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The Best Places on the Internet



If you enjoy harem books as much as I do, these are the best places to find incredible recs.

Dukes of Harem: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

Romance for Men: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/Romance_for_men/

r/Harem: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/Harem/

Harem-Lit.com
https://harem-lit.com


The story so far...



My life was falling apart. My wife of twenty years wanted a divorce and my career was in a backslide. All I had left was my car and the bungalow on the California coast that my grandfather had built. Life was looking grim and I anticipated spending the rest of my life alone.

Then I met Courtney, my neighbor. She was sunshine, a bright light in my dreary life and against all odds we hit it off. Then she left on a wellness retreat in the desert and the only thing I had to remember her was her dog, Regis. I waited for her to call, but she didn't and I assumed that what happened between us was a one time thing.

When my son, Josh, asked me to let a friend of his stay with me for a few weeks, I wasn't excited, but wanted to help him out. Kinsey was cool and crazy and the exact opposite of what I needed, or so I thought.

Two new job opportunities threatened to shake everything up and I realized that things were changing, even if I wasn't ready.


Chapter 1



“The key to writing believable characters is to give them a goal, something to strive for, but that goal has to be commensurate with the other factors that we already know about the character, which is where motivation comes in. The character needs to have some sort of motivation to achieve their goal. Is it a lifelong dream? Did their dying parents want them to do the thing? What is moving them ahead? The last element of effective character development is conflict. What is preventing them from achieving their goal?”

I stood, rolling up my sleeves and grabbing a marker from my desk as I walked to the whiteboard and wrote Goal, Motivation & Conflict across the top. We were halfway through my last day of my first week as a guest lecturer, and I was ready for a few days off.

“Let’s create a character arc using these three building blocks. What’s our character’s name?”

“Bertha.” One of the slacker guys in the back shouted, and I rolled my eyes, writing Bertha on the left side of the board.

“Okay. So we’ve got Bertha. What is Bertha’s goal?”

“She could be an athlete who trained for years to win the championship in her chosen sport.” A serious woman in the front row offered a fairly obvious response. I liked her eyes; they were soft and brown, and she hung on every word I said as she frantically scribbled notes. It was flattering.

“Anyone else?” I waited a few seconds, hoping for something more interesting, but of course no one had any better ideas. “Ok, let’s go with that.”

I wrote Athlete below Bertha.

“What sport is she competing in?”

“Slalom,” another girl chimed in, this one a pretty redhead with dimples and sparkling green eyes. I tried not to stare at the freckles dotting her nose and wrote Slalom below Athlete.

“Now, let’s figure out some goals.” I waited, the marker drying in my hand as I looked around. “What would a skier want…”

“To win the Olympics.” The slouchy guy in the back shouted, and under Goal I wrote Olympics.

“Ok, Bertha the slalom skier wants to win the Olympics. Who wants to go see that movie?” I asked, and the group laughed. “There are movies that do this well, they are called documentaries. We’re not here to make documentaries, are we?”

There were a few head shakes. That was the best I could hope for.

“Can a character ever just want to be happy?” A familiar voice asked, and I turned to see Kinsey seated in the back row. She had slipped in at some point, and seeing her sitting there made me smile uncontrollably. I cleared my throat and tried to get back to business.

“If you want characters searching for the meaning of life, go watch an art film.” That got a laugh, and I returned to the board.

“I agree that the ultimate goal is the Olympic medal, but movies like this are usually about more than the ultimate goal. They’re about character growth, so let’s decide on a secondary goal.” I stand at the whiteboard, waiting for a response. “Is there anything else about this person other than the desire to win a gold medal?”

“Maybe she’s in love with her coach,” Kinsey shouted, and I looked back at the class.

“Any other ideas?” I didn’t want to indulge Kinsey. She had been behaving for the past few days, but I knew she could start acting up at any time.

“No, that sounds interesting. The romance aspect could be a nice B-Story,” the girl with the dark eyes said, and I wrote in love with her coach under goal.

“Alright, so we have Bertha, who’s a skier who is in love with her coach and wants to win the gold medal in the Olympics. That’s already a more interesting movie right?” The girls nod and the guys smirk. “See, it becomes a completely different story now that we’ve added that layer. Later this week we’ll dip more into writing to market, but for now, let’s finish up the Motivation and Conflict for Bertha.”

“The best scenes need to up the stakes: reveal a flaw, add information that could derail the main character or some sort of outside force that’s previously unknown. The first two, Goal and Motivation, are self explanatory, but the conflict can be more difficult to suss out. What could be a conflict arc in Bertha’s story?”

