didn’t bother to bypass me. I kept it low key, never went on benders, never got violent, but that need for a drink to take the edge off was always there and it was easier to give in than to stand up and say no.

I looked at the bourbon bottle next to the gleaming Oscar that I’d somehow snagged and felt like the combination was too on the nose. If I’d seen that on set, I’d say something, but now it felt just right. The bottle was half full. I’d gotten it yesterday. Not too bad. I could be doing better, though.

Could also be doing worse.

It was uncanny, being in this place alone and knowing that was how it would stay for the foreseeable future. The furniture was a mix of my grandmother’s — the modernist kitchen table, chairs and dressers — and my mother’s; the weird brown fabric sofa, easy chair, overly soft beds. Kim had added a few tacky art pieces. She said it needed color, and I didn’t argue, even though I despised the intrusive decor.

None of it was comfortable or mine and anything covered in fabric emitted a moldy smell that wouldn’t go away. I had opened all the windows when I arrived, letting it air out, the same thing I always did when Kim and Josh first got here for the summer. I felt like I could remember each and every one of our trips, and I thought we were happy.

The weird thing was that I never cheated. Kim had always been enough. We’d raised our son well, sent him to the best public schools, then onto a good state university. It was a clean shot, and we’d done an acceptable job, but one kid had been enough. We’d had him young. Kim and I dated in high school, then reconnected during summer break of my sophomore year of college. We weren’t careful, she got pregnant, and we decided we liked each other enough to stick it out. End of story.

Or so I thought.

I poured myself a shot. One was fine, more than that would be a problem. Two fingers, okay.

Growing up in Los Angeles was weird. I was surrounded by fame, money and glamor, but my family was extraordinarily middle class. My father didn’t go into medicine like my grandfather wanted. Instead, he became a set designer. He mostly worked on those cheesy sci-fi movies and TV shows, the ones where interplanetary explorers would shoot at humanoid lizard aliens in the middle of the desert in and around the Inland Empire.

He loved it and stayed with my mom until he died from lung cancer. She missed him so much that she joined him a year later. They were a rarity, and I’d hoped that I’d found that with Kim, hoped that we had that kind of connection, but instead of buttressing the relationship, the familiarity chafed.

Part of me wished that we’d burned out in a blaze of glory, it would’ve been easier. I could’ve railed against her to my friends, cursed her name instead of missing Thursday spaghetti and meatballs and the fact that she always knew when to leave me alone. But I missed that spark, the excitement and I knew she did too. We tried to fix it, but once you get to a certain point, that type of repair is impossible.

“Stop thinking about it,” I said with a harsh laugh, pouring myself another drink, then plugging up the bottle and returning it to the shelf.

The bungalow had never been given the honor of being a primary residence. My grandfather had purchased the lot in Carbon Canyon in the fifties and built a serviceable vacation home. We’d spend summers there. I was the only grandchild. I had an aunt, but she’d moved east for college and never came back. She said the west coast was too superficial, that it lacked any substance.

I couldn’t disagree with her, but the weather was nice.

My father inherited the house when my grandfather died and didn’t bother upgrading it. To him, the small home was a tax liability, and he kept waiting for it to be swept into the ocean where it belonged. It never was and as it fell into disrepair, I’d go there on weekends with my friends to party. A few houses went up nearby, then more and the idyllic beach home from my childhood became another suburban hellscape. The new houses were razed and replaced with bigger ones as the area became more desirable. I knew I could sell the place and get a good chunk of cash, but I hadn’t needed the money and was glad that I held out, even though Kim had floated the idea multiple times.

I stared at the ocean, the way the waves crashed violently against the shoreline, the sound they made as they charged, then withdrew, then repeated. It was relaxing. I could understand why people chose to live by the beach, but at that point, I realized that my decision had little to do with choice.

My phone ringing shook me out of my meandering thoughts. It was Josh. I smiled.

“Josh, what’s going on?” I loved my son more than anything. He was such a great kid.

“How’s life at the beach?”

“No complaints.” What could I tell him? That I was sitting there drinking alone, wishing I was anywhere else. “When are you coming for a visit?”

“I’ll be up this weekend.” He was at UCLA studying law. Like I said, he was a good kid. “Did mom get in touch with you?”

“No,” I was immediately suspicious. I thought everything had been settled. “Why would she?”

“I’m not getting involved, I’ll let the two of you hash it out.” I was exasperated and slammed the heavy etched crystal glass down on the kitchen countertop as I stared out the window and towards the ocean. The waves crashed on the sand and I took a deep breath, not wanting to get into it with him. None of this was his fault.

“Come on, Josh. You can’t just drop something like that and leave me hanging. What the fuck does she want?”

Silence. I couldn’t expect him to pick sides. He was equally ours and asking him to betray his mother’s confidence was going a step too far. I walked the demand back.

“Sorry. I’m just a little, you know, frustrated.” My attention shifted when I noticed a woman walking along the beach. The wind caught the brim of her baseball cap and blew it off her head, her dark hair whipping around her shoulders as she chased after it and a little white scruffy dog followed, barking.

“She didn’t want me to tell you about it, but…there’s another guy.” The news wasn’t as shocking as I wanted it to be. She’d been discreet, but there had been signs. I think I just decided to ignore them. We’d stopped having sex a while ago. The desire drifted away, and I assumed it was normal. If I needed to get off, I did, whatever, there’s no shame in dealing with it yourself. “I think she’s ready to sign the papers.”

“Okay,” I finally said, rubbing my temples before gripping the linoleum counter and trying to focus on extricating myself from the conversation as quickly as possible. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll call her. Is there anything you need?”

The woman bent over, picking up the ball and tossing it for the little dog to chase again.

“No, well, uh, yeah, there is something, but I’ll call you later. I’m still not sure if the situation’s going to sort itself out or not.” I was only half listening at that point and mumbled my goodbyes. The woman was intoxicatingly beautiful, and I felt like a total creep as I leaned against the counter and stared for a few more minutes, until she walked out of the frame and I remembered I needed to call Kim.

The phone felt like lead in my hand as I dialed and put it on speaker. I didn’t feel like devoting all of my attention to her, so I continued shuffling things around as it rang. Once. Twice. “Hello, Adam?”

“Yeah,” I didn’t know who else she thought it would be. Unless she’d already deleted my contact.

That would sting.

“Kim, if you need to talk to me, just call. I don’t want to drag Josh into this.” There was a pause on the other end and I heard her moving some things around. She was also avoiding this.

“Sorry, I was going to call, but I got distracted.”

Pause.

Adam freezes, massaging his temples, gripping the edge of the counter as he looks through the window, staring at the beautiful woman as she talks to a man. Irrational jealousy rips through him as he takes a deep breath, gathering his thoughts.

“So, what did you want, Kim? I’m busy here.”

That was a lie. What was another one?

“I…” she started and her voice caught. During the few weeks before I left, I’d wanted to patch things up, to work it out, but I suddenly realized I didn’t want that anymore. I wanted to start over, I wanted her to pull the plug and end it. “I think we should make this official.”


two


There was one grocery store in the nearby hamlet of La Costa that sold overpriced groceries and local produce and as I stood, trying to determine the difference between a few jars of pasta sauce, the reality of my situation really sank in. My life was over. I was alone, and I’d probably stay that way for the foreseeable future. I didn’t have it in me to date; the idea was viscerally repugnant.

As I tried to figure out the difference between the Napolitano sauce and the basil sauce, a variety of scenarios drifted through my mind. My remaining friends were probably already hard at work, ready to hook me up, to get me back into some sort of miserable situation where I’d rather gnaw off my leg than wake up in the morning.

They’ll set me up with a friend of a friend. She’s been through a nasty divorce and doesn’t trust men. She’ll tell me she doesn’t want to get hurt again — she just needs to get that out there — and that she’s looking for someone serious. Then she’ll ask me if I’d ever hurt her and I’ll resist the urge to tell her that I don’t know, that we’re on our first date, maybe we should talk about favorite movies or books or the weather, or I don’t know, even fucking politics.

The date ends awkwardly after a few hours of mental torture and I’ll tell her I’ll call her with zero intention of ever doing it, then six months later, we’ll run into each other and I’ll have to explain that the date was nice and that I enjoyed it, but I just got so goddamn busy, you know how that is.

If you’re up for a few more hours of agony, maybe we could try again sometime.

“Sorry, do you mind if I get in here?” A woman’s voice jerked me out of my thoughts and I shook my head, pulling myself out of my bleak future prospects and back into the misery of the present.

“Wait. I think I know you. Are you the guy who moved into that cute yellow bungalow on Big Rock Beach?”

“Maybe.” I put down the jar of pasta sauce I was holding and stared at the woman standing in front of me for a few seconds. She looked like she was in her early thirties and her long, dark hair cascaded over her tan shoulders in silky waves. Her teal yoga pants hugged her soft curves and when I realized that I was staring at her tits like a perv, I shook my head and returned my attention to her sharp blue eyes where they belonged.

“I love that place. It always made me so sad to walk by.” The few connections left in my brain suddenly sizzled to life and I remembered that I’d seen her before.

“Oh yeah. I think I saw you on the beach yesterday. You have a little white dog.” I shouldn’t have said that, now she’ll think I’m stalking her.

“Yes, that’s the love of my life, Regis.”

“Regis?” I laughed and so did she. It was nice. I liked the way it sounded.

“Regis & Kathy Lee was my favorite show when I was a kid. I’d watch it every morning when I didn’t have school. “My mom thought I was insane, but to me, Regis Philbin was absolutely the sexiest man alive.”

“Huh. That’s…interesting.” I stepped aside as a stern-looking woman cleared her throat, indicating that we were blocking her progression down the narrow aisle. Once she passed, I tried to come up with something interesting to say, but I had nothing interesting to say, especially to someone who looked like her. She stared at me and I opened my mouth, spitting out the first words that popped into my mind.

“Do you like the beach?”

God, I’m such a fucking idiot.

“Yeah,” she said as a sly smile curled her lips. I couldn’t tell if they were naturally that luscious or if she’d had some work done. I could’ve said that about her entire body, but I was trying not to stare.

Her eyes, Adam. Look at her eyes.

“I’ve been here for about a year now,” she said, then rolled her eyes and held out her hand. “Well, technically I’ve been here longer, but my husband left me for a newer model and I got the beach house in the divorce.”

“I’m divorced, too.” I didn’t know why I told her that. If I was writing the character of me, I would not say that, but I was me, not the person writing me and I was an idiot. “We, uh, just recently split.”

“That’s too bad,” she said with a little frown, her voice dripping with faux sadness. My aunt was ultimately right about the people here, but this woman was too fucking hot to spend that much time ruminating on the relative authenticity of her statement. “I’m Courtney, by the way.”

She held out her perfectly manicured hand, and I took it, unsure of the correct pressure in an encounter like this. I guestimated and she smiled, and I assumed that I’d figured it out.

“I’m Adam.”

Awkward silence, punctuated by a baby screaming a few aisles over.

“Well, it was really nice meeting you, Adam.”

Smile.

“You too.” Pause. “Maybe I’ll see you on the beach.”

That was so fucking dumb. Why am I so bad at this?

“Yeah, maybe. Ok, bye.” She waved and pushed her cart down the aisle, turning left at the end and leaving me to stare once again at the endless selection of pasta sauces. I grabbed one and threw it in my cart, then some pasta before detouring to the booze aisle and randomly choosing a bottle of wine.

She was too young for me. I was middle-aged, closer to fifty than forty and stress from the past few years made me look every year of it. I was getting a paunch, my hair was graying, and I was at the point that I really needed to pick up a pair of reading glasses, even though I had no intention of doing that until it was absolutely necessary.

I looked around to see if she was still in the store. Fortunately, she was gone. The universe just did me a solid, and I thanked it. I didn’t need any more complications in my life. What I needed was to get settled and start working on my next project. The woman in front of me paid, and I placed my basket on the conveyor belt.

“Are you a Caliber Club member?” the teenaged cashier asked.

“What’s that?” I stared at him. His nametag said Paul. He had a light peach fuzz mustache and some unfortunate acne besides the fact that he was painfully thin. I felt bad for the kid, especially living around here. He’d never get laid.

“Our loyalty club program. If you’re not a member, I can sign you up. It’s free.” He started scanning the six discrete items I’d thrown into my basket. I wanted to pay and get out, not hand over all my personal information to this complete stranger.

“Do you get anything from it?” I asked, curious.

“What do you mean?”

“Like do you get a kickback or something if you sign me up?” I’d do it for him. He seemed like a nice kid. I wanted to help him out.

“No, we just have to ask.”

“Then no, I’ll pass.” He threw my things into my canvas bag and gave me the total. I paid, thanked him and left wishing that I’d gotten more. There was no food in the house and nothing nearby and I knew that I’d be regretting my decision to not load up on junk food in three hours, but the whole thing honestly stressed me out and all I wanted to do was get back to the bungalow and lick my wounds.

Maybe sit on the porch like I was having deep thoughts, even though those had disappeared a while ago, but definitely drink.

I unlocked my old Porsche, realizing that almost every other car in the lot was some variation of an EV. I liked the way they sounded, but the thought of having to plug in my vehicle gave me nightmares. What if I forgot to do it and I had somewhere I needed to go? I didn’t need the extra stress in my life.

The drive back home was uneventful. I took the long way, along the coast, and thought about Courtney. She was nice. She was also extremely hot and way outta my league. Like even if I was at the top of my game, selling million dollar scripts and snagging one of the prime producer credits, she wouldn’t look at me twice.

We were neighbors, that was it and I needed to get my head out of my ass and realize that there was no happy ending; that shit only happens in the movies, made up by miserable assholes like me.

The afternoon waned, weaving slowly out of my consciousness as another day ended and the next one would most likely be as grim. The sun drifted downwards towards the horizon like it always did and it would hopefully continue to do for the foreseeable future. I sat, staring at it, working on a bottle of wine, trying to psych myself up to go inside and boil the damn water for the pasta. Everything felt pointless. Kim had moved on, Josh said as much. Had she been cheating on me the whole time and I was too oblivious to notice? Did it matter?

I took another drink, then set the glass down on the wooden railing and leaned back in the creaky rocking chair. The porch was the best part of the house. It was built before air conditioning became a necessity and kept the interior cool. I looked at the water, then picked up my glass again.

I was distracted from my dumb musings when a familiar figure walked along the beach in front of me. There had been intermittent traffic all afternoon — families, couples, kids — everyone enjoyed strolling idly in the soft sand, it was therapeutic. I knew this person, though, recognized the dog, recognized that top shelf ass wrapped in a pair of tight yoga shorts.

What should I do?

Nothing. Do nothing.

Despite the excellent advice, I took a deep breath, psyching myself up to get shot down. I didn’t want to look too eager, she probably had an army of guys trying to get into her tight little shorts, but I also didn’t want to ignore her. The entire situation was difficult, so I watched, and waited. Regis ran through the surf, his white fur soaked with saltwater, then coated with sand as he darted in and out. She mostly ignored him, keeping her eyes on the ground in front of her.

Then it happened. She turned. She looked in my direction.

Fuck. What now?

I waved. “Hey.”

“Hey…” The response was casual, slightly lifted at the end. “I was hoping to see you again.”

My heart stopped as she approached, her bare feet sliding through the loose sand near my back porch. I stood up, then walked to the edge, leaning against the old whitewashed railing and trying not to leer as she got closer. She wasn’t wearing a bra; I knew that much, and each step made her tits jiggle, her nipples brushing against the thin pink fabric of her low cut tank top.

Those were real.

“Me too,” I said casually. Regis came barreling across the sand and flew up the stairs, flopping at my feet and rolling onto his back as I leaned down to scratch his exposed stomach. He whined like he’d never been shown an ounce of affection before in his sad, miserable life and he wriggled uncontrollably as I slid my nails over his soft pink belly. “Out for a walk?”

Of course she was out for a walk.

“I like to get one in before sunset. Ummm…” She chewed on her lip, thinking for a second before continuing. “Your grocery basket was really sad.”

“I know. I, uh, haven’t had to shop for myself in a while.”

“I could tell. Do you want to come to my place for dinner? I was supposed to have a friend over, but she flaked and now I’ve got a bunch of half-grilled veggies that I’ll never be able to finish on my own.”

“Grilled veggies…” It sounded awful, then I looked at her and remembered that it wasn’t about the food. “I love grilled veggies.”

“Good.” She pulled out her phone and looked at the screen. “Give me an hour?”

“Uh.” I tried to stay casual. “Ok.”

“Perfect.” Almost on cue, Regis corkscrewed his little body back into a standing position, then shot off towards the water. Her gaze followed him, then turned back to me and I wondered if she was regretting her impulsive invitation. “Ok, I’m…really excited.” Her voice lilted slightly as she said that and a gust of wind whipped her ponytail, blowing a few strands of dark hair across her cheek. I had to resist the urge to reach out and brush them away.

“Me too, but you don't know anything about me. I mean, I could be a serial killer.”

Fuck. Why am I kicking myself in the nuts?

She narrowed her eyes, studying me carefully for a few tense seconds, then shook her head. “I don't think so. See you soon.”

My line of sight stayed locked on her ass as she walked away, her hips swivelling as she negotiated the sand and I shouted after her. “Should I bring anything?”

“Just you.” She turned to look at me, resting her hands on her hips as she smiled, then pointed towards a large house a few doors down before turning and waving. “Later.”


three


Six o’clock. Sharp.

I took the beach route instead of going through the front door and along the busy road. My flip flop clad feet shot fine grains of damp sand onto the back of my calves with each step and I was wearing a pair of ratty cargo shorts that should’ve been replaced a few years ago. I’d forgotten to bring any pants for some reason and the rest of my clothes would be delivered with my other sad-sack belongings.

Whatever, it was southern California. I was fine.

The sun was setting, and I paused my trek, staring across the Pacific Ocean as a couple in love casually strolled past, their hands tightly wound together. I didn’t have high expectations for the evening. Courtney was just being nice. She saw a sad, lonely older guy and took pity on him, doing her good deed for the week so that she could tell her friends that she was a genuinely nice person.

Was I a charity case?

The thought churned in my head for a few minutes and I grimaced, focusing on an older woman who just happened to be passing by. I immediately softened my expression, said hi and reminded myself that my mental issues were not other people’s problems. I needed to keep the dumb shit to myself if I ever wanted to get back on my feet. Even if this wasn’t a date, it was a social engagement, and I needed to socialize, to get back in whatever groove I had at some undefined point in my past.