“Forbidden love,” Kinsey shouts. “She can’t date her coach.”

The girls in the class visibly swoon and the guys groan.

“Audiences love the idea of the forbidden, but we ultimately have to look at who the film is for. Are we writing this as family fare or are we going older. Creativity is important, but marketability is ultimately key if you want to succeed.” I turn around and glance at the rows of faces staring directly at me and feel like they all know what I’ve done, that they’re judging me. “We tend to avoid talking about that as artists, but the most successful writers know exactly who they’re writing for and craft their work for that audience”

A hand shoots up in the back, and I point. What the hell is her name? “Yes, uh, you.”

“Should marketability come into the equation before we start writing?”

“It doesn’t hurt,” I say, struggling to think of an example. “There was a script I worked on about ten years ago. The story was solid, like fascinating stuff, but it jumped between thriller and horror and romance, ended up getting a thousand rewrites and was ultimately never produced. This is the nightmare scenario and what you want to avoid. That’s why going into any project with intentionality is key to hitting the finish line.”

The girl nodded, and I returned to the whiteboard, writing Forbidden Love beneath Conflict.

“So we have the conflict, but what’s her motivation? Why is she so driven to win?” I ask.

“Maybe one of her parents was a skier and they pushed her towards that.” The redhead said, and I shrugged, waiting for something better.

“That could be interesting, anything else?”

“A rival? Maybe there’s another skier who always beats her and she wants to win. That could set up a nice moment of doubt sequence.” One guy offered, and I wrote both things on the board, then glanced at the clock.

“Ok, we’re out of time for today. We’ll pick this back up on Monday. Have a good weekend.”


Chapter 2



I didn’t have a dedicated office. Sean had assigned the cohort of guest lecturers a nook to share, but that nook had a door with a lock, and as Kinsey shoved me against the wall and sank down on her knees in front of me, I was grateful for that small luxury.

Then I remembered I had to end whatever in the hell this was. I’d resolved to do it the night before when I had her pressed up against the wall of the shower, balls deep inside that tight little pussy with her moans filling the small room. I’d also promised myself that I was going to do it when she woke me up with the best blow job I’d ever had and when I shot my load into her throat and she licked my cock clean, I knew that even though it was the best I’d ever felt or would probably ever feel again; I was fully aware that all of it was so, so very wrong in every way.

“Listen, Kinsey…” I said as she pulled down my zipper and my resolve flew through the open window above the desk and into the ether and disappeared like it never existed. It just felt too goddamned good and there was no reason to end it. I mean, she’s an adult, I’m an adult and we're both into it.

We’re just two adults having a little fun, right?

Right?

“What?” Her blue eyes locked with mine, and as I stared down at her, I just couldn’t fucking do it. It wasn’t just the sex, it was also her. She made me feel like a man again, like I mattered, and from what she’d told me, her life in Nebraska was beyond terrible. I couldn’t send her back to that.

“Nothing, just, uh…” I couldn’t think, my head was swimming, and I tangled my fingers in her hair, shoving my cock back into her mouth as she took all of me, her head bobbing back and forth as her tongue worked overtime.

I knew it was a bad idea to do this here, but I couldn’t hold back. Kinsey was loud. She liked to moan and even though I covered her mouth with my hand, I was positive that the entire faculty of the film school knew exactly what was happening in the film department.

I pulled her up, kissing her before turning us both around and tugging up her skirt. She wasn't wearing panties, and I thought about her sitting in class, her bare pussy wet with anticipation about what was going to happen afterwards. She’d probably been thinking about this when she asked that question, and as I gripped her ass, lifting her up and sliding inside of her, the sensation of her pussy closing around me was profound beyond words.

It was like a religious experience, fucking her, the closest I’d get to one anyway, and I tugged up her shirt as she arched her back against the wall and sucked on one of her soft pink nipples. I walked her towards a filing cabinet in the back of the room and sat her down, slowing as we kissed, our tongues entwined as she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me closer.

Her juices slid down the metal, the scent of sex filling the air along with her moans as I pumped, and suddenly her eyes sprang open. “You haven’t fucked me in the ass yet. I want you to do it now.”

Her voice was breathy and light, but she was serious, and I was unsure. She pushed me away with her feet, then hopped off the filing cabinet, then leaned over the desk, arching her back and spreading apart her perfect ass. I wanted it, but there were some logistical issues that couldn’t be ignored.

“I need it, Adam,” she begged, and my head swam as I tried to parse what she was asking.