The bottle of wine in my hand felt awkward. I was glad I'd had a spare, likely left over from a trip to the bungalow a few summers earlier when Kim and I were still visiting. She would usually split her days between the beach and LA and I would stay the entire summer, writing or thinking, usually just wasting time. That was one of the most troublesome parts of being married to someone with a career that they were trying to grow — she had things to do and I usually didn’t.

Not that it really bothered her. She loved being a lawyer; I think she just wanted me to take my job as seriously as she did hers. I did, mostly, like I always tried to set aside a chunk of my day that I would dedicate to writing or outlining, but after a while it got harder to actually focus and I’d spend a lot of my time scrolling through my phone or watching videos or some other stupid bullshit that was way too distracting.

I had arrived.

I stared at the hulking modern structure, remembering the house that had been there before. The new owners didn’t do anything wrong, they were playing by the rules, but every time I got an offer on the bungalow, I rejected it, unable to imagine my little house no longer being there.

Now, it was all I had left. A wave of sadness washed over me.

Great. Why do I always do that to myself?

I slapped my face and exhaled, trying to work up some enthusiasm about the fact that I was having dinner with a beautiful woman and that I still had my entire life ahead of me to figure things out. The metal steps were covered in sand and a pile of sandals were stacked next to the door, so I kicked mine off and knocked.

Regis raced towards me, working overtime as a supplemental alarm. A few seconds later, Courtney followed, beaming, and gave me a wave before sliding open the heavy glass door and motioning for me to come inside.

“Hey,” she purred, giving me a half hug, and I wiped the sand off my feet as my heart pounded in my chest. I breathed in the light floral scent that reminded me of a lobby in a luxury hotel and I realized how musty the bungalow must be, then remembered that I should probably hand over the bottle of wine that I was gripping like a weapon.

“Thanks for inviting me,” I said, getting the pleasantries out of the way first. “This is for you. We don’t have to drink it now, I think it’s supposed to be chilled.”

“That’s so sweet, but I don’t drink.” She scrunched her nose, but took the bottle anyway, then leaned forward to give me a chaste kiss on the cheek.

“Oh, sorry. I can take it home with me.”

“No, it’s a gift. I appreciate it. Most of my friends like wine with their dinner and they’ll be happy that I actually have something to offer them.”

Awkward silence. Courtney smiles, then motions for Adam to enter. The dog scurries from the back of the house, barks a few times, and begs for attention. Adam relents, leaning down to scratch his belly.

“It smells great,” I said, looking around the house, completely unsurprised by how modern and stylish it was. Where else would a woman like her live, an old, run-down beach shack? “Beautiful place, by the way.”

“It wasn’t me,” she said as she walked into the open kitchen. “My ex-husband had it built before I met him. I think his ex-wife designed it or something.” She shook her head and smiled, completely unbothered by that fact. “You want something to drink? I have sparkling water or some fresh kale juice.”

Blech.

“Sparkling water, please.” I said, looking longingly at the bottle of wine on the counter. Courtney grabbed two glasses from the cabinet and poured some water, then handed me one. I thanked her, then casually leaned against the kitchen island that took up part of the open living area, watching as she bent over to retrieve some vegetables from the bottom drawer of the fridge.

“You were married?”

“Yes,” she laughed, then stood, washing her hands before continuing. “You already know the story.” She stood upright, then put a pile of vegetables on the counter. “I moved to LA when I was eighteen, thought I had what it took to become a famous actress; spoiler: I didn’t. Ended up getting handed around by a few guys.” She paused, shrugging. “I knew what I was doing and by the time I got with Gary, I realized that fame wasn’t going to happen, so I figured I might as well try to make the best of a bad situation.”

“So you married him?”

“Yeah. He told me from the beginning that he was looking for eye candy that he could take to premieres and show off to his friends. He was fifty, already had kids and didn’t want more, so I signed a prenup and we lasted for about five years.” She lifted the lid off a heavy pot and stirred the contents, then turned on the gas for the grill embedded in the island counter. The stainless steel ventilation hood above us roared to life.

“He traded me in for a new model last year and terminated the lease. I wasn’t upset and ended up with this house and a pile of cash for making him happy.”

My head was swimming. I was aware shit like that happened, knew guys who had done it, but I’d never actually talked to the exes. Kim had always made fun of them, called them the ‘good time girls’, but Courtney seemed so normal and grounded, and even though she was one of the most stunningly beautiful women I’d ever met, she was surprisingly and vulnerably sweet.

“That’s…wild,” I finally said, unsure if anything else was necessary. “And you’re fine with it? Not like secretly seething and plotting some sort of elaborate revenge?”

I was only half joking.

“I’m honestly totally fine.” She tilted her head, her long ponytail falling over her shoulder. “We fucked a couple times a month, and I think he genuinely cared for me in his own way.” She looked over the various vegetables on the counter, then pulled a knife out of the block and started chopping. “He loved bringing me little gifts when he travelled and enjoyed picking out what I wore, the car I drove, how I styled my hair — I never thought I’d be happy in a situation like that, but it was nice.”

“Huh.” I didn’t know what to say. That confession ran contrary to everything I thought I knew about women. The ones I’d been around would rather die than have some guy telling them what to do, but Courtney seemed to revel in it, finding satisfaction in the release of control. “Are you seeing anyone now?”

Bad idea, dude, she’ll think you’re interested.

“Not really. I’ve been out on a few dates, but I’ve been trying to figure things out on my own, you know?” She cut a big eggplant and the sound of the sharp knife slicing through the vegetable flesh set me on edge. I looked out the window again, taking a sip of water as she poured olive oil over the cut vegetables and adjusted the flame.

“What about you?” she finally asked, and I shrugged.

“I’m still…adjusting.” I didn’t want to tell her about the slow decline and ultimate dissolution of my marriage, the life built together, then destroyed, that I didn’t want to die alone. “It sounds like you had a better deal.”

“I know, right?” She laughed. I liked the sound. I liked her. “So what about that bungalow? What’s the story? It looks so out of place here, but I honestly love it; it has a really shabby chic vibe, you know, authentic.” She widened her eyes, then smiled, and I glanced at the glass palace surrounding me, then shrugged.

“Definitely more shabby than chic,” I said into my glass as she lined the vegetables up on the grill in the center of the island. “It was my grandfather’s. He built it in the sixties, well, had it built. This place was a lot quieter then, from what I understand.”

“I’m sure,” she said as the grill started sizzling. “Have any kids?”

“Yeah, a son. He just started law school.”

“I won’t ask about your ex.” She cocked her eyebrow seriously, and I shook my head.

“Ex in progress,” I mumbled, thinking about the earlier conversation. “Mine isn’t ending with the good vibes yours did.”

I hoped that wasn’t too personal. I barely knew her, and I was already making assumptions. She didn’t look upset, but she exhaled, and put down the knife. I needed to learn not to say every goddamn thing that popped into my mind.

“When I was a little girl, I wanted the romance, you know, someone to come and sweep me off my feet, but at this age, I’d be happy with being comfortable. Knowing where you stand is invaluable and that was something that Gary gave me. I knew the end was coming, he was completely up front about what he wanted. When the situation was over, it hurt, I mean, getting pushed aside always hurts, but at least it wasn’t love, you know. That would make it way more painful.”

She bit her lip, her eyes suddenly watery, then turned around, bent over and pulled out the freezer drawer. When she stood back up she had a frosted bottle of vodka in her hand.

“I lied. I am trying to quit, though. Want a shot?”

“God, yes,” I said, and she doubled over laughing. “Let’s talk about something else, this is fucking depressing.”

“Sorry,” she apologized, then poured the liquor into two glasses, sliding one towards me across the sleek dark granite countertop before putting the bottle back in the freezer. I hoped it wouldn’t be the last time. Her ass looked like a heart when she bent over, but the view was good from any direction and I hated myself for staring. “Anyway, cheers.”

She took a sip, then made a face, then put the glass down and returned her attention to the vegetables. “What do you do?”

“I’m a screenwriter.” I finished the glass as I said that. She noticed and made a different face. I couldn’t interpret that one. “But it’s been a while since anything I wrote actually made it to the screen.”

“Did you write anything I’d know?”

“Maybe. Do you know Indecent Pursuits? That’s probably my most famous, but I had a few other hits around the same time.”

“Oh yeah, that was an erotic thriller, right? With, uh, Tom Gafrey and Margot Duncan?” She narrowed her eyes as she named the two lead actors.

“Yeah, not bad. It’s been so long that I thought nobody remembered it.”

“My mom wouldn’t let me watch it; she said it was too sexy for a twelve year old.”

Yikes.

“That was a good call.” I stared longingly at her half finished glass of vodka, then realized what I was doing and returned my attention to her. “I’m going to sound old when I say this, but they don’t make movies like they used to.”

“Really?” Her voice was caramel coated, and she softened her eyes as she stared at me. She probably did this whenever her ex wanted to tell her about the good old days and I was mildly annoyed, but continued anyway. She removed the first round of veggies from the grill, then added another. “Do tell.”

“When I first started, audiences wanted to be challenged. Entertained, but also challenged, you know?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, characters didn’t have to be good or bad, they could be morally grey, do bad things, but still have the support of the audience. We were allowed to have nuance, characters were adults who did adult things. Lately it seems like studios only want to produce movies with squeaky clean heroes who always do the right thing and have everything spelled out for the viewer from the beginning. Audiences need to be able to follow the plot while they’re scrolling on their goddamn phone.”

That was my beef in a nutshell, and part of the reason I hadn’t worked in five years. I had to get over it, had to adjust, but I didn’t want to and I was pretty sure that I was ultimately frustrated with myself for not being able to change.

“Sorry, I’m just frustrated, that’s all.”

“I can see that.” She finally said, then pointed at my glass. “Want another one?”

I shrugged, trying to stay casual as I watched her bend over and retrieve the bottle again. God, I could watch her do that all night. I watched as she poured, then watched even closer as she put the bottle away, then took a sip, then decided that was enough. Drinking had helped nothing, and I was so happy when she flipped the vegetables over, checking to make sure they were sufficiently blackened, and stared at me.

“I hope you’re hungry.”

*****

“Honestly?” She sighed, pushing a few veggies around on her plate with her fork before staring at me again, her eyes focused on mine like I was the last man in the world. “I feel lost.”

I started to say something, but she held up her hand, then took a sip of water.

“I have money, I have this house. I can live my life the way I want to, but something is missing and I can't figure out what it is.”

“Well,” I started. I knew I had to say something, but I had no advice to give her, no wisdom gleaned from the time I’d spent on the Earth, which felt really tragic. “I wish I could give you some advice, but I'm in the same place. I thought I'd have it all figured out by now, but I'm at the back end of my life. I've reached the peak and am looking at the trail down and there's nothing but shit waiting for me at the bottom.”

She laughed but I could tell I was making her uncomfortable. No one wanted to talk about stuff like this and I had to do some damage control and change the trajectory of the conversation before the weight of it caused a complete and total collapse of the current good vibes.

“I need to start working out. I've been trying on my own but it's not going well. Do you go anywhere or are you naturally this perfect?”

She laughed again, her eyes sparkling from the compliment, and ran her hand through her dark hair.

“I wouldn't say perfect but it's ninety nine percent hard work.”

“What's the other one percent?”

“Botox.”

I laughed so hard that I snorted and realized that we'd finished eating.

“I'll do the dishes,” I said, gathering the plates and walking them to the sink. I felt light, like I’d shed mental weight just talking to her. It was surprising that someone like her could have the same problems as me, that even though she was perfect in every way, she still wasn’t happy.

I dropped the first pile of dishes off in the sink, then went back to gather the rest.

“You should come over more often. I love cooking, but hate doing dishes.”

“Well, I love doing dishes, but hate cooking so it’s not a bad arrangement.”

“That’s a lie. No one loves doing dishes.” She narrowed her eyes as she got a bottle of water out of the fridge and filled the glasses. I lathered the sponge, staring into the darkness outside as I washed each dish, then used the towel to wipe down the resulting mess.

It was later than I expected and I took a sip of water, then glanced at my watch like I actually had somewhere to be. Courtney cleaned up the last of the cooking detritus and I motioned towards the door. None of the dirty fantasies bouncing around in my head were going to happen, and I didn’t want to wear out my welcome.

“Thanks for having me. I really enjoyed it, you know, eating actual food instead of whatever I could scrounge together.”

“Thanks for coming over. I love Regis to death, but he’s not overly helpful when I need verbal moral support.”

“He seems like he would give good advice,” I said, squatting down and scratching his belly as he languidly rolled over and yawned, his pink tongue lolling out. He cut his eyes at me as I stood, then stared at my host, hating that it was time to go. I walked towards the door, opening it and letting the cool breeze into the climate controlled structure.

It was awkward as hell. I wasn't sure if I should kiss her or wave or what, but she solved the problem by leaning closer and brushing her lips against mine. She also solved the problem of what to do after that by taking a step back and closing the door.

I was left to walk home alone, thoroughly confused and happier than I'd been in years.


four


“Well, I don't know what you want me to do about it, Josh.” I was busy emptying the rest of the liquor into the sink. It hurt, badly, but things needed to change and staying drunk all day wouldn’t give me the life I wanted.

“We're not dating anymore, but she's in a bad spot. Could you just let her crash at your place for a few days when she gets back to town?”

“Christ, Josh. I don't have that much space.”

“I get it. If I wasn't with Serena I'd let her stay with me but it's too…I don't know, awkward.”

I hated that I'd never been able to tell Josh no. He always picked up the strays. He couldn't help it, he had a good heart, was a genuinely good person — I just wished he wasn't getting me involved in it.

“You met her a couple of times, you told me that you liked her.” I honestly didn’t remember who he was talking about. He dated a lot and I couldn’t recall anyone specifically from the parade that had come through the house during his high school and college years.

“Fine, fine. If it's just a few days I can do it. I might be able to crash with Todd or something.” I gripped the last bottle in my hand, a twenty-year-old Scottish whiskey, one of my father's, staring at it longingly for a few seconds before uncorking it and pouring it down the drain.

“I'll let her know. Thanks, Dad.”

He hung up before I could say goodbye and I put down the phone, then lugged the paper bag of bottles out to the front porch. It made a satisfying sound when I set it down. I'd already forgotten about my promise to Josh and was making plans to go for a run.

The thing about running is that it always sounds like a good idea. Yes, I'll get in shape again, go out for a jog like I used to ten years ago. The main issues arise when the initial excitement wears off and you find yourself huffing and puffing like the old, out of shape loser you really are twenty minutes later.

I was about a quarter mile from my house, in the opposite direction of Courtney's place when it happened to me. The years of treating my body like a garbage can had caught up to me and as I stood there, hunched over, hands resting on my knees, desperately panting for air, I knew that I'd never be able to get back to where I was before and I needed a fitness intervention.

I stood, acting like I was getting a stretch just in case anyone was watching. No one was. The few people who were out were walking their dogs, doing some light beach yoga or milling around in the freezing cold water, only daring to get their feet wet. I was fully aware that I’d have to run to get back into running and decided that I should go slower. So I jogged, I felt ridiculous, but I got to the point I’d picked out, then turned around, slowly working my way back home, progressively more exhausted with every step.

“Adam!” When I heard my name over the crash of the waves, I wanted to dive in and swim out towards the horizon until I had nothing left, then let the current drag me to the edge of the world.

A white flash nipped at my ankles. I reached down and scratched his head, then looked at the absolute knockout standing in front of me. Her dark hair was loose, and she had on her uniform of matching sports bra and yoga shorts that ended just below her perfectly round ass. Today the ensemble was dark brown, and I liked it, but I always did. She would still be stunningly beautiful in a paper bag.

“I didn’t know you ran. I would’ve gone with you.” She smiled, twisting a long strand of dark hair around her finger as she stared at me with those disarming blue eyes. I tried to catch my breath.

“I don’t really…you know just picking it back up.” I knew I was probably red. I always got red when I exercised. It wasn’t a great look. “Hey thanks again for dinner last night, I really enjoyed it.”

“Yeah, me too. We should do it again.”

“I’d invite you over, but honestly, I can’t cook. Maybe we could go out.” I’d just asked her on a date and she didn’t look like she was going to slap me.

“That sounds fun. I’m free tonight, if you don’t have any other plans...”

I froze. I couldn't actually believe that someone like her would willingly agree to go out in public with someone like me. Did she think I was rich like her ex? Maybe she was trying to get back into a situation like that.

God, I hope not.

“Tonight. I'll pick you up at seven.”

“Perfect,” she said, then turned and sauntered back down the beach with Regis hot on her heels.

I had no clue what had just happened, but I did know that I was more excited than I'd been in a while. I was pretty sure it was a date. Even if it wasn't, I enjoyed spending time with her and I could always use another friend. I laughed, then jogged back to the house, suddenly feeling energized.

My shit was being delivered soon and the thought of unpacking made me wish I hadn't dumped all the goddamn liquor down the fucking sink, but I drank some water, started a pot of coffee and got into the shower.

The water was only lukewarm; I made a mental note to upgrade the water heater as soon as I settled in, but I felt good. Courtney made me feel good and each time I looked at the clock, it was like the countdown for liftoff.

T-minus eight hours.

My nonsensical musing was interrupted by banging on the front screen door and I rushed out to greet the movers. A surly, hulking dude in a worn out t-shirt shoved a clipboard into my hands.

“You Adam Cushing?”

“Yeah, that's me.”

“Sign here.” He pointed at a line on the bottom of the page and I stared at it, then shook my head.

“I'll wait until you're done.” I didn't know what kind of scam he was trying to pull, but I wasn't in the mood for it.

“Sign here for the start time, then you'll sign again once we're done,” he grunted, and I scrawled a rough approximation of my signature, then shoved it back towards him.

“Try not to break anything, okay?” He smirked. I smirked harder. He spun on his heel and walked towards the truck.

Two hours later, my shit was mostly unpacked, but boxes still littered the floor. I gave the small crew a hundred, asked them to take care of the cleanup, then started sorting through my clothes, looking for something decent to wear.

Leon's wasn't fancy, but the duck confit was excellent and I knew he had a pretty good veg selection. I had also known Leon, whose real name was Doug, for years so I wouldn't need a reservation and the location, right off Santa Monica pier, was perfect.

I finally pulled out a tennis shirt and a pair of jeans and hoped it was good enough. I hated dressing up and the only time I ever wore a suit was when I was going in for a pitch.

I hadn’t let myself go completely, but I knew that I'd need to get back into the weight room. There was a gym in town, I'd go book a few sessions with a trainer tomorrow. I had no excuse and even if I ultimately didn’t get with Courtney, I had to get back out there, even though the thought of it made me feel nauseous.

It was almost seven, and butterflies swarmed my stomach. I tried to tell myself that it was just a friendly dinner like the night before and that it would be fun but the pep talk didn't help. I worried I put on too much cologne, then I worried I didn't put on enough.

Whatever, just go pick her up, everything will be fine.

The weather was perfect, the cool breeze from the Pacific and the last remnants of sun shrugging off the day's heat. I glanced at the bungalow, intensely grateful for the small house that my grandfather had built. It was giving me a second chance and so far, I was happy with the way things were going.

I hopped into my car and turned it on, revving for a few seconds before shifting into reverse and backing up. The used 1991 Porsche 911 Turbo was my first big purchase when I finally sold a script. Kim teased me mercilessly, saying that I'd gone Hollywood, but it still ran as well as the day I bought it. I wasn’t a car guy, but she was the only thing I could count on and I’d never let her go.

Courtney was only a few doors down, but I didn't know what shoes she'd be wearing so picking her up was easier. I pulled into the small driveway next to her TT Cabrio and honked, then turned off the engine and got out.

I saw her waving from the upstairs window, motioning for me to come inside and I hoped nothing was wrong. Maybe she’d changed her mind. I grabbed the keys and walked up the front stairs, opening the sleek glass door and leaving my shoes in the impressive entrance.

“Courtney!”

“Yeah, come up. I need a final decision,” she yelled down, and I ran up the open staircase into her loft, hoping it wouldn't take too long. Regis rested regally on her pristine white comforter and when he saw me, he wagged his fluffy tail. I gave him a scratch on the head, then turned my attention to Courtney.

She was wearing a white silk robe and had her dark hair pulled back into a low ponytail. “Which one?” she asked with a brilliant smile and I had a hard time keeping my focus on the two flimsy pieces of material that she held in front of her.

“Uhhh…” This was my least favorite game, but I settled on the white one with the spaghetti straps and the low neckline because I thought it would show me more skin. “The white one.”

“I had a feeling you'd choose that,” she laughed and I could feel my cheeks getting red. “It makes my tits look fabulous.”

She winked, and I suddenly worried that she could read my mind as she hurried into the bathroom and partially closed the door behind her. I could see her through the crack and got a flash of honey tanned skin before looking away and at her large closet.

“You've got a fuck-ton of shoes.”

“Yeah, I have a problem.” The door opened a few seconds later and she walked out, then turned around. “Zip me up?”

I'd done the same thing a million times for Kim, but it felt so much more intimate with Courtney. I gripped the tiny zipper between my thumb and forefinger, then tugged it up, loathe to hide another inch of her perfect, poreless skin.

She did a quick spin, the short skirt brushing enticingly against her thighs as my gaze moved upwards and I laughed. “You're right, your tits do look great.” She giggled, slapped my arm, then turned her attention to the wall of shoes.

‘These,” I said, grabbing a pair of strappy gold heels and she cocked her eyebrow.

“I like the way you think.” She snatched them from my hand, then leaned over to give Regis a kiss on the head and I got a flash of perfectly round ass before she stood back up. I resigned myself to the fact that I'd be spending the rest of the evening with a raging semi that likely wouldn't get resolved until I made it home and could take care of it myself, and motioned towards the door.

“After you.”

She flew down the stairs, leaned over to pull on the heels and her dress parted from her skin, flashing a hint of light brown areola and I forced myself to look away for my own sanity.

“Where are we going?”

“Leon's in Santa Monica.” She closed the door behind us, double checking to make sure it was locked, then fished her sunglasses out of her purse as she squinted into the setting sun.

“I love that place. How did you get a reservation?”

“I know someone,” I said as I opened the passenger door, my eyes resting on her long legs as she pulled them inside. I got in, turned the ignition, then peeled out, the wind blowing through our hair as we cruised down the Pacific Highway. Her skirt drifted up her smooth, tan thigh, and I refused to stare. She was a human being, not an object for my personal spank bank and I needed to remember that.

Thanks to an accident outside Venice, we were significantly delayed and by the time we arrived, the sun had already set. I got out of the Porsche, jogging around to her side to open the door, then offered her my hand to help her out. Just looking at her gave me chills, and I noticed I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t look away. I shot the dude standing nearby a dirty look, and he reluctantly shifted his attention elsewhere.

“I didn’t mention it before, but you look incredible.” I muttered as I locked the car door and we picked our way across the gravel lot, her hands locked around my arm.

“Thanks.” The casual way she said that made me realize that she probably heard it all the time. She knew she was stunning and my meager compliment was added to the already overflowing pile of flattery. I opened the door, and we picked our way up the dark wooden stairs, emerging into a dimly lit open room that overlooked the ocean. A familiar voice grabbed my attention, and I turned to face my friend, who looked shocked when he realized I wasn’t with Kim.

I only hoped that he would keep the surprise to himself.

“I saved you the window seat, but it won't do you much good now,” Doug said as he shook my hand, then turned his attention to Courtney. “I already know this asshole, but who are you?” I rolled my eyes as he brought her hand to his lips and kissed it and I immediately regretted my choice of restaurant.

“This is Courtney. She's my neighbor.”

“I wish my neighbors looked like her,” he said and Courtney grinned, enjoying the attention. “There's a house for rent next door to me, maybe you could move in.”

“Jesus, Doug. Can you just show us our table?”

“Of course.” Courtney took his arm, then winked at me and we wove through the crowded seating area, low conversation surrounding us as jazz echoed softly in the background, and Doug motioned to a table in the corner by the window and shook his head. “It’s a shame you missed the main event.”

I shrugged. I wasn’t there for the sunset and as Doug stared at Courtney like a starving dog at his first meal in weeks, I suddenly felt possessive. It was irrational. This was a friendly dinner, nothing else, and I needed to get over it. Guys would be into her and there was no reason she would choose me over any of them. We were connected by our proximity and current situation and I needed to keep that in mind.

I pulled out her chair, and she sat and Doug and I chatted for a few more minutes, then he motioned for the waitress. There were no menus, and she held up a board with the daily specials.

“I always get the duck, but the seafood is spectacular.” I knew Courtney had been there before, but I felt like I had to say something.

“I’ll take the salmon,” she said, and the waitress nodded. Doug sent over a bottle of wine and as the waitress uncorked and poured it, I held up my glass and Courtney tapped it with hers. I took an obligatory sip, then put it down, reminding myself that I was going to take it easy.

The last time I’d gone to Leon’s was when Kim and I were still together. Everything had seemed fine, but now that I really thought about it, I guessed it hadn’t. The last few months had been spent in strained silence, intense heaviness that I’d gotten used to and didn’t question. I assumed it was normal, that couples inevitably started detesting each other after so long.

“Gary called this morning,” Courtney said, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“What did he want?”

“He said that he missed me, that he just wanted to talk. I told him I was busy, but it was a lie.” She laughed, but I could tell that it had upset her.

“Does he call often?”

“Not really.” She traced the stem of the glass with her fingernail, then looked at me. She was trying to look brave, and I didn’t know what to say. “I think he calls when he’s annoyed with the new one, he did it with me and the one before me.” She grabbed the cloth napkin, blotting the corner of her eye and I genuinely felt awful for her. The guy had to be a massive shithead if he was still stringing her along. “I ended up telling him I met someone and that he needed to stop calling.”

Everything stops. Adam is positive that she meant nothing by it, that she was just trying to get her ex off the phone. He breaks out in a cold sweat, unsure what to say. As the crowded restaurant pulses back to life around him, Adam clears his throat, then laughs nervously as the waitress brings over their bread and asks if they would like a bottle of water.

“Sparkling please.” My mouth was dry from the wine and I watched the waitress walk away, then turned back to Courtney. I felt like I was missing something, but didn’t want to push it. The water arrived, then the food and our conversation drifted towards the mundane.

This salmon is so good.

Yeah, it’s never dry, I’ll usually choose that if I don’t get the duck.

Blah, blah, blah…blah…

The thing was that it didn’t feel mundane. She made me feel good and even though I’d had the same conversation a million times; it was different with her. The way she tilted her head when she listened to me, the way her knee brushed against mine when she crossed her long legs. It made me feel giddy. I was turning into a midlife crisis cliche and the sad fact was that I liked it.

By the time we finished our food, the place was empty. Doug was giving me the stink eye and had let the rest of the staff go. I knew it was time to head home, but worried that once we left, the entire evening would just fizzle out. I was having too much fun and his suffering was not my problem.

“I think we should probably leave,” Courtney finally said when the conversation died down and I nodded conspiratorially.

“I think you’re right.” I tossed a fifty on the table for the waitress, then offered her my hand. She took it and stood, giving me a rush of adrenaline. The casual touch was enough to set me on fire and I didn’t want to go back home, to drop her off and spend the rest of the evening poring over every detail of the night’s events. Doug got up from the bar, abandoning the wine he’d been sipping for the past hour and shook his head as I offered him my card.

“The last guests to leave don’t pay,” he said with a wink before opening the door and I thanked him.

“Fantastic as always, man.”

He winked, and I hoped Courtney didn’t see it. I didn’t want her to think I expected anything out of it other than her company. She made me feel good and even if we didn’t fuck, just being around her was a massive ego boost.

We walked down the boardwalk, the sound of the ocean crashing against the shoreline following us to the car. We said nothing and when I opened the door, she gave me a faint thanks.

I hadn’t been on an actual date in twenty years, if this was a date, which I was pretty sure it wasn’t. I tried to remember the protocol. Do I just drop her at home with a good night? Maybe I should invite her into my place for some water?

I got into the driver’s side and turned the key, the car roaring to life before I shifted it into gear and backed onto the empty street. It was late and dark and no one was out. We still hadn’t said anything.

I’d never be able to get away with this much downtime in a script and felt compelled to say something. The audience would walk out, frustrated that our hero was so close to sealing the deal, but still managed to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.

“I…uh…”

Fuck. What the fuck do I say?

“Dinner was good,” she finally decided to speak and relief rushed through me like water scorching an out of control fire.

“Yeah, yeah it was. Leon’s never disappoints. Do you, uh, do you want to do something else?”

“I’d love to, but I’m leaving early in the morning for this stupid yoga retreat I promised I’d attend. I should probably get some sleep.”

Boom, there it was. I was like ninety-nine percent sure there was no yoga retreat. It was the perfect excuse, and I was the loser on the receiving end of a great and terrible lie. I tried to remind myself that it wasn’t a date, that her blowing me off was totally acceptable and reasonable and that there was no way she’d want to have anything to do with a guy like me, anyway.

“That sounds…fun.” I tried to stay enthusiastic for her, but it was tough and she shrugged.

“I’m not that excited. It’s basically a month of starving and yoga in the heat and if there was any way I could back out, I’d probably blow it off.”

“Well, I mean, that’s what yoga retreats are, right?”

“Yeah, this one is run by a friend of a friend and she really wanted me there. I agreed before…” Her voice trailed off and she stared at me, then giggled nervously. “I had been having some problems when I agreed to go and I thought it would be a good idea to get away for a few weeks.”

“What kind of problems?” I didn’t want to pry, but the word problems could mean a lot of things and I wanted to know the level of severity of her particular issues and if there was anything I could do to help. She looked out the window, and I felt bad about prying. I still didn’t know her that well and asking her to open up to me felt selfish. “Sorry, you absolutely don’t have to answer that.”

“No, it’s fine.” Her voice wobbled, and she bit her lip. “The divorce bothered me way more than I let on. I tried to act like it was no big deal, you know, like I was okay with it, that I was an adult, but seeing him just move on like that really hurt. I felt…disposable, like I’d never really mattered to him, you know.”

She’d seemed so confident about her choices and seeing her upset was tough. I wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t know what to do, so I just listened. I eased the car around the curves; the headlights casting a harsh glow on the road in front of us as the moon hung overhead, the crescent glowing from the layer of haze in the valley.

“It doesn’t help that I see them everywhere. I thought that if I avoided our places, he’d go away, but since she’s an actress, they’re always in the news. It’s like I’m being taunted. At least the retreat is totally offline, so I’ll get a break from seeing them for a few weeks.”

“Getting away sounds like a good idea.” My response was beyond lame, but I couldn’t offer any helpful advice. “I keep seeing my ex, too. And my son just let it slip that she’d been cheating on me, which was not something I wanted to hear.”

“That’s awful.”

“Sorry, I know this is about you, but I’m also fully aware that misery loves company and I hate how much I understand what you’re going through.”

“The rejects.” She finally mumbled.

“What?”

“Us. We’re the rejects, they’re the winners, the ones who got to move on and we’re the ones left picking up the pieces.”

I laughed, like belly laughed, and it felt great.

“God, we’re such fucking losers.” She snorted and wiped her eyes and I was glad that she seemed to be feeling a bit better. We were almost home and as we entered the last stretch, the car went silent again. There was a one-ton elephant wedged in there with us and as I pulled into her driveway, I had no clue what to do.

She sighed.

“I don’t feel like going back home.” I wanted to tell her to come to my place, that I’d make her feel better, that we could figure it out together.

“Want to come in for some, uh, kale juice or something?” She turned to stare at me, narrowing her eyes.

“You have kale juice?”

“No, I don’t.” I laughed, then rested my hands on the wheel as I stared at my front door. She chewed her lip, and I wondered if she was nervous.

“Look, I hate to do this and you’re right, we barely know each other, but…” She took a deep breath, and I waited. “Would you mind if I stayed with you tonight? We don’t have to, you know, do anything, but I’m not in the mood to be alone.”

She looked so beautiful and I wanted to kiss her, to show her I cared about her and that I’d do anything for her, but I stayed glued to my seat.

“Yeah, of course. I’ve got a spare bedroom if you want…” I didn't have time to finish the sentence before she leaned over and mashed her mouth against mine. I was shocked. Here was this absolutely stunningly beautiful woman in the prime of her life shoving her tongue into my mouth like she actually wanted me and I had no clue what to do.

Her body twisted as the kiss intensified and she worked herself over the console, her bare knee pressing against my thigh as I gripped her shoulder and tried not to freak the fuck out.

“Wait!” I said, short of breath and trying to get my heart rate down to a reasonable rate. I wanted to ask her if I was some kind of rebound replacement for her ex, then I realized it didn't fucking matter. I didn’t care — if she wanted to fuck me, why question it? People did this all the time and there was no reason not to.

“What?” Her blue eyes widened in the dim light and I shook my head.

“Nothing, uh…do you want to go inside?”

“Yeah,” she smiled, and I jumped out, dashing to the other side of the car and grabbing her hand, then leading her up the steps before fumbling to get the key in the lock. She chewed on her lip, looking nervous and I hoped she wasn’t reconsidering her decision.

I motioned for her to go in and she kicked off her heels, then leaned against the wall, her tanned skin a contrast to the whitewashed walls and I couldn’t stop thinking that I was going to actually do this, that she wanted it and I was going to get lucky with someone besides Kim for the first time in twenty-five years.

Then the panic set it.

What the fuck do I do?

Kim and I had a set routine. Usually it involved a few glasses of wine, then she would give me that lazy, familiar smile to let me know she was ready, then it was Position 1™, Position 2™, Position 3™. What would someone like Courtney want? Probably some crazy shit I knew nothing about. Were there new positions that I wasn’t aware of? Did I even know how to do it any other way?

“Want something to drink?” I finally asked.

“Water would be nice.” She laughed nervously, and I took a deep breath, trying to slow down my heart, worried that I was going to drop dead from being way too nervous. Could that happen? Did people die from the stress of not knowing how to fuck? The thought almost made me laugh as I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and a couple of glasses and decided to lay it out.

“Sorry, I’m really nervous.” I hoped she wouldn’t laugh at me. I couldn’t deal with that. “I haven’t been with anyone besides my ex in a really long time.” She laughed, but it was sweet, not mocking and I felt slightly better after getting it off my chest. I handed her a glass of water and took a sip of mine, then opened the kitchen window to let in the breeze.

It felt nice and lightened the mood.

“If it makes you feel any better, Gary was the last guy I was with. He was actually terrible in bed,” the last part was broken up with giggles and I laughed too. “I feel like I need to just jump back in, but it’s more difficult than it should be. You seem…safe.”

She leaned closer and kissed me and I didn’t know how to take it, but I didn’t fucking care and wrapped my hands around her waist and lifted her onto the counter, then panicked. I didn’t have any condoms, didn’t think I’d need them anytime soon, but I figured I’d worry about it later. I had to get to that portion of the proceedings first and there were a few checkpoints along the way where things could go horribly, terribly wrong.

I needed to get over it. Women did not like insecure guys. Even if I didn’t know what I was doing, I had to act like I did. I’d written sex scenes before, been on set, saw how it was done and the foreplay was the most important thing. I had to make her want it, make her feel confident about her decision, not slobber over her like some sort of teenager. I was a man, goddamnit, and I needed to act like one.

Her eyes were wide as I rested my hands on either side of her and leaned closer. She was tall, but the counter wasn’t high. It was constructed during an era when people were shorter and my grandmother was an extremely petite woman.

Quit thinking about Meemaw. Then I kissed Courtney again, and I realized that if I wanted to get through this without shooting my load in my pants, I probably should.

“That’s nice,” Courtney breathed as she slid the back of her fingers against my evening scruff. “You’re not a bad looking guy, you know.”

“Thanks,” I breathed and kissed her again, lingering this time, hoping that I’d be able to pass the quality assurance check and proceed to the next phase, which hopefully involved some sort of nudity on her part. “You’re not bad yourself.”

That was the understatement of the year, but she knew she was hot and laughed. I rested my hand on her thigh and she looked down as I slid it under the fabric of her dress, up the soft skin and towards the promised land. I fully expected her to tell me to stop, that she had changed her mind and that I was crazy to think that a woman like her would ever want anything to do with a loser like me.

When my fingers reached her pussy, I paused, waiting for the inevitable slap, but when it didn’t come, my confidence grew. I wedged my fingers into her panties, the flimsy silk fabric providing little resistance as her juices leaked through the crotch and I brought my fingers to my nose, inhaling. Her scent alone was enough to drive me crazy, and I tasted her as she watched, her upper teeth gnawing nervously on her full lower lip.