“We'll do it later. We'll get some lube on the way home.”

“No, I don't want to wait. I'm dripping right now, just use that. Use your fingers to stretch me out first.”

She was so fucking wet and I stared down at the puckered hole, unsure. I didn’t want to hurt her, but she was begging me to do it, and I couldn't say no to anything she asked. I coated my fingers with her juices and pushed my index finger inside the tight opening. She relaxed, moaning softly, as I slid in and out and added my middle finger, then my ring finger, and I was so fucking hard I couldn't stand it.

“Ready?” I asked, and she nodded as I slid into her pussy, my fingers pressing through the thin layer of skin. I could feel them as I pushed deeper, then retreated before doing it again. She gasped in anticipation as I pulled out, giving myself a couple of strokes before pushing into her ass. Once the tip was in, I slid out, then back in, rocking myself slowly deeper as her moans grew louder and I broke into a sweat trying to hold back.

“Oh fuck, Jesus,” she gasped, her fingers wrapped around the edge of the desk, her back arched as I moved faster, the tight ring of her asshole gripping me, as I held onto her thin hips and gave her what she wanted. My balls slapped against her pussy and I reached around, fingering her clit as she squealed and quivered beneath me.

I felt a warm gush of fluid squirt out as her body jolted and I couldn’t hold back, erupting inside of her as I held onto the back of her neck, enjoying the last furtive strokes before pulling out and watching my creamy cum drip through her pink, sticky cunt, then down the inside of her smooth thighs and onto the floor.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and I wanted to remember it as I stood there, panting, and she steadied herself on the desk. She was beaming, absolutely fucking bewitching, and I leaned down to kiss her. As her cool tongue penetrated my lips, my dick stirred again, and I couldn’t believe what was happening to me. I was a guy who could barely get it up once a week, and here I was, wanting to go multiple times a day.

It’s funny how that works.

Post nut clarity suddenly hit, and I remembered where we were and that we should probably get dressed and out of here before one of my colleagues decided they needed the office.

“We should, uh…go…” I said, and Kinsey burst into a fit of giggles, reaching down and giving my soft cock a few challenging strokes.

“Are you sure you want to?” Her voice was like silk, and at that moment, I would’ve stayed holed up in there with her for the rest of my life, but I didn’t want to lose my job. I nodded, then kissed her again, dressed and grabbed someone’s towel from the back of a nearby chair and tried to clean up the mess we’d made. She watched, disappointed, but I was more than willing to pick up where we left off when we got home.

“This isn’t over,” I murmured as I leaned down to kiss her again, then threw my backpack over my shoulder, slowly opening the door and peering out to make sure the coast was clear. Once I was satisfied that we weren’t being observed, I grabbed her hand and pulled her into the hallway, making a beeline towards the exit so we could get home and continue what we started.

“Adam!” I froze, immediately recognizing the voice, then turned as I released Kinsey’s hand.

“Sean, how’s it going, man?” I actually hadn’t seen my friend who had hooked me up with the teaching gig since I started. Normally, I’d be happy to stand around and shoot the shit, but Kinsey looked bored, and I wasn't sure if he'd overheard what had just happened.

“Good.” He glanced at Kinsey, who was leaning against the wall next to the door, scrolling through her phone. “Is everything okay? You adjusting?”

“Everything’s great. Thanks for the opportunity.” I could tell from his sour expression that he assumed Kinsey was one of my students, which would make the entire situation way more messed up than it already was, but at least I hadn’t gone that far. “I’m actually enjoying it this time.”

“Great, we’ve gotten good initial feedback, but I just wanted to check to see if there was anything on our end that we could do to make the transition easier.”

“No, I think I’m good. I will have to take a day next week for a meeting, though. I hope that’s not a problem.”

“Not at all. Just let me know.” He rested his hands on his hips, trying not to look at Kinsey again. “Maybe we could get together for lunch. Let me know when you're free.”

“Definitely.” I smiled and shook his hand, my eyes following as he left the building.

Fuck. He knows Kim.

I wasn’t sure if he would actually say something to her about what he had most likely heard through the paper-thin walls, but I was more than a little concerned. He tells Kim. Kim gets pissed, tells Josh that his dad is fucking a college girl, and game over. Josh is smart; he’ll figure it out, and there’s no way he’d ever talk to me again.

I have to end this.


Chapter 3



“Ready to go, Daddy?” Kinsey whispered, her eyes sparkling as she shoved her phone into the pocket of her short skirt and gave me that smile, the one that made me melt. I resisted