I kissed her again, lifting her skirt and roughly yanking at her underwear, tugging them off as she rocked her hips. They were an unnecessary impediment, and I crushed the flimsy fabric against my face, causing her to giggle and I laughed at how ridiculous it must look, but didn’t give a shit. I was going to enjoy every second of this. My hand found her thighs again, and I pushed them apart as I kissed her furiously, shoving my hand back into her wet flesh, then turning my full attention towards it, staring at the glistening dusky skin between the completely smooth lips. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and I worried that I wouldn’t be able to last long enough to fully enjoy it.

I wanted a drink, something to take the edge off, but I’d cleaned out the house and I realized that I’d have to deal with this on my own.

“God, you are so perfect,” I breathed, leaning back towards her and kissing her as my fingers fumbled with the strap of her dress, then roughly yanked it down. The fabric ripped, and I mumbled an apology, but she didn’t seem to care. Her exposed breast was perfectly round with her dusky, light brown nipple peaked into a tight nub. I slid my finger across it, nervous and so fucking hard that I worried I was going to pass out.

I returned my attention to her pussy, where it belonged, and pushed my middle finger inside of her, enjoying the hot wetness as a light gasp escaped her throat and her eyes widened. Her thighs parted more, and I thought I saw her cheeks flush slightly. Time had come to a standstill and her eyes rolled back in her head as she leaned back, resting against the countertop, the invitation to proceed laid out in front of me in all of its glistening glory.

As I buried my face between her thighs, sliding my tongue through the slick flesh, I’d never tasted anything so delicious. When I was younger, there was nothing I loved more than eating pussy. I loved the taste, the smell, the texture and the sounds a woman made while I was doing it. Kim slowly cut it out of our routine and by the time we split, I hadn’t done it in years.

Fortunately, it was like riding a bike and as I pulled Courtney’s thighs over my shoulder, I feasted, relishing her scent as she squirmed beneath me.

“Oh God,” she moaned, tangling her hands in my hair as she writhed on the countertop and I twisted her tight nipple between my thumb and forefinger. Her hips bucked wildly, and I held her down as my tongue danced over her clit and my fingers curled inside of her tight hole. She was enjoying it and that felt good. I’d fantasized about this exact scenario and the reality was infinitely better than the random clutches of fantasy.

“Keep, oh…keep doing that!” she screamed as her thighs squeezed tighter and I obliged, my dick chafing against my underwear as I went for it and a violent spasm ripped through her as she moaned, then sighed and I emerged victorious.

“Jesus Christ,” her breaths were coming fast and hard and she laughed. “I know I shouldn’t bring it up, but Gary never did that and I’ve really missed it.”

I pulled her back upright; her ripped dress falling away from her body and I hoped it wasn’t ruined. I wanted her to wear it again, so I could remember this, remember what had happened and hopefully get the chance to do it again.

“What the fuck was wrong with that guy?” I asked with a laugh, then kissed her, hoping I hadn’t done too good of a job.

“I don’t know,” she mumbled, wrapping her legs around me as I lifted her off the counter and carried her to the sofa. Her skin was like silk and I couldn’t stop touching it, sliding my hands across the expanse of her body as she tugged off the rest of the fabric and lay on the old sofa, staring at me with a gleam in her eye.

“What?” she asked, suddenly self conscious, and I shrugged. I wanted to tell her I couldn’t believe this was actually happening, that the fact that she wanted to be with me was insane and that she should probably get the hell out before I disappointed her, but instead I told her the truth.

“You’re gorgeous, I just want to look at you.” She smiled, and I tugged off my shirt, then fumbled my way out of my jeans as she watched, clearly amused as she rubbed her thighs together in anticipation.

“You’re not bad yourself.”

“Yeah, for an old guy,” I mumbled, and she grabbed my hand, pulling me towards her and taking my cock in her hand and giving me a few strokes.

“Luckily I’m into that.” I couldn’t hold back. It had been too long, and she was so hot and when she pulled me down onto the sofa, then mounted me, pushing me into the back cushions and kissing me as she writhed on top of me, I finally relaxed. It felt good, so so very fucking good, and I cupped her ass, guiding her as she shoved a nipple into my mouth.

I wasn’t going to last; the situation was too hot, and it had been too long and when I finally let go, it was like my body melted into the soft sofa and she crumpled against me.

“That wasn’t bad,” she murmured against my lips and I wasn’t upset about the analysis. Then she burst into a fit of giggles, resting her forehead against mine and I still couldn’t believe what had just happened. “I’m exhausted, want to go to sleep?”

I nodded, then dragged her into the bedroom, tossing her one of my old t-shirts as she arranged herself in the bed and my body tingled as I stared at her.

You just fucked her, Adam. Nice job.

I chuckled, and she stared suspiciously, cocking her eyebrow as she ran her fingers through her long hair.

“What?”

“Nothing, it was amazing,” I leaned over to kiss her, then turned off the light, pulling her close as she curled against me and drifted off.
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Adam wakes up the next morning, alone. He rolls over, a bright ray of sunlight cutting across his face. His thoughts are centered squarely on Courtney and where she went and why she left without saying goodbye. He sighs, then groans, then sits up, patting the empty space around him, terrified that she considers the events of the previous evening a horrible mistake.

I felt better than I should and wondered if Courtney was still going to the retreat. Her scent clung to the sheets, and I buried my face in the pillow, inhaling it like a simp. If I could, I’d crawl into that tight little waxed pussy and live there for the rest of my life. I got hard just thinking about it, then slapped my face.

Get up. She’s not going to give you another pity fuck. The words ran through my head like a mantra I was sticking to it, but she was so goddamn fucking hot. Like on a scale of one-to-ten, she was like a twenty-five, at least and I had no business even breathing the same air as her, much less actually sticking my cock into that snug box.

Fuuuuck.

I got up, grabbed my shorts and t-shirt, then wrangled some socks that weren’t too dirty from the laundry basket and went into the kitchen to get some water. I gulped down two glasses, then wandered out onto the porch to get my shoes. I didn’t feel like running. I hated running, but I did feel so much better when it was done. I’d go to the gym later and get that personal trainer. Everything was coming together, and I had a goal.

I checked my phone again. Nothing. I walked outside and stretched, looking around and when I saw Courtney and Regis running down the beach and towards me, I smiled. Maybe she decided to stay. That would be amazing.

“Adam!” she shouted, waving her hand. She jogged closer, wearing a pair of those ass hugging yoga pants and a sports bra, her dark hair pulled back into a severe bun. She looked like she’d jumped straight out of one of those ads for some luxury athleisure brand and I couldn’t believe that I fucked her last night. I saw her naked, had those thighs wrapped around me, sucked on those perfect little nipples. A shiver raced through me and I wondered if she was in the mood to do it again. I enjoyed fucking in the morning. Maybe she did too.

“Morning.” I said, stretching casually, hoping that she’d comment positively on my obvious commitment to fitness.

She didn’t.

“I’m running late, and the person who was supposed to stay with Regis flaked out at the last minute. Would you mind watching him while I’m away?”

“Oh,” I stared down at the fluff ball and nodded. He was cool, I was pretty sure we’d get along, but what about last night? Don’t you want to talk about it? Was it as good for you as it was for me? “Yeah, no problem. We’re buddies.”

“Thank you so much. The code to my house is nine-nine-eight-six. You can grab his food from the fridge. He eats a slice in the morning and one in the evening. He’s also lactose intolerant, so don’t give him any dairy.” She chewed on her lip, thinking for a few beats and I thought that was when she was going to tell me how much she enjoyed last night. “I think that’s all.”

She picked him up and kissed him, then handed him over to me. I wrapped my hands around his surprisingly tiny little body, then stared into his black eyes.

“I’ll take good care of him.”

“Thanks so much, Adam. I really appreciate it.” She turned to leave and I couldn’t believe that was it. “I’ll text you the door code. You two have fun.” She waved, then jogged across the sand and I was left holding Regis, who was squirming to escape and I couldn’t believe that was it.

“I guess it’s just you and me, buddy.” Regis answered with a mournful bark and I walked back inside to set him on the sofa. He stared at me expectantly and I had no clue what to do. From my admittedly limited experience, even a casual fuck resulted in some sort of acknowledgement that the thing had occurred, but nothing.

It was disheartening, but maybe that's how they did it now. I gave Regis a little wave, then closed the door behind me, running across the soft sand and onto the packed sand and down the beach as the sound of my frantic breathing filled the space around me and I tried to think about anything else.

I returned an hour later, exhausted, but feeling better. Courtney was not my problem.

“Right little guy?” I asked Regis, who was not happy with my sweat dripping onto his well-groomed fur and narrowed his black eyes in disapproval. “Ok, fine, I’ll get a shower.”

The lukewarm water felt good, and I stayed under the spray for a few extra minutes as I let it stream over my body. I went over my plans for the day. Things would have to shift slightly since I was now Regis’ temporary guardian, but I figured that I’d take him out, then head into town to join the gym, then go to the grocery store to do some big-boy shopping. After that, I’d come back and maybe try to do some work.

It’s hard to explain writer’s block as a concept. People not working in creative fields can never understand. The most common response is to just sit down and write, which can be helpful in certain circumstances, but when your output sucks, it only makes you feel worse. It’s like your soul is no longer functioning, like the creativity inside of you has just dried up and died and that you’ll never be able to produce quality work again. It’s depressing, like part of you is gone and getting over it is more than just sucking it up.

I’d been going through it for almost a year.

There were at least a dozen half finished or barely started scripts that I just couldn’t stand working on. Starting isn’t a problem, it’s maintaining that momentum to get you through. The characters start to feel one dimensional and if you can’t empathize with them, you have a problem.

My most recent script got kicked back almost immediately, and I had a pretty good idea why. The guy was a loser, there were no stakes, and he was just floating through the events of his life. I needed to toss it and try again. I got dressed, dug out a clean t-shirt and some old shorts and went back out to the living room.

Don’t be afraid to murder your darlings.

An old guy I worked with at the beginning of my career told me that was his motto. He made a full and happy career out of it, ripping apart scripts to make them more commercial, not giving a shit if his vision was destroyed. I needed more of that, needed to get out of my head.

But first, I had to take Regis out for a walk.

“Come on little guy.” I said as I walked towards the door and he wagged his tail and barked. Courtney hadn’t left me a leash, so I assumed that he’d be alright, but when I opened the sliding glass door, he bolted out, racing down the sand and across the beach.

“Shit, oh fuck.” I closed the door and raced behind him. He looked back, assuming we were playing chase and every time I’d start to catch up, he’d kick it into higher gear. Eventually he trotted up to Courtney’s house and sat on the porch in front of the massive glass door that led inside and whined profusely.

I figured I could get his food, but totally blanked on the code.

“Shit. What was it?” I looked down at Regis, who was absolutely no help. I tried a few different combinations, but by the third time I was locked out. “Fuck!” I hoped it would reset after a cool-down period and shrugged at Regis.

“I’ll buy you some food at the store, ok?” He barked, then wagged his fluffy tail, and I scooped him into my arms. He smelled like Courtney’s perfume and I inhaled. “Jesus, what’s wrong with me?”

We walked back to my house, and I opened the door, then set him down on the sofa. “Did you get enough exercise?”

He collapsed into a pile of white fur, then let out a little bark, wagging his tail intermittently as his eyes drifted shut.

“I’m going into town…what the fuck am I doing?” I realized I was talking to him like a person. That had to stop. Would he start talking back to me? Would this turn into a Son of Sam scenario? I shook my head and grabbed my keys and wallet, then told Regis to stay and he did and I left through the front door.

The ride to town was nice, but it was always nice. Other than a few squally thunderstorms in the winter and the much more frequent wildfires, the weather was never really bad. I wondered if that was part of my problem. Maybe I needed a complete change of scenery, like the Pacific Northwest or some gloomy castle in Scotland.

That sounded expensive and even though I was fine for now, I wasn’t rich enough to live like some globetrotting old-money tycoon.

There was only one gym in La Costa and I parked the Porsche in front of it, taking a deep breath before walking in. I’d never had a trainer before and I was dreading it. I knew whoever it was would make me do an infinite number of those things where you get down on your knees and maybe flip that tire over a hundred times and also that shit with the ropes — whatever the fuck that is — but when I sauntered towards the desk and a friendly-looking guy Josh’s age glanced at me and didn’t immediately kick me out; I felt slightly better.

“Hi, I’m Devin, how can I help you?” The guy was in his early to mid twenties and had a head of blond surfer hair and a body that looked like he worked out all the time, which he obviously did.

“I’d like a double cheeseburger and fries,” I said and got a blank stare. I tried again. “I’d like to join and hire a trainer.”

“Oh, okay. Sweet. When do you want to get started?” He slid a piece of paper in front of me and smiled, flexing his massive muscles slightly. When you’re that big, you probably don’t even realize you’re doing it.

“Tomorrow, maybe?”

“Okay, cool, cool. If you’ll just fill in your deets here, I can get you signed up. We’re twenty four hours, so you can come whenever you want, just don’t let anyone else in if you come after we’ve closed, alright? We’ve had some problems with people using the showers and sleeping in the locker room.” Devin laughed as he said that, then pounded on the keyboard with his index fingers, just watching it made me cringe and I tried to focus my attention on the dumb liability questions and considered answering yes to everything for a change, just to see what would happen.

“Sure, yeah.” I checked the last TOS box, then signed, then slapped my credit card onto the counter.

“It’s autopay. There’s no signup fee, but we need a thirty day cancellation notice.” I heard someone grunt in the distance, then weights crash to the ground. God, I hated gyms.

“I need to learn how to use all this equipment, can you help me out?”

“Of course. If you want, I can sign you up for a session in the morning. How does ten sound?”

“Okay, should I get here early or anything?”

“Nope, not unless you want to do some cardio first. I’ll walk you through the machines, get you used to them, then we can focus on your goals.”

“What do you mean?” I thought he’d just show me how to work out.

“We need to know what to focus on.” He held out his hands in a gesture of explanation, then widened his eyes. This was exciting for him, what he lived for and it was refreshing to see. “Like, do you want to lose weight or gain muscle? How much effort do you want to put into it, shit like that.”

“I want to look like you.” He snorted, then apologized.

“That’s not a problem, but you have to commit, understand. No more cheeseburgers, you gotta live the lifestyle.” That sounded like a pain in the ass and I shook my head.

“I’ll go with something easier. I like cheeseburgers too much.” That one hit. He rewarded me with a laugh and I felt like we were going to get along.

“Again, not a problem. Look, guys always come in here looking to make a massive change and I always say that you’re more likely to stay invested if you make small tweaks. There’s no need to overhaul everything to be healthier.”

I liked Devin. He seemed like a good guy. I really believed that he wanted to make me a better version of myself.

“Okay. See you in the morning.”

“Have a good one, man.” Devin shouted behind me and I walked down the street to the grocery store. The sky was bright and there was a pleasant breeze and the cafes were full of tanned, beautiful people and I couldn’t believe how different the place was from when I was growing up. It had never been working class, but the bungalows were filled with hippies and people who worked in the studios, those houses had been torn down and now the filthy rich had altered the vibe completely.

It was Tuesday morning, and the grocery store was fairly empty. I walked through the produce section, squeezing the melons like I knew what I was doing and settled on a few oranges and some lettuce and a couple of carrots. I figured I could make a salad or something. My haul wasn’t much better than when I came the last time, but at least it was greener and I handed the cashier my card and left, then walked to the pet store and got some food, a leash and a couple of toys for Regis.

My foray into town only took an hour, and I still had an entire afternoon looming in front of me. I drove back home and looked at my scribbled list of to-do’s. The house was in good shape, but there were a few odds and ends that needed to be fixed. For one thing, I hated how the faucet in the kitchen shook whenever I turned it on. I couldn’t imagine my dad being cool with that, so it must’ve worked its way loose over the past few years.

It took me five minutes to fix it and I congratulated myself on the accomplishment. It felt massive.

“Nice start, right boy?” I figured that a few minor conversations with Regis were acceptable and he appreciated the attention. It was almost two in the afternoon and he probably wanted to go out, so I unwound the leash I got him and hooked him up. He gave me a dirty look, and I apologized.

“Look, you took off this morning and I don’t know what I’d do if you ran off. Courtney would absolutely never speak to me again and I don’t think either of us want that, right?” He cocked his head like he knew how inconsequential I was to his mistress’ life. “Okay, then I don’t want you getting hit by a car.”

He tilted his head in the other direction, then started wagging his tail and I assumed that his desire for self preservation was more pressing than my petty concerns and when he jumped off the sofa and headed towards the door, I followed obediently.

It was cooler than in the morning and I walked down the beach as Regis sniffed every single item, peed on most of them, then dug an impressive hole. The scene was peaceful, and I said hello to a few of the other dog walkers as Regis sniffed their companions and wagged his tail. It was really nice here. I never would’ve considered it a full-time situation before, but after a few days, it was starting to feel like home.

More like home than the stuffy suburb where I’d lived for the past twenty years, anyway. When Kim and I first got married, we’d lived in a tiny apartment in West Hollywood. I loved our life and even though we’d just had Josh, everything was exciting, fresh. My career was moving, Kim got accepted to law school and things looked up. We talked about having another kid, but ended up putting that aside as her career took off.

Her decision to go into entertainment law was a massive help when my contracts got bigger. I suddenly realized that I’d need to find a new lawyer, too, and I cursed. This divorce was going to cost me a lot more than I originally expected. I didn’t feel like thinking about it and whistled for Regis to follow me back to the bungalow.

The next item on my list was swapping out the lightbulbs on the porch. Most of them had burned out, and I hadn’t bothered replacing them. As I screwed the new bulbs in, I realized the fixtures were coming loose and they needed to be tightened up. By the time I finished putzing around, it was almost six in the evening and I flipped on the lights, then sank the rocking chair, exhausted. Regis jumped onto my lap and I smiled. Life was good, and I felt like things were looking up.
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“Need to get new curtains.” I reminded myself as light streamed through the sheers Kim had put up years earlier. I wasn’t a morning person, but I also couldn’t sleep when it was so bright so I groaned, then rolled out of bed. Regis let out a bark, and I wasn’t sure if I should take him out first or get some coffee, so I compromised — started the coffee, then while it was brewing, I took him out for his morning walk.

I felt like our conversation the day before had been productive and after a few minutes of good behavior; I released him from the leash. He shot off, but stayed on the beach, turning around and looking at me every few minutes and it seemed like we were getting somewhere. After he took care of his business, we went back inside.

My coffee was ready, and it felt like the day was off to a good start. I stared at the desk in the corner of the living room, my laptop shut firmly on top of it, then remembered that I had a session at the gym in an hour.

“I don’t want to get started, then have to stop,” I said, mostly to myself, but also to Regis, hoping that he would back up my decision. He barked, and I immediately felt like it was the right call.

I fed him, then got a cup of coffee and walked out onto the porch. The morning beach crowd was milling around in their familiar patterns and I wondered where Courtney was. She’d only sent a text with the house code and nothing else and I assumed the worst, that the entire thing was an experiment on her end, a failed experiment at that, and we’d continue being awkward friends who had dinner together occasionally until she met some gym body like Devin and they got married and had a bunch of babies and lived happily ever after.

My face had twisted into a painful scowl as the events of her life raced through my mind and I tried to relax it, but couldn’t get the image out of my head. It was almost nine, and I filled the mug again, got a quick shower before taking Regis out for another pee, just in case, then headed into town.

The drive was nice, but I noticed that there was a clunking sound when I shifted. These cars could last forever, but were so fucking high maintenance, and I made a mental note to take it to my mechanic in the next few days. It was time for a tune up anyway and I could run some errands while I was in town.

The brunch crowd was out, but I managed to find a space on the main street. The non-restaurants were just opening up and as I grabbed my duffel bag from the passenger seat, I hoped I wouldn’t regret this.

Devin was the first person I saw when I walked in and he looked way happier than me.

“Hey man. Ready to get in shape?” He was pumped and there was no way I’d be able to ratchet up my enthusiasm to his level, so I settled for a half smile and a nod. “Cool. The locker room is over there. You can drop off your shit and we’ll get started in the cross fit area.”

I tried to psych myself up, but as I emerged from the locker room and saw the huge tractor tire on its side, I realized that nothing about this was going to be a good time. We started with stretches, then some cardio, then moved on to weights.

“You feeling alright?” Devin asked, and I assumed that meant that something was wrong.

“Yeah, just, you know, getting into it.” I was sweating profusely and my heart pumped furiously. I wasn’t a big guy, just really out of shape due to my mostly sedentary lifestyle.

“Get some water and we’ll break for a few minutes before we do the tire, okay?”

“Sounds good.” I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the towel I brought and took a couple of massive gulps of water and immediately felt nauseous. “You live around here?”

“No way, man. I live inland, near Calabasas. Can’t imagine being able to afford anything in this area.”

“Yeah, it’s gotten out of control,” I said, absolutely agreeing with him. “That’s a long drive.”

“No shit, but the tips here are better here.” He cocked his eyebrow and laughed. “No pressure.”

I chortled uncomfortably, completely unaware that a tip was expected, but happy that I had been duly informed.

“What made you decide to start training?” He was obviously the kind of guy who wasn’t comfortable with silence and it was a general purpose question, a good catalyst for relationship building, but I wasn’t sure how deep I wanted to get into it. Some things were better left unsaid.

“I met a girl…uh, a woman who lives near me and I’m sick of feeling like a schlub.”

“Nice,” Devin said, nodding as dance music throbbed in the background. “What’s her name?”

“Courtney. She’s just like…you know…” I didn’t know what to say about her. “So fucking hot.”

“Wait, does she live on Big Rock Beach? She’s got like this little white dog and a body like…” He couldn’t come up with the words to do it justice either, so he just widened his eyes and whistled.

Fuck.

“Yeah, do you know her?”

“Everyone knows her, man. That’s Courtney von Otto. She’s like one of the biggest fitness influencers on the planet. Hold on a sec.” He raced to the front desk and grabbed his phone, scrolling furiously as my stomach exited my body and fell through the floor beneath me, through the bedrock of the California shelf and into the molten core of the earth below it.

“Jesus, she’s like…” Devin grunted, then bit his lip and handed the phone over to me. On the screen was Courtney, mid yoga pose, her body framed by a dramatic sunset. I looked at the date. It was yesterday. She did have her phone. I scrolled for a few more seconds, each image reminding me of what had happened between us and I felt completely and totally defeated.

“She’s got something like ten million followers or some shit. Everyone I know follows her and honestly, I’d die a lucky man if I even got to sniff her panties.”

He kept talking as a video played and I saw her shilling some protein powder with the volume down. I remembered the way those plump lips had felt against mine and briefly wondered what the hell I’d gotten myself into. She was so far out of my league that even fantasizing about her felt like I was reaching. There was no way in hell a woman like that would ever want to be with someone like me long term, no matter how much I worked out or pulled my shit together or wrote another Oscar winning screenplay. She deserved a guy like Devin or her producer ex, or maybe both of them, because why the fuck not?

Maybe I’d just imagined what happened, and that was why she hadn’t said anything. Maybe I was having a mental break and the manifestation of it was being convinced that I’d fucked a woman like her and she had seemed to enjoy it.

“Anyway, I’d do some absolutely nasty shit to get with a woman like that,” Devin said as he clapped his hands together and pointed at the tire. “Let’s get back to work.”

The drive home was brutal. I’d given Devin a vague promise of coming back in a few days and a massive tip, then basically crawled outside and into my car. I was starving and drove through the fast-food joint instead of waiting for the salad I’d promised myself when I got back home.

I shovelled the french fries into my mouth maniacally, fuming for some unknown reason.

Why didn’t she tell me? Did she even owe it to me?

I tried to talk myself down during the drive back, taking a long detour as the Pacific Coast Highway flew past. I needed a drink, so I pulled into one of the beach bars that dotted the coastline, telling myself not to fucking do it as I walked inside and sat my sweaty ass down on a barstool.

“What can I get you?”

The bartender was a good-looking woman in her early thirties, and she gave me a smile. She was cute, but no Courtney and even though I might’ve flirted with her at any other time, I got straight to the point.

“Double Finnmore’s neat.” She cocked her eyebrow, then turned to fill my order as I stared through the large windows at the beach and she slid the glass towards me.

“Anything else? Maybe something to eat?”

“No, this is good.” I paid the tab with cash, giving her enough of a tip that she left me alone and I seethed.

Why was I so upset? There was no reason to be. She had her life, and I had mine, so what if every dude with access to social media was beating off to her? I stared at my phone, thinking about the video, thinking about following her to see what she was up to. She was out there, making her life public — why did I feel like it was spying?

The first sip of my drink felt good, the second, even better and before I knew it, I’d ordered another, then a few more after that. I wanted to forget everything, forget that I’d ever met her. She wasn’t mine; she was everyone’s, and that thought crushed me.

I was pulled out of my spiral by the phone ringing and considered ignoring it, but picked it up when I saw it was Josh.

“Hey,” I mumbled. The bar had gotten more crowded, and I realized it was almost five. I needed to get back home, but I was in no shape to drive. “Can you come get me?”

*****

“What the fuck, Dad?”

I was pretty sure I’d just hit an all-time low. Regis stared at me judgementally as my son handed me a glass of water. The poor guy had no choice but to take a shit on my floor and he was clearly not happy about the depths to which he’d been forced to plunge.

Regis, not Josh.

“My car…”

“I’ll drive back up there with Serena tonight and we’ll get it. Jesus, I thought you were getting your shit together.”

I groaned.

Everything had felt like it was coming together, but it was like my sole reason for living was to disappoint everyone, myself included.

Josh stared at me with rancid disapproval. He’d always love me because I was his father, but he didn’t have to like me and at that moment, I could tell that I was his least favorite person on Earth.

“I don’t need a lecture.” The room started spinning, and I had to puke. I swallowed a few times, trying to push it back down, but it was no use. I raced towards the bathroom and heaved, everything I’d eaten in its half digested state as it hurled out and into the porcelain bowl, a physical manifestation of my weakness. It felt bad, and I regretted doing it, but I was stuck with my poor decisions.

I puked again, then flushed. Then walked back out to the living room and drank the entire glass of water Josh handed me. He got me another one, and I drank it too; he was a good son.

“I was calling to tell you that Kinsey is back in town. You said she could stay with you, but I don’t know if I can trust you.”

“Who?” I scrunched my face, my stomach flipping again, and I raced back to the toilet, this time only heaving out the water that didn’t want to stay in my stomach. I flushed it and groaned, then returned to the kitchen, wanting to go to sleep, not be given a lecture by my infinitely more responsible son. “You took after your mom. That’s a good thing.”

I was incoherent. He groaned and ran his hand through his hair. He looked like his mom, too, and that made the lecture even worse. I felt like I was back at home and she was giving me that disappointed look she had perfected, reminding me she deserved better and she was right, she did deserve better.

Both of them did.

“Kinsey. I told you about her last week. You said she could stay in your spare room until she found a new place. Christ, I’m going to tell her to find something else.”

“No!” I had to do this for him, I couldn’t let him down again. “I promise I’m done. I got rid of all the liquor, I just had some…uh…” My mind blanked for a few seconds and I couldn’t remember why I’d been so upset. That was what I’d wanted, right? “I got some bad news…” Courtney raced back into the forefront of my mind with a fury and I grimaced.

“She doesn’t need to be around this shit, dad.”

“Yeah, it was just a lapse.” I groaned. “Do I know her?”

“Yes. Maybe. We went on a couple of dates my junior year at SoCal, I think I brought her home a few times.”

“Okay. Maybe she could stay with your mom instead?”

“Believe me, I already asked, but mom’s…she’s got someone living with her now and...he and I don’t exactly get along.”

That revelation stewed in my mind, replacing my frustration with Courtney. Why did everything suck so fucking bad? It was like my life was falling apart again and knowing that Kim had moved on so quickly was another punch in the gut.

“When did that happen?” I asked. I knew there was someone else, but fucking and living together were two completely different things. My son was annoyed, and I felt like I was letting him down. I was letting everyone down.

“I don’t know, like a couple of days ago, maybe earlier. I don’t know.” Josh looked frustrated. He was an adult, probably more of an adult than me, but I knew that the entire situation had to be tough on him. “Anyway, should I tell Kinsey that she can come tomorrow or not?”

“What’s her deal anyway? Why not just live on campus?”

“They ran out of space. Jesus, I explained already. She’s looking for an apartment, but it could take another week or two. Like I said, I’d let her stay with me, but Serena said no.”

“It’s fine, I’ve got the spare room…and not much else going on anyway.” Regis barked and Josh shifted his attention to the white fluff ball.

“Whose dog is this?”

“I’m dog-sitting for my neighbor for the next few weeks.”

“Looks like you’re doing a great job.”

I loved my son, but sometimes he annoyed the shit out of me.

“Could you take him out? I’ll clean up the mess. His leash is over there.” I pointed, then stared at the astoundingly large pile of shit by the door.

“Sure, then I have to go home. Serena and I are meeting friends for dinner.” He looked at his phone and swore, then leashed up Regis and the two of them headed out onto the beach. I cleaned up the stinky mess and left the door open, enjoying the scent of the salt water as it helped calm my still churning stomach. I stared into the distance then gripped the door frame as everything started spinning and I knew that Josh was right — I fucked up and regardless of what was going on with Courtney, there was no excuse for me sliding back into old habits.

Josh and Regis returned a few minutes later and Josh gave me a hug, promising that he’d be back with my car after his dinner. I thanked him and watched as he drove off, determined that this time was going to be different.
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The Porsche was sitting outside my house the next morning. Josh had slid the keys through the mail slot and as I gingerly picked them up, my head going in a thousand different directions at once, I apologized to Regis again. My body was sore, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the drinking or the workout and I decided that regardless of how I felt, I was going to the gym. There was no excuse, Josh was right, I had to fix my disaster of a life if I ever wanted to move on.

“I’m really sorry about last night.” He stared at me with those black eyes and part of me felt like he did forgive me. Once we were good again, I started my coffee and leashed him up, putting on my darkest sunglasses and I let him run free and he darted towards Courtney’s door again. I had my phone with me and decided to go inside to get some more food and a few of his toys.

That’s what I told myself, anyway.

After successfully inputting the code, I opened the glass door and stepped inside; the scent overwhelming me. Her house was filled with her lilac perfume and as Regis tore through the interior, frantically searching for his mom, I helped myself to a self-guided tour, trying to get a sense of who this woman really was. When I came over for dinner, I paid little attention, but I now noticed the empty walls and barren bookshelves.

There were hardly any personal photos, no mementos. It was almost as if her entire life was set up for public consumption. I looked inside the fridge, grabbing a tube of dog food. Other than that and some random condiments, it was totally empty. The same for her cupboards. If I didn’t know any better, I would assume the place was a rental.

I told myself not to do it, but I walked up the stairs and into the loft. The house had three bedrooms, but the entire upstairs was Courtney’s living space. It was clean, unsettlingly clean. I felt guilty, but I walked through the bright bedroom, taking inventory, being a creepy stalker.

When I got to her dresser, I finally saw a couple of photos. There was one of her and Regis at a cafe somewhere and another of her and a girlfriend. A third looked like someone had been cropped out and another photo shoved into the frame to fill in the empty space. It wasn’t much, but looking at her made me happy. When I realized what I was doing, I turned to leave.

I grabbed some random toys and whistled for Regis to follow me. He wasn’t in the mood to listen and planted himself on the sofa, huffing when I tried to convince him to exit the house.

“Come on, boy.” I looked at the clock. It was almost noon and even though I felt like shit, I was determined to go to the gym. After an intense stare down, I finally walked to the sofa and picked him up, the little fucker squirming furiously in protest until the door was firmly closed behind us. “She’ll be back soon.”

That reassurance was more for me than him, and I tried to shake it off. I hated that I was so obsessed with her, it felt absolutely ridiculous. It had been almost three days and nothing. We had fucked, and I was rewarded with being her dog sitter, nothing else. Dog sitter, nothing else turned into a mantra as we trudged back to the bungalow and I got ready to leave.

My gas tank was almost empty, so I filled up, then drove into town, pulling up outside the gym and hoping that Devin didn’t have anyone else slotted in. I liked him and didn’t want to start over again.

A cute girl greeted me and told me that Devin should be back in a few minutes and that he didn’t have anyone else scheduled. She gave me a wink, and I told myself that she probably did that to all the old guys that came through, but it still felt nice and I went to the cardio equipment and got started on the treadmill.

My head was pounding, but I persevered and got a few kilometers behind me before Devin showed up and gave me an encouraging wave. I pushed myself a little harder, the nausea still pushing against the back of my throat, but under control.

“Didn’t expect to see you this soon.”

“Yeah, that’s two of us.”

“Nice one, man. Let’s get started.” He cracked his knuckles and grinned like a big dumbass and motioned for me to follow him to the weights.

The session actually went well, and I was sore, but avoided the fast food binge afterwards. I needed to make this work and having Josh see me at my worst yesterday was a wake-up call. I had to get my shit together, not for Courtney, not to show Kim and Josh that I could do better, but for me.

When I pulled up to the bungalow, I was initially surprised by Josh’s car then remembered that he said he’d be bringing that girl over. I couldn’t remember her name and pulled into the short driveway, then turned off the Porsche. I’d given Josh a spare set of keys last year and wondered if I’d need to make another spare set for whatever her name was.

An amended list of the things I needed to do ran through my mind as I opened the door and walked inside.

“Thanks so much for doing this, Dad.” Josh gave me a half hug and my eyes rested on the woman sitting on the sofa with Regis on her lap. She stroked his white head, then smiled, her blue eyes sparkling as she stared at me and I absolutely remembered her; remembered the way she stared at me when we were having dinner together and hated myself for thinking that she was way better looking than the self-serious girls Josh usually brought home. “Do you remember Kinsey?”

Yes, I absolutely remember her. How could I forget her? I nodded, then turned my attention elsewhere as I shifted a couple of items around on the kitchen counter. She was absolutely and totally off limits for multiple reasons and the less I looked at her, the better. I was not a creep, and this situation was strictly to earn points with my son.

“You two dated a few years ago, right? Josh’s junior year at SoCal?”

“Yeah, I was a freshman.” Kinsey said, her soft voice drifting towards me and I remembered that she had said something funny. I laughed about it for a few days afterwards, but never saw her again and assumed that he had moved on. “The romantic stuff didn’t really work out, but we’ve stayed friends.” She glanced at Josh, then back at me. “Thanks for letting me crash here for a while. The school really screwed up my housing.”

Josh looked at his watch and I could tell that he was antsy to leave. I didn’t want him to go, didn’t want to be stuck in this place with a stranger. I had things to do and her presence was going to be extremely…distracting.

“Anyway, I’ve got some things I need to take care of this afternoon. Is everything okay here?” Josh looked at me, then Kinsey and I nodded, annoyed that he was just rushing off.

“Yeah, I think we’ll be fine,” Kinsey said and stood, giving Josh a hug and crossing her arms as she stepped away, offering me a look that did not reassure me that things would actually be fine.

“Thanks Dad,” Josh said, giving me a half hug, and I walked him through the front door.

“She doesn’t have a car?” I lowered my voice to a tight whisper as Josh slipped on his sunglasses and shrugged. “How’s she going to get to class?”

“The school promised that they would have something in a week or two. She won’t be starting until then. It’ll be fine, I promise.” Josh squeezed my arm, then hopped down the stairs and slid into the driver’s seat and peeled out onto the road. I watched his car disappear into the distance and had no clue what came next.

When I returned to the cool interior, I tried not to stare at the leggy blonde who stood up from the sofa and leaned against the kitchen counter. I remembered what had happened there with Courtney only a few days ago and shook my head, feeling a flush creep across my cheeks as Kinsey stared at me expectantly. The silence was oppressive, and I knew that I had to say something.

“I’ve, uh, got two spare rooms, so you can choose. My advice is to take the one with the beach view, but it’s completely up to you.” Kinsey smiled, then rolled her suitcase into the room I recommended and shut the door firmly behind her.

“Well, that makes things easier,” I mumbled to myself as I grabbed Regis’ leash and took him outside. He darted out onto the sand and I wondered if Courtney would mind me staying at her place, at least until she came back. I checked my phone, hoping to see a message from her, but there was nothing except a missed call from the utility company.

I couldn’t just camp out in her house, but I knew that being alone with a strange twenty-whatever-year-old would be intensely uncomfortable for both of us. I watched Regis streak across the beach, then sniff a golden retriever that he was friendly with as I made small talk with the owner, an attractive middle-aged former schoolteacher that I vaguely knew. After a few minutes of chasing and barking, the golden retriever and his person walked off and Regis settled into step beside me.

My body ached in a good way and I flexed my sore muscles, smiling as random thoughts drifted through my mind. I needed a shower, and I was supposed to have dinner with my buddy Chris later, but I had a few hours to kill and decided to make an attempt to write. I’d flesh out an idea I vaguely remembered having as I fell asleep the night before to see where it would go.

Kinsey was still shut in her room when I got back and I hopped in the shower, washing off the salty sweat that had accumulated in my hair and on my skin. I stayed in there longer than I needed to and when I got out, I grabbed my laptop from the kitchen table.

I glanced at the closed bedroom door and wondered if I should say something to Kinsey. Did she expect anything? The entire situation was messing with my chill, but hopefully she’d be gone in a few days and I’d earn some points from Josh, who I’d severely let down with my recent completely irresponsible behavior. I tossed my laptop on the bed and shut the door behind me, considering locking it, but ultimately deciding against it. She wasn’t going to ransack the place.

“Ok, let’s do this,” I said to Regis, forgetting my earlier promise of not talking to the dog, but his black eyes stared at me, intrigued, as he tilted his head and I modified my oath. “I’ll talk to you, but I will not expect a response.”

There was no response.

I got onto the bed and rested the device on my lap, then opened the software I’d started using a few years earlier. It made screenwriting significantly easier, but as I puzzled over the empty fields, I closed it and opened up my trusty word processor, gawking at the blank expanse of white instead.

SCENE

I typed, and the cursor blinked impatiently in front of me. After a few seconds of intense thought, I realized that the idea was gone. I’d read somewhere that you shouldn’t write down ideas when you were falling asleep because if you could still remember them the next day, they were good, or some bullshit, but I wasn’t buying it.

“Maybe I should just write something.” That was addressed to Regis, and he opened his mouth slightly, then turned his attention to the toy he’d brought into the bedroom. “Yeah, where’s that short story I was working on?”

I looked through my old files, searching for any sign of the weird little thing I’d started right before Kim’s untimely announcement. I couldn't believe that I had written nothing since then, but that was the date of the last document in the folder. I shook my head, realizing how much time I’d lost and I wondered if I’d ever be able to get back to the level I was at before.

My phone rang, and I jerked awake. I didn’t realize that I’d dozed off, but I’d been having a weird dream about Kim and some bills that were due and I shook my head, trying to pull myself back to reality.

“Hello?” I mumbled into the device.

“Drunk already?” It was Chris.

What time is it?

I glanced at the screen and realized that it was almost five.

“No, I, uh…” I yawned, then moved the laptop to my nightstand. “Dozed off.”

“Jesus, man — what are you, sixty?” I chuckled to be nice, but the joke didn’t really land. Or maybe it did, but hit a little too close to home to be humorous.

“I thought we were meeting at eight.”

“Yeah, that was the plan, but I finished my meetings early and I’m heading in that direction. I thought I could pick you up and we could go to that seafood shack near Zuna.

“That’s fine,” I mumbled and glanced at Regis, who was not at all happy about his sleep being disturbed. “When, uh, when do you think you’ll be here?”

“Fifteen minutes. See you then, bud.” I hung up, then forced myself out of the bed. I liked Chris, but he had extremely strong opinions about things and wasn’t shy about sharing them, even if the intended audience wasn’t completely onboard. Ultimately he was a good connection to have since he had a lot of contacts and I needed to stay on his good side. The wrong word from him could make things extremely difficult for my career.

“Let’s go out.” I said, yawning. I couldn’t believe how long I’d slept, but I felt marginally better and I grabbed some clean clothes from my drawers and tossed them onto the bed before taking Regis out for a short walk. Kinsey was still locked in her room and I figured maybe things wouldn’t be as weird as I had originally assumed. I needed to ask her if she wanted a key, but I didn’t want to wake her up so I slid a note under her door and got dressed.

By the time I emerged from my room, she was standing in her doorway, staring at me.

“Keys would be great. Also let me know if you want me to pitch in on anything, Josh didn’t really say much, but I don’t want to be a leach.” Her short blond hair was tousled alluringly, and I assumed she had been sleeping too.

“Yeah. I’m going out now, but I’ll get another set made tomorrow when I go into town. There’s some food in the fridge.” Then I remembered that there wasn’t actually any food in the fridge. “Uh, actually you might need to order something.”

“That’s fine,” she said, leaning against the doorway and smiling lazily. “Where are you going?”

“Out with a friend.” At that moment, I heard a car pull into the driveway and a honk. “That’s him. I should be back in a few hours, but send Josh a message if you need anything.”

I wasn’t sure about the protocol for the particular situation I was in but realized there probably wasn’t any, since the entire arrangement was odd, to say the least. As I shoved my keys and wallet into my pocket, then rushed back to the counter for my sunglasses I gave her a wave and said I’d be back later.

“Have fun,” she murmured as she watched me race through the front door and I mumbled something like you too, even though that made no sense, then jogged down the steps to get into the waiting SUV.
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“Not going to lock your door? Living out in the country is nice.” Chris backed out of the driveway and I pulled on my seatbelt, happy to be away from the house, but not overly thrilled about the company.

When you lived in LA, you could expect to have a few different types of friends, I don’t know, maybe it was the same everywhere, but since I’d only lived in LA, I didn’t have a vast frame of reference. You had your friends, the people you’d known forever, the ones you’d lend money to or help move. Those guys were your bedrock. The next level down were the ones that you just met, but you had an instant connection with, the ones that you could see moving to the bedrock level, but weren’t there yet. After that, you had the good time friends. You usually met these guys at bars and would go out to dinner with them, but they could not, under any circumstances, be trusted. After that came the business associate ‘friends’ and various other professional connections.

Chris fell in some intermediate level between the last three. He was connected, his father had been a major producer in the eighties, and he knew how to have a good time.

“Where have you been? It’s like you fell off the edge of the world or something?”

The windows were down, and the cool early evening breeze blew through the interior of the large vehicle. I was glad I decided to go to dinner with him, even though I knew I couldn’t drink and being sober and alone with him had to be one level of hell.

“Yeah, well, after the split, I’ve been keeping to myself.” Chris had been through it a few times. I wasn’t sure about the exact number of his current wife, but it was easily three or four.

“So it’s a split, not a divorce.”

“It’s a divorce in progress.” I couldn’t give him much more than that since I wasn’t exactly sure where the whole thing stood either. Chris laughed.

“That’s a good one, I’ll need to remember that for my own forthcoming marital realignment.” He laughed, passing a slow moving sedan that had turned in front of us. There wasn’t much traffic, and I relaxed slightly as I rested my arm on the door and leaned back in the fine-grained leather seat.

“That one’s not bad either. Of course, you’ve had a few opportunities to perfect the process.” Chris didn’t laugh at that, and I hoped I didn’t piss him off. “Just kidding man, I’m sure this won’t be my last either.”

“Well,” Chris started, resting his elbow on the windowsill. “There’s just too many options out there, you know. Like all these women, they’re always interested, until they’re not. Usually the not comes when you’re at your lowest point. You know how it goes.”

That felt like a dig. I probably deserved the jab and let it go.

“Kim was good, well…” I thought about what Josh had told me and shook my head. “Maybe not, anyway, let’s talk about something else. How’s your dad?”

We chatted for the rest of the thirty-minute drive, then pulled into Ralph’s Seafood — one of the many faux shanty restaurants that lined the beach. This one was famous for its lobster. I wasn’t a huge fan of shellfish, but Chris knew that I’d end up paying and decided to go all in. The cars parked around us were not the type that you would find at a genuine shanty restaurant and I exhaled, hoping that this wasn’t just a social engagement. He’d mentioned something about a possible employment opportunity and I really didn’t want to spend a ton of money and get nothing out of it.

The place was crowded, and we didn’t have a reservation, so the hostess offered us a seat at the bar. Chris motioned for the bartender to come over and stared at the bottles lined on the wall in front of us.

“What do you want? It’s on me.” I heroically offered.

“In that case…” he started, and laughed. It felt like things were back to normal and I hoped that my earlier gaffe had been forgotten and that we could move ahead with whatever this was in relative conviviality. “Joking, I’ll take a whisky soda. Don’t use the bottom rail shit, ok hun?”

I cringed. “Soda water for me.”

Chris put down the menu and stared at me, faux concern filling his expression.

“Back on the wagon?”

“Yes.” I didn’t feel the need to elaborate and fortunately we knew enough people who had a problem that not much shit was given over it. “So, anyway, how’s business?”

“Good.” The way he said that made me question the truth of his response. “You know, things have been weird since Covid.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. Any sign of things getting back to normal?”

“Maybe, that’s part of the reason I wanted to talk to you.” My heart skipped a beat. I hated talking about business, I was terrible at that part. Before my agent dumped me, I’d usually let him handle it and just do the fun stuff, but now that I was on my own, I needed to get back into the weeds and deal with all the garbage that came along with what I did.

“So, what’s going on?” I asked and Chris took a deep breath as the bartender slid a drink across the counter and Chris told her we still needed a few minutes before ordering.

“You’re not going to like this, but it’s something.”

“Something. Jesus.” I kept telling myself that I didn’t need the money, that I’d be fine with my meager residuals, but that was just wishful thinking. If Kim and I were still together, it would be true, but now that I was on my own, I had to get something going.

Stress was a massive creativity killer.

“We got this script for a limited series by the guys who did that crime drama Fortunate Son. Did you see it?”

“No, huh, I must’ve missed it.” I lied. I knew about the movie, but it had looked terrible so I’d avoided it like the plague.

“Anyway, a few of the streaming platforms are interested in picking it up, but the entire thing needs some pretty massive rewrites. They would be uncredited, of course. The guy wants to retain the veneer of full creative control.” There was a significant eye roll as Chris took a sip of his drink, but kept his gaze locked on me, gauging my reaction. I tried to keep a poker face, but was failing miserably.

“God, really?” I tried to be grateful. This was actually a solid offer and would probably pay well, but being uncredited caused its own problems. “What’s wrong with it?”

“The guy thinks he’s Scorsese, but the script doesn’t make any sense. The dialog is flat and the pacing is just, I don’t know…off.”

“So basically a total rewrite? And no guarantee of getting produced?”

“No, but you will get paid either way and I’ll bring you into meetings so you can network. You need to get back out there, Adam. You’re living like a fucking hermit out here.”

Chris was right. The business was about connections and I wasn’t making any new ones and my current ones were fading fast. I had to take it, my time for being picky had passed and I was basically in a situation where I’d be bagging groceries if I couldn’t pull myself out of the current spiral.

“I’ll do it.” I finally said, taking a sip of my club soda and turning my attention to the menu. Maybe it wouldn’t be too bad. Maybe the script just needed a tune up and once I got back into it, the words would start flowing.

It was money either way and with the possibility of an expensive divorce looming; I needed money.

“Excellent. I’ll send over what we have and set up a meeting for next week.” I held up my glass, and he clinked his against it. We ordered and ate and as the sun set over the Pacific, I hoped maybe things were going to change. Dinner wasn’t as painful as I expected, but still breathed a sigh of relief when Chris said that he had to leave.

“Anyway, have you seen Filcher lately? He looks bad.” I was driving. Chris hadn't had that much to drink, but I figured some extra time to sober up wouldn't hurt.

“Nah, not recently.” I pulled into my driveway and put the car in park, then turned it off. “Want some water?”

“Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.” I’d completely forgotten about my guest until I turned the key in the lock. It was fine, this was my house and if I wanted to bring a friend home, there shouldn’t be an issue, then I remembered what type of friend I was bringing home.

Kinsey was sitting on the sofa in the living room, Regis on her lap and when she turned to give me a smile, I realized that inviting Chris inside had been a huge mistake.

“Oh, hello,” Chris said as he walked into the living room, his eyes locked onto Kinsey. He was usually a pretty decent guy, but I knew he could be aggressive with women, making them and everyone else in the general vicinity extremely uncomfortable. “Who’s this?”

“Um, this is Kinsey. She’s staying with me for a few days.” She looked uncomfortable and was wearing next to nothing and when Chris licked his lips, looking exactly like a predator as he stared at her, I wished that I’d never invited him inside. I needed him out of there, pronto.

“Hi,” she said and stayed planted on the sofa. “I can go back to my room if…”

“No, you’re fine.” I walked towards the kitchen, grabbing a glass and filling it, then offering it to my mildly inebriated friend. Chris kept winking at me and wasn’t being subtle about the fact that he was extremely interested in the woman sitting on my sofa.

“So, Kinsey. How do you know Adam?”

“I dated his son for a while and needed a place to crash.”

“Well, you’re lucky that he’s such a nice guy. I’m a pretty nice guy, too. Once you get to know me.” He was slurring his words as the attempt at hitting on her fell flat. She was not interested and glanced at me, clearly concerned about the asshole making a complete and total fool of himself.

“Yes, she is. Anyway, about that thing you mentioned earlier…” I needed to get him out before he said something that would mortify me and make Kinsey want to leave, then tell Josh that I’d let one of my creep friends hit on her. “When do you want to get together?”

“Uh…” His eyes were firmly locked on Kinsey and I snapped my fingers in front of his face. “Oh, yeah. Let’s plan on Wednesday, tentatively. I still need to get everyone together on this.” His attention drifted again, and I cleared my throat.

“Great, so call me and we’ll sort it all out, ok?” I grabbed the glass from his hand, then motioned towards the door. “I’ve got an early session with my trainer, so I need to get some sleep.”

Chris gave me the stink eye, and I didn’t want to piss him off, but I also didn’t want Josh to never talk to me again. He specifically told me to keep Kinsey away from my creepy friends, and even though Chris wasn’t the worst of them, I knew exactly what he meant.

“Maybe, uh, maybe the three of us could get dinner after the meeting?” I’d successfully maneuvered him to the door, and he took one last look at Kinsey.

“I’ll be free, but she’ll probably be out of here by then.”

“Oh, ok, uh…” He shook his head, and I realized he was in absolutely no shape to drive. I didn’t want to kick him out and have him get into an accident, but under no circumstances could I let him hang around here, hitting on a woman who could be his daughter and making a total ass of himself.

“Do you want me to drive you home? I could get Kinsey to follow us.” I glanced at her, then amended my offer. “Or I could get a rideshare back.”

“I think, uh…I think I’m fine.” He stumbled and I couldn’t let him drive like that.

“Kinsey, I’m really sorry, but would you mind?” She huffed, not happy with the request, but ultimately relented.

“Only if I can drive your car.”

Shit. The Porsche was my baby, the love of my life — she was sweet, sensitive and extremely impatient. I imagined Kinsey grinding the gears, running the clutch and turning her against me.

Oh God…

“Okay, sure, uh…” Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. My mouth was dry, and I swallowed, attempting to push down the panic rising like a king tide inside of me. “You know how to drive a stick?”

“Yeah, of course.” She hopped up, pulling her extremely short shorts down to cover the curve of her ass and when she leaned over to get her sweatshirt, I tried not to stare at the indecent amount of soft, tan flesh on display from the deep cut wife-beater she was wearing. Chris didn’t even bother trying to be discreet and elbowed me in the ribs as she pulled on her sweatshirt and he got a massive flash of side boob.

“I’ll ride with her, you can follow us.”

“No!” I said sternly, worried that this was going to devolve into the Chris Abrams pervert show. “I will drive you in your car. She’ll follow us in” — sweet Jesus — “in mine.”

I plucked my keys off their hook on the wall, then tossed them to her. I was probably making the world’s biggest mistake, but I needed Chris alive, at least for the next few months, so it had to happen this way.

“Let’s go.”

We filed out of the house, Chris’ gaze locked firmly on Kinsey’s ass and I gave her a few final instructions as she smiled at Chris. For some reason it annoyed me and when she started flirting, I realized that I’d completely lost control of the situation.

“Give me your phone.” I told her.

“Why?” she asked, pouting.

“In case we get separated.” She unlocked her phone, then handed it over, then continued talking to Chris. I added myself to her contacts as Josh’s Dad, then found Chris’s address on the map and started the directions. By the time I handed her phone back to her, the two of them were planning on meeting up at some point in the future and I needed to get him home and away from the temptation of a woman who was clearly more interested in the game than the prize.

I hustled Chris into the passenger seat, then hopped into the driver’s side and pulled out onto the empty road. Kinsey stayed behind us until we got to the city limits and I imagined all the terrible things she was doing to my sweet girl.

We got separated as we drove through Venice and a message from her popped up on my phone screen, hoping that she was at a light and not texting while she was driving. This entire evening had been a massive mistake, and I realized that even if I got out of this without destroying my life, I was basically balancing between a few different negative outcomes.

Going to stop off for something. I’ll see you at his house.

Twenty minutes of seething later, I pulled into the driveway of Chris’ ostentatiously large house and turned off the SUV. A light popped on inside and I assumed it was his wife, who had been furiously texting him the entire trip. She had never liked me and I hoped she wouldn’t be pissed off enough to turn him against me. I needed to keep him on my side if I ever wanted to work again.

“Okay, so I’ll talk to you soon.” I handed over his keys as he craned his neck looking for Kinsey, then turned to walk up his front steps.

“Yeah, we’ll get it all sorted out, and say good night to Kinsey for me.”

“Will do,” I said with a wave as he stumbled into the front door and I had zero intention of doing that.

Where the fuck is she?

I glanced at my phone. No new messages, but the echo of screeching tires made my hair stand on end and even though I hoped that wasn’t her, I wanted to get the fuck out before Chris came down to make another pass.

When I saw my car speed around the corner, then slam to a stop in front of me, I motioned for her to get out. She rolled down the passenger window instead.

“Oh, come on. I’m just getting the hang of it.”

“No. Absolutely not. I’m driving us back.” I saw a brown paper bag in the front seat and rolled my eyes. “What the fuck is that?”

“There wasn’t anything to drink in the house so I stopped to pick something up.”

“Jesus. I’m driving.” I grabbed the bottle and tossed it in the back, then walked to the driver’s side door, opening it. She finally got the hint and stepped out, one long, bare leg after the other, then stood, her face inches from mine as she stared at me, unhappy with my demand. I noticed movement in Chris’ house, then saw him peek through the front door and returned Kinsey’s steel gaze. “In the car, now.”

She stomped angrily, but ultimately relented. Walking around the back of the car, waving at Chris and blowing him a kiss before slamming the passenger door way too hard. I was annoyed and tired and just wanted to get back home.

“Thanks for doing this,” I mumbled as I adjusted the seat and the mirrors and noticed that everything appeared to be where it should. I shifted into gear, then sped towards the exit, slowing down as the guard opened the gates and I waved good night.

“Nice car by the way.” Kinsey stared at me, the streetlights casting a shadow across her face as we sped down Ventura Boulevard. It was almost ten and even though it wasn’t that late, I was ready to call it a night.

“Thanks.” She turned her gaze to the buildings flashing by. The silence was awkward, but I had nothing to say. She was a complete stranger, and we’d said a dozen words to each other since she arrived. I had to talk, I couldn’t just sit there, so I bit the bullet.

“So, uh, where’s home?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, staring at me.

“Josh said that you went home for the summer and came back to school. Where were you?”

“Nebraska. It sucks.” She smiled, then leaned back in the seat and stared at me, narrowing her eyes. “Have you ever been to Nebraska?” The way she said it made the totally innocuous word sound filthy. She shifted in her seat again, hugging her legs to her body and I shook my head.

“No, I’ve only been outside of California a few times. Never been to Nebraska.”

“You’re not missing anything.” She stared out the window as the lights thinned out and we approached the beach.

“When do your classes start?” I didn’t want to ask when she’d be leaving, that felt rude. Asking about her plans was a much more subtle approach.

“Two weeks.” She chewed on her lip nervously as she said that and something definitely felt off. “I’m hoping that the housing situation will be sorted by then.”

“Yeah,” I replied, and we were back to square one on the silence front. “So, uh, what’s your major?”

She scoffed, then stared at me, then released her legs, resting her head against the back of her seat as she stared at me. “You don’t really care, do you?”

“Just making conversation.” I swallowed. She was right.

“Tell me about you, Adam. Josh said that you’re getting a divorce?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to talk about that.”

“If I tell you a secret, will you promise you won’t laugh at me?”

Jesus. One thing I’d always liked about getting married early was the fact that I didn’t have to play games. I’d only dated a few women besides Kim and the experiences varied, but knowing that I wasn’t going to get sucked into this type of shit made not fucking around worth it.

“I’m not going to promise anything.” I said, and she burst into laughter. “What? It wasn’t that funny.”

“I don’t know why I said that.” She snorted, and I laughed. “I’m going to tell you anyway, and I’d really prefer it if you didn’t laugh.”

“Okay, shoot.” I really didn’t want to get into this bullshit, but it was better than sitting in awkward silence.

“There are two things, really. Can you at least promise not to tell Josh?”

“I’ll tentatively promise. I really need to know what you’re going to tell me first.”

“Fine.” She huffed, then took a deep breath. “I’m actually not going to school; I flunked out last semester. It’s only…like, uh, my mom got remarried and kicked me out and I had nowhere else to go.” She paused, playing with the seam of her shirt as she kept her eyes locked on a stray thread like it was the most interesting thing in the world. “Josh called to check on me and I couldn’t handle telling him that I wouldn’t be coming back, so I lied and he offered me a place to stay…”

“Wow.” None of that sounded good. I saw the week Josh had promised morphing into months of freeloading and I didn’t like it. Would I have to give up my house and move in with one of my sad-sack single buddies so she could stay there? I didn’t like the idea of this situation being open-ended and that’s exactly what it was shaping up to be. “Uh, so what’s your plan?”

“I want to stay here, you know, get a job, find a place. I just need a few weeks to get back on my feet.”

I had no clue how I was going to get out of this situation. I couldn’t just throw her out, she looked like she didn’t have much. I’d definitely have to renege on my tentative promise, though. There was no way I could avoid telling Josh about this.

“What was, the uh, you know…the second thing.” I couldn’t imagine worse news than part one and tried to keep an open mind, maybe the second thing was that she had a job lined up and that she’d be moving out as soon as she’d saved up for a deposit on her own place.

“Wow…this is so embarrassing.” More embarrassing than flunking out of school then staying with your ex-boyfriend’s dad rent free for an indeterminate amount of time? “I had like the biggest crush on you when Josh and I were going out?”

What?

I felt my stomach drop through the seat as I downshifted and slowed to a stop at the light.

“I mean, I thought I was over it, but then I saw you again and I realized that I wasn’t…”

I didn’t know how to respond, so I didn’t. Her gaze was like a laser beam and I swallowed, wishing that the words could be taken back, never uttered, that time could be rewound and that none of the events of today had ever actually happened.

The rest of the fifteen minute drive was absolutely the most awkward situation I’d ever experienced in my life. I wished that I’d just kept quiet, that I’d let Chris drive himself home, that I’d never agreed to let this person, who appeared to be intent on disturbing the peace that I’d finally managed to achieve, move into my sanctuary. This was bad and as I parked and got out of the car, I didn’t bother waiting for her. I wouldn’t tell Josh about her apparent feelings, but he needed to know about her situation, but as I fished the phone out of my pocket and started typing, I decided to hold off.

I paused, shoving the phone back into my pocket as she entered the house and closed the door, the sound of the lock clicking like a gunshot aimed directly at my head. Her hanging around would be nothing but trouble and I had to find somewhere else for her to stay.

“I'm going to take Regis out. Then I'm going to bed.” The announcement felt unnecessary, but I didn't know what else to say.

“I'll go with you.” Kinsey said as she put the mystery bottle on the kitchen island. “We can have a drink when we get back.”

“No. I'm good.” I said, grabbing the leash and motioning for Regis to come as I walked through the back door. “I don’t drink.” It felt good to say that, final, and I hoped that it would be enough to get her off my back.

There was no way I could deal with this shit right now. She was cute, more than cute, fucking stunning, but there was no way in hell I was going to break that seal. She had dated my son and even though that connection was as tenuous as hell, it just felt wrong.

I wasn't that kind of guy.

The sand was cool and damp and Regis took off on his normal route, dashing towards his regular spots; sniffing, then lifting his leg like clockwork. A cool breeze took me by surprise and I shoved my hands in my pockets, suddenly feeling exhausted. I needed a good night of sleep, then tomorrow I’d get up early, go to the gym and try to settle into some sort of workable routine.

I whistled, and Regis raced back towards me. The leash seemed like a redundancy at that point, but I never knew if he was going to bolt off and felt like it gave me some sort of control, even though he basically did whatever he wanted, anyway. I stomped the sand off my feet, then opened the door, letting him inside and shutting it firmly behind me as I turned the lock.

Kinsey was sitting at the island with the bottle and a couple of glasses. Her gaze followed me as I lowered the shades and washed my hands, then finally faced her after psyching myself up.

I rested my hands on the counter, trying not to get sidetracked as she stared at me, clearly not interested in calling it a night. She had problems, and it wasn’t my job to fix them.

“I appreciate that you want to have a good time, Kinsey. If I was your age, I’d want to party and have fun and all of that shit, but I’m not. I could be your dad and I’m sure that your dad, wherever he is, is also going to sleep now.”

She giggled, sitting upright on the stool and running her hand through her blonde hair. “Age is just a number, Adam. Come on, just one, then we’ll call it a night, I promise. No funny business.”

I sighed. There was nothing else to say to her. Everything inside of me screamed to tell her she had to leave, that she needed to find another place to live, that this situation wasn’t healthy for either of us, that it could easily go south, but I couldn’t do that to Josh. He trusted me enough to leave her with me and I felt like any actions besides ensuring she had a place to sleep and food to eat was a betrayal of that trust.

“I’ll have a club soda,” I reached into the fridge and grabbed a can, then poured it into my glass as she stared at me, annoyed. She took a sip of the whisky and grimaced and I laughed. I realized she was playing at being an adult, trying on the outfit, but completely unprepared to wear it. Beneath the tough, sexy veneer, she was scared and I couldn’t take advantage of that.

“So what are your plans, if you’re not going back to school?” I sipped my drink, then looked at the clock. I’d give her twenty minutes, then I was out.

“I don’t know,” she purred, taking another drink and grimacing again. It would’ve been funny in a script, watching a guy like me turn down a woman who looked like her, but it didn’t feel that funny and I felt bad for her. “If nothing else, I can always strip.”

“Jesus,” I said. “Look, Kinsey.” I paused. I had no advice to give, no words that would change everything for her and make her choose the right path. “I know how you feel, well, in a way, and honestly, you need to take a step back and think about what you’re going to do now. Even if you don’t want to go to university, you could maybe go to nursing school or trade school or something…”

I was flailing, that wasn’t what I meant to say and she narrowed her eyes, my boring adult lecture not what she wanted to hear. “I just need some time to think about it. I mean, I could just stay here with you.” She chewed on her full lower lip, then tilted her head. “I really like you and I think you like me too.”

I swallowed. The conversation wasn’t going in the direction it needed to go, which was: yes, I have a plan and I will be moving out of here in X number of days so that you can get back to that thing you were calling a life.

“Kinsey, I like you…you seem like a very nice girl, but I’m not looking for that sort of situation right now. There’s a lot going on in my life and I don’t have the bandwidth for a, uh, relationship?”

I wasn’t even sure what she was proposing, but it sounded complicated and I was at the point where I needed to de-clutter, not add fuel to the fire.

“No, it would be super easy, Adam. I’d live here with you, and you know, we could do whatever you want…” Her voice was low and sultry and my body was responding to her against my will. Just thinking about what it would be like to touch that soft skin, to taste her was making my thoughts drift to places they had no business going.

Fuck. I need to get out of here.

“You can stay here as long as you need to, but I don’t want you to feel any sort of obligation.” I finished the soda, then put the glass in the sink and tossed the can into the recycling bin. “This is a favor to my son and there are no strings attached. I just need you to think about the future.”

She stared down at her glass and moved it across the smooth surface. I thought that maybe I’d gotten to her, that she was actually considering what I said.

“That doesn’t mean that we can’t fuck.” Her blue eyes cut through me as she said that, and I realized that, no, it hadn’t. I ignored what she said, whistling for Regis as I turned and walked into the bedroom.

“Anyway, see you in the morning.” I said, closing the door firmly behind me and securing the lock.

Regis jumped into the messy bed, running around in circles a few times before settling down. I slid in next to him, my mind racing and grabbed a book from the pile next to me, but couldn’t concentrate. Why would she say something like that? It made me sad, and I wondered if I should tell Josh. Maybe he could talk to her, get her to calm down, but I didn’t want to admit what was going on. Maybe he’d think I was making it up, that I was taking advantage of her when all she needed was a place to stay.

The words on the page kept running together, and I tossed the book aside and turned off the light. After a few minutes, I finally managed to doze off and fell into a deep, dark sleep.


nine


The bright, morning sun was relentless and even though I wanted to drift back into the fantastic dream that I’d already forgotten, it wasn’t going to happen. I groaned and Regis yawned and I looked at my phone. There were a few messages, but only one that I was interested in.

Sorry I haven’t been in touch. My friend is enforcing the no phone policy like a fascist dictator. How’s Regis? Is everything alright?

The world froze, and my heart was beating like a jackhammer in my chest. I hated how happy that text made me and I wanted to reply, but didn’t know what to say.

“Your mom says hi,” I mumbled to Regis, and he wagged his fluffy tail furiously like he understood, but I was pretty sure he just wanted breakfast. I needed to take a leak but dreaded going out. “It’s my goddamn house.”

Those words energized me, and I tugged on a pair of shorts and walked into the living room. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find, but everything looked normal and I was relieved. I made a pit stop at the bathroom, then walked towards the kitchen to start some coffee.

I glanced at the sofa and saw Kinsey laying on it, her mouth open and her tongue out slightly as she breathed softly. I unlocked the back door and tried to be quiet as I left, but as soon as she heard movement, her eyes flew open.

“Morning…” she mumbled, yawning as she stretched and rolled onto her back. Her cut out t-shirt was barely covering her tits, and I looked away as she sat up and grinned at me.

At least she didn’t seem upset.

“I’m going to take Regis out,” I said even though the statement was completely unnecessary.

“Okay. I’ll make some coffee.”

“Fine.” That came out more harshly than I planned but I let it go and opened the door and Regis rushed out onto the beach. By the time we got back it was almost nine and I wanted to be out of the gym before noon. I grabbed a cup of coffee and went into my room to get dressed.

It felt like the situation with Kinsey had sorted itself out and maybe all she needed was to talk. I had to do some laundry and pulled out my last clean pair of gym shorts and tugged them on. When I turned around, Kinsey was sprawled out on my bed, her long tan legs stretched and toes pointed as she rolled onto her side and rested her head on her hand.

“This bed is way more comfy than mine. That’s why I had to sleep on the sofa last night.” Her shirt was dipping dangerously low and when she noticed me staring, she smiled. I hated how effortlessly sexy she was; hated that I wanted to fuck her so badly and that she wanted it too, or at least thought that she wanted it. Logically I knew she didn’t. She was testing the waters, teasing me, doing that thing that all women her age did where they oozed sex and lust and desire and made you want them. Everything about the situation was so fucked and if it wasn’t actually happening to me, I’d tell the guy who claimed it was happening to him that he’d lost his goddamn mind. “Maybe I could sleep here tonight?”

“I have to go,” I said, immediately looking away, that she wasn’t getting her way clearly bothering her. She huffed, then groaned and rolled onto her back. I wanted to fuck her more than anything else in this awful world, but her annoyed reaction almost made the fact that I wasn’t going to get my dick wet worth it.

“I’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Where are you going?” she asked, hopping off the bed and following me into the living room.

“Listen, Kinsey, you’re a very sweet girl, but we can’t just do what we want all the time. Life doesn’t work that way.”

“Why not?” she pouted, the question asked in the way that only someone her age could, with complete and total ignorance of why doing everything you wanted to wasn’t always the best idea.

“Because, people could get hurt.”

“What people? I don’t see anyone else here.” She looked around, smiling, and I rolled my eyes.

“Well, you — for one. Me, too. I don’t want to start something that’s going to be over before it begins.”

“It’s just a lay, there’s no commitment. Sometimes you need to get that energy out.” She approached me and I hated the fact that she was wearing me down. “Besides, when was the last time you got lucky with anyone but your hand?”

I was mildly insulted and considered ignoring her question completely, but my pride got the better of me.

“Last week, actually.”

I immediately regretted saying that.

“Ooh, tell me about it.” Her eyes sparkled and Regis scratched at the door, giving me a much needed excuse to end the conversation. I shoved my phone in my pocket and retrieved the leash from the counter.

“This conversation is over.” I said and opened the door onto the porch. Regis bolted out, and I didn’t look at her as I shut the door behind me. The whole thing was flattering, but I had a feeling that her interest had nothing to do with me. She was looking for approval, someone to fawn over her and while I didn’t mind being nice to her, she was just too young and I wasn’t into being anyone’s surrogate daddy figure.

The breeze was warm and I let it wash over me, breathing in the sea air. I scrolled through my emails, deleting the junk and saving the industry news stuff for later. I had to get serious again if I wanted the deal with Chris to work out. Maybe I’d quarantine myself in my bedroom later and get myself up to speed on some of his other TV shows.

Regis was sniffing another dog, and I pushed the phone into my pocket, making small talk with the man observing the encounter. Kinsey would probably calm down after a day or two, but if not, I’d need to find her a new situation. I couldn’t deal with the distraction and somewhere in the back of my mind, I kept telling myself that she was putting my relationship with Courtney at risk, even though there was no relationship with Courtney.

The sniff-fest ended with no clear victor and I waved at the guy, then followed Regis down the beach. My phone buzzed in my pocket and I fished it out then looked at the screen. It was my buddy, Sean. He worked in the film production department at the City University of LA and had been chasing me for years about participating in his screenwriting workshop. I figured it was time for my annual ‘No, thank you’, and answered.

“Hey man, what’s up?”

“Good? How you doing?” He was in his car. I could hear his kids screaming in the background and flinched when one of them let out a particularly ear-piercing shriek. “Sorry. Keep it down back there, I’m on a call.”

The noise subsided somewhat, and I prepared the usual spiel: I’m too busy, I appreciate you thinking of me, Maybe some other time.

“Anyway, you know why I’m calling, so I’ll cut to the chase. I’d gotten Seth Phillips to come in for our screenwriter’s seminar, but there was a family emergency and he had to leave. I know you’re not interested, but this would be an extremely temporary situation, six weeks max, and the money’s good. We have a lot of attendees this year…”

He was giving me the hard sell. I hated the hard sell.

I exhaled and tried to work up the courage to give him a definitive no. We’d been friends for years, almost since we both broke into the business, but he decided that working on set was too much and took a job teaching.

“I know what you always say…”

“Those who can’t do, teach,” I responded with a laugh as I massaged my temple and tried to come up with a good reason why I couldn’t do it, but I honestly had none and could use the money. Universities paid well and on time and just thinking about the lawyer fees, even for an uncontested divorce, was giving me heart palpitations.

“Okay, you called me at a good time, man.” I groaned. “When do I start?”

“Fantastic. I was dreading having to call Fergie. The workshop starts tomorrow. Your segment is two hours, but we’ll be doing an end of the day seminar and I’d really appreciate it if you could commit to attending that at least twice a week.”

“Tomorrow?” Having to be somewhere felt like a nightmare and my general disdain for office work hit me in waves. The idea of being stuck in a small room for hours at a time was making me feel nauseous and I wished I could back out, but I knew Seth would never let me hear the end of it. “I’ve got a tentative meeting next week with some producers, so maybe it would be better if I took a rain check…”

“No problem, we’ll work around your schedule. This is great, the students are going to be really excited. Anyway, I’ve got to go. I’ll send you details and see you in the morning.”

He yelled at his kids as he hung up and I groaned, wanting to chuck my phone into the ocean, but ultimately deciding against it as frustration surged through me. I’d tried teaching before and it didn’t go well, but a lot had changed since then and I had to start making sacrifices. I whistled for Regis and headed back to the bungalow, hoping I could enjoy my day of freedom before it all came to a screeching halt.

Kinsey was nowhere to be seen, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I poured myself a cup of coffee and retreated to my bedroom, closing the door firmly behind me. I had an hour before I was supposed to meet Devin and decided to watch an episode of Chris’ last series. It was a police procedural and even though their popularity had waned recently; I knew they were still his big moneymakers and the syndication residuals were extremely nice.

The title card for the first episode splashed onto the screen and I rolled my eyes as the camera focused on a drug den. I’d done some research for one of my previous films and the layout was all wrong. I grabbed my notebook and a pen and started scratching down notes and an idea congealed and my attention drifted away from the action on the screen and into my own thoughts.

By the time the end credits ran, I was so lost in the first few scenes of a story idea that I had to force myself back to reality. The wheels in my head were turning, and I felt energized.

I got dressed and rushed out of my room. Kinsey was sitting at the counter, scrolling on her phone and hopped off the stool, taking a few steps closer when she saw me. The situation with her was getting old, and I needed to talk to Josh about finding something else if I was going to get any work done.

“Where are you going?”

“Into town, to the gym. Want to come?” Even though I wanted to limit my exposure, I couldn’t just abandon her here.

“Yes!” she said excitedly, and I immediately felt bad about my desire to distance myself. She didn’t have anyone else and I could at least be friendly. That didn’t hurt and maybe she just needed some support to get back on the right track. “Give me two minutes.”

“I’ll be outside.” I motioned towards the door and watched her race into the bedroom. I was already running late and made an executive decision that if she wasn’t ready in five minutes, I’d leave without her.

I started the car, and it roared to life as I gave it a little gas, then honked. This was the last free day I would have for a while and I had a list of things a mile long that I needed to get done.

“Come on,” I mumbled to myself, looking at the clock on the dashboard, then flipping around between a few radio stations. Right when I was about to leave, Kinsey shot out, racing down the three steps, then sliding into the passenger seat.

“Sorry, but thanks.” She smiled, sliding on a pair of Wayfarers and buckling her seatbelt as I shifted the car into reverse and backed out. “So what’s your plan?”

“Gym, grocery store, lunch. What about you?” She crinkled her nose at the list.

“I really hate the gym.”

Of course she did. Only someone like her would naturally have a body like that.

“Maybe I’ll go to the cafe and read or something.” She rolled down the window and rested her arm on the sill. Her long tan legs stuck out of her tiny cutoffs and I tried not to stare, but she noticed me looking and gave me a triumphant grin. “I’ll buy you lunch. How about that?”

“No thanks,” I said as I downshifted and slowed to make the turn into town. I could be nice, but had to keep my distance, so she didn't get the wrong idea. I couldn't afford to be an outlet for her daddy issues and as appealing as that was in theory, having Josh never speak to me again was a major concern, not to mention the fact that Kim would literally rake me over the coals for being with someone our son’s age.

“What?” Kinsey asked as we slowed down at the first stoplight.

“What what?”

“You look like you’re having a pretty intense conversation with yourself.” I chuckled, shaking my head like she was insane.

“Just going through a list of things I need to do. When you’re an adult, you have responsibilities.” I meant it as a joke, but immediately felt bad about how harshly it came out. “Sorry, didn’t mean it that way.”

“I’m an adult,” she said, crossing her arms and pushing her lower lip into a sexy pout before running her hand through her short blonde hair and shifting in the seat. “I’m just trying to figure some things out.”

I kept the choice response about maybe finding a job and moving out like an adult to myself, but she knew I was thinking it and I felt guilty. She was young and was going through some shit and even though I owed her nothing, I shouldn’t be acting like a prick. The light changed, and I peeled off, slamming through the gears, trying to think of something else to say.

“I’ll be starting a new job tomorrow. If you need to go somewhere in LA, I can drop you off for a few hours,” I offered, and she responded with an irate huff.

The traffic slowed again, and all I wanted to do was get out of the car and away from her. She was obviously pissed, and I was rambling and even though I figured that maybe her being upset would get her off my back, I didn’t want her feeling shitty over a stupid comment that I had made out of frustration.

Her sudden silence was worse than the constant flirtation and as I finally pulled into a spot outside the gym, I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Look, Kinsey…” I didn’t have time to apologize before she opened the door and jumped out, storming down the sidewalk and I exhaled in frustration.
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“I was worried you weren’t coming today,” Devin stared at the clock and I mumbled something about car issues. “Let’s get moving.”

I was mostly familiar with the routine and dropped my stuff in the locker room, grabbed a towel, then got on the treadmill. I enjoyed running on the treadmill way more than the beach. The machine made me feel like I was accomplishing something, not just turning into a sweaty, weak mess, covered in sand for my neighbors to mock. I stared at myself in the mirror, adjusting my posture as the meters ticked past and by the time I was done, I felt good, the earlier issue with Kinsey pushed to the back of my mind where it belonged.

“Drink some water,” Devin said, then started the cooldown timer, giving me a few minutes to hydrate and rest and I wiped the sweat off my forehead, half-listening to some dumb story Devin was telling me about his girlfriend. “I like her a lot, but she just gets on my nerves sometimes, you know?”

“You’re young, man. If you’re not happy, just move on.” My advice felt lame, but I had to say something and he shook his head.

“She’s too hot, and the sex is so tight. She begs me to fuck her in the ass and the blowjobs are fantastic. It’s like she went to school or something for it.”

“Huh,” I mumbled, not sure how to respond, so I pointed towards the weights. “Where do you want to start?”

We cycled through the free weights, then took a break, then ended with the tire, which I hated with a flaming passion. Devin moaned the whole time about his girlfriend and at the end of the session, I told him I’d need to cut back on the training, which suddenly felt like a blessing in disguise.

“That’s good news, though. College girls are hot as hell.” Devin licked his lips and crossed his arms as he thought about the possibilities and I shook my head and laughed.

“Yeah, well, I mean, it’s not really allowed in my situation, so…”

“But, I’m sure you’ll be thinking about it,” Devin said, and I shrugged, then stared out the window. Kinsey was leaning against my car and I was relieved that I wouldn’t have to track her down.

“Maybe,” I finally gave in, then shook his hand before going to the locker room for a quick shower. By the time I returned to the car, a random guy was talking to Kinsey and irrational jealousy surged through me. He was a few years older than her and had floppy brown hair and one of those cocky smiles that made me want to sucker punch him. He was wearing a loose linen shirt and shorts and goddamnit, I hated him so much.

I got closer and cleared my throat.

“Ready?” I said to Kinsey, and the guy stared at me.

“This your dad?” he asked and the urge to punch him increased exponentially.

“No,” she giggled, the afternoon sun casting a shadow on . “My ex’s dad.”

“Cool,” the asshole replied, looking at me for a few seconds, then turning his attention back to Kinsey. “Want to go get a drink? My name’s Lucas, by the way.”

I couldn’t believe the wave of jealousy that hit me like a tsunami. It was all-consuming and the fact that I was actually upset that this guy was flirting with her in front of me swept to the forefront and my anger surged.

“Maybe,” she said, then looked at me. “Would you be okay with that, Daddy?”

The guy cocked his eyebrow and crossed his arms, uncertain about the situation he’d just stumbled upon.

Kinsey stares at the random guy, teasing him, her eyes drifting between the two men, knowing that she has full control of the situation. The mood between the three is tense and deep down, Adam desperately hopes she chooses him. He stays calm, but unnerved…

Completely and totally unnerved.

“What? Uh…” I could feel myself getting red. The situation had gotten out of control. “You can do whatever you want, but I’m going back home.” I shoved my key into the driver’s side door, unlocking it and getting inside. As I turned the engine over, I saw her get out her phone and exchange contact info with Lucas before waving goodbye and sliding into the passenger seat.

Why the hell did she say that?

“What the fuck was that?” I asked, still flustered. That one little word was such a fucking turn on and I didn’t know why. I shifted into gear and pulled out of the parking space and onto the main street, heading towards the edge of town. I needed groceries and was starving but I had to get out of there before I exploded.

“Did you like it?” She shifted in her seat, rubbing her bare thighs together and I hated that I was getting harder by the second, hated that I was losing control over someone who was completely and totally off limits. I couldn’t stop replaying that scene in my head.

“Daddy?” She unhooked her seatbelt and faced me, sliding her tongue over her lips as she tugged up the hem of her t-shirt, twisting it around her finger as she slid it away from her taut stomach, then pulling it up and revealing one of her small breasts. My mouth went dry as she pinched her soft pink nipple, her eyes locked on me as she gauged the effect she was having.

“Don’t call me that.” I mumbled, my body suddenly overheating as I forced my attention back to the road. She knew what she was doing, and I gripped the steering wheel, telling myself that I wanted her to stop, but knowing that deep inside, I absolutely didn’t.

“You don’t like it?” I slowed to a stop at the red light, before turning right and merging onto the highway to my house. I needed to diffuse the situation, even though my body was absolutely betraying me in every way. I pulled into the parking spot in front of my house, then got out, not waiting for her. I hurried Regis outside for a quick walk, then ignored her stare as I grabbed my laptop and made a beeline for my room.

“I’m going to work for a few hours. Order some food if you're hungry.” I said, and she shrugged and pouted before collapsing onto the sofa and flipping on the television.

I shut the door and Regis hopped onto my bed and I turned on my computer and plugged in the headphones, navigating to one of Chris’ older shows, finding the first episode and pressing play, hoping the distraction would get me to stop thinking about Kinsey, about the shit she’d said and the fact that I wanted her so badly that it physically hurt and how easy it would be and how wrong it all was.

“What’s wrong with me?” I asked Regis, and he stared, his black eyes empty and I shoved the earbuds in my ears, then pressed play.

This series was bad, a police procedural that was significantly worse than the first and I scrubbed my way through it. When I heard a loud crash in the living room, I realized things were escalating.
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Kinsey grips a gaudy decorative vase in her hand as Adam emerges from his bedroom, annoyance etched clearly on his face. He’s upset, but not about the fact that Kinsey is destroying his property. He never liked the object she holds in her hand and wills her to do it, to destroy that part of his life that he could never dispose of himself. She’s freeing him from his past and he wants it, but is terrified about what comes next.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I screamed as Regis peered out of my bedroom, then immediately retreated, scared by the commotion that Kinsey was causing. When she picked up another of Kim’s vases, holding it over her head, part of me wanted her to destroy it, to break it into a thousand pieces and exorcise Kim’s spirit from the house, but I also was completely aware that she was trying to get attention and I didn’t want to indulge her. “Don’t do it.”

“What are you going to do about it, Daddy?” she teased, releasing the vase into her other hand as I held out my hands, then took a few steps closer. “I don’t think you like this anyway. It’s tacky.”

As she said that, she released it from her other hand and it crashed against the hardwood floor, shattering into a hundred pieces. It was cathartic, I’d always hated that vase, but I couldn’t let Kinsey do whatever she wanted and as she made her way towards another on the bookshelf against the far wall, I reached out and grabbed her arm, then pulled her towards me.

“What’s wrong with you?” Her eyes widened slightly, and I realized how close she was, that I could smell her perfume. In an instant, I was perched on the back of the sofa and had her over my knee. I yanked up the thin shorts, exposing the plump mound of her perfectly round ass and as my hand met her skin with a sharp slap, I heard her gasp.

I'd never done anything like that before. I wasn't a disciplinarian or a tyrant; I was a relatively chill guy who had enough, and as I made contact again, a moan escaped her lips.

“Are you going to behave?” I asked, and she squirmed on my knee as I released her arm, staying put as she adjusted her body on top of me and I felt blood surge into my cock. I was so fucking turned on and I hated myself for it, hated that this was happening and hated that I knew exactly where it was going to go from here.

A line had been crossed, and there was no turning back.

“I think you need to do it again, Daddy.” I knew she wanted it and gave in, slapping the smooth, bare flesh with my open palm, leaving behind a red mark as she whimpered and arched her back.

“I told you not to call me that,” I growled, horny and angry and thinking about the way her body would feel writhing beneath mine as I gave her what she wanted. I clenched my fist, then pushed her off me. She was baiting me and I hated it. I stood, burying my face in my hands as I tried to calm down. I gripped the counter, then turned around and saw her moving towards me, a feline smile curling her lips.

“Did you like that?” I asked as she lowered herself to her knees, pressing her lips against my crotch and I closed my eyes and inhaled. Maybe if I just gave her what she wanted, she’d leave me alone.

Goddammit. Who the fuck was I kidding, I wanted it too.

“You're in charge here, Adam. Tell me what you want me to do. I'm all yours.” Her fingers gripped my zipper, releasing it slowly. I was so turned on and there was no hiding it, no pretending that I didn't want this. It was just too fucking hot — I knew that it was wrong, and I knew that I could lose everything, but I was tired of trying to do the right thing and needed to just let it happen.

“I want you to take my dick between those pretty little lips, Kinsey.” I cradled her face in my hand as she smiled, biting her lip and releasing the top button on my shorts. A chill rattled through me. It was so bad, but as she pulled my rock hard cock out of my shorts, then slid her pink tongue along the seam, there was no going back. “And suck it like your life depends on it.”

She nodded her eyes wide, pupils dilated, and I reached down, tangling my fingers in her short blonde hair, pulling her head back and giving her one last chance to get out.

“You’re sure you want to do this? There’s no going back from here.” Her blue eyes widened and she licked her pink, pouty lips seductively and gave me a feline smile. I couldn’t figure out why she wanted to do this so badly, but did it matter? “Open wide.”

It wasn’t me talking; I wasn’t that guy, but I did it anyway and when she opened her mouth, I pushed myself inside. It felt good, so fucking good and it wasn’t just her sucking on my cock, it was her willingness to listen to me, that she wanted me to dominate her.

“Jesus,” I moaned as I pushed deeper and she gagged, but I kept going, forcing myself deeper, making her take more. She loved it and kept her gaze focused on me as I fucked her mouth, going deeper with every thrust and trying to hold back so I could enjoy every second.

As I hit the back of her throat, the phone rang and I saw Courtney’s name pop up onto the screen.

“Fuck,” I moaned, and considered ignoring it.

“Aren’t you going to answer that,” Kinsey purred, sliding her tongue around my crown then flattening it against the tip as I shuddered. I wanted to talk to Courtney, wanted to hear her voice, but I felt incredibly guilty about what was happening.

“Hello,” I croaked as I answered, then pulled the phone to my ear. Kinsey’s mouth was working overtime, and I had to force myself to concentrate on the voice on the other end as her tongue wrapped around me and the suction increased with each bob of her head.

“Hi Adam. Just calling to check in.”

“It’s…” — oh God — “it’s good to hear from you. How’s…uh, how’s the retreat?” Kinsey sucked one of my balls between her lips, then leaned back, pulling off her tiny t-shirt. Her small, tight breasts popped out and I swallowed, then looked away, trying not to imagine sucking the soft pink nipples that brushed against my knees as she took me into her mouth again.

“Is now a bad time?” Courtney asked, and I swallowed, wanting to tell her that I’d talk to her later, but her voice relaxed me and I tried not to stare as Kinsey twirled her tongue around my crown and made my breath catch in my throat.

“No, now’s fine. Regis is doing great.”

“Good, I feel so bad about just dumping him on you like that and…” she paused and irrational guilt surged through me. “I really miss you.”

“Jesus…” I moaned as I slid into Kinsey’s throat. “Me too.” It wasn’t a lie, I did miss her. I liked her way more than I wanted to admit, but the current situation caused all of the guilt inside of me to bubble to the surface. I didn’t deserve her and I should break it off now, let her know that she was into a guy who was a complete and total asshole and was currently getting an amazing blowjob from a woman who had previously dated his son.

“I told my friend that I’m leaving early,” she paused again and I heard voices in the background. “Shit. Anyway, I’ll be back in a few days. I…” she lowered her voice. “I can’t wait to see you. Honestly, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what happened.”

There it was, the sentence I'd so desperately wanted to hear, and I had no clue how to react.

“Me too,” I finally said and as she told me goodbye, I hung up and put the phone back on the counter.

“Who was that?” Kinsey asked as she pulled away with a pop.

“A friend,” I said as I tangled my hand in her hair and yanked her onto her feet, then kissed her roughly, gripping her breast in my hand before tugging off my shirt and pushing her onto the counter.

“What’s her name?”

I didn’t feel like talking, there was nothing to say. Kinsey wanted this, and I was weak and caving in. It was unhealthy and wrong and I hoped that if I gave her what she thought she wanted, I could move on. She would lose interest and maybe I could still be with Courtney and we would all be satisfied.

That was impossible, I knew it and I pushed her over the counter, tugging her shorts down and staring at the red marks on her ass. It was so sexy and made me feel like I’d claimed her, that she was mine. As I bent over, sliding my hand between her thighs and into her slick slit, I whispered into her ear.

“This is what you wanted, right?” She nodded furiously, and I kicked her thighs further apart, then plunged in.

She was so impossibly tight and wetter than I could've imagined, and each thrust caused her to cry out as she gripped the counter, her tight ass slapping against me as I drove deeper, not ready for it to be over.

I was angry. Angry at myself, angry at her, angry that I wasn’t able to control my worst impulses, that I couldn’t tell her no and send her back to Josh. I’d dug myself into a hole I wouldn’t be able to escape and now Courtney acted like she was interested in something more than a one-time thing. There was no way she’d put up with Kinsey and I hoped that I could end whatever the hell this was before she got back.

As I slammed into her, gripping her thin hips and roughly pinching her soft nipples, I felt her clench around me and couldn't hold back any longer. I pulled out, shooting my load onto her back and watching as my cum leaked down her ass and onto the hardwood floor.

I couldn't believe what I'd done or how good I felt. I wasn't the man I thought I was, and I wondered if things could ever be the same again. I slapped her ass as I took a step back and she laughed; the sound filling the small house.

It was already dark outside, and I was exhausted. I got dressed in silence and took Regis out, Kinsey's gaze following me as she stood, naked, and watched. She was still like that when I got back inside and I motioned towards my bedroom.

“I'm going to sleep.”

“Can I stay with you?” she asked sweetly, and I nodded.

“Give me your phone,” I said, and she tossed it towards me. I scrolled through the names until I found Lucas, then blocked the number and deleted him. A rush of power surged through me and I handed it back to her as she snuggled next to me, resting her head on my chest and I stroked her hair, wondering how I was going to deal with everything that was suddenly happening and if it was all heading towards something I wouldn’t be able to control.
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The Favor

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DFJF5WXJ

When I met Rico Stone, I had no idea what he did for a living. He was just a guy who liked to climb and didn't mind spending a ton of money to do it.


Now he's invited me to visit him in LA and I reluctantly agree to go and see how he lives. On arrival, I'm immediately thrust into the center of the adult film universe and a lifestyle I could only imagine. Then Rico introduces me to two incredible women and I have no idea that my life is about to change forever.


Brooklyn is the hottest woman I've ever met and when she finally lets down the barrier she's put up, I realize that she needs a connection as much as me. Emily is sweet and smart and exactly who I've been looking for all these years.


Maybe it's time for a change. Maybe I've found a new life?
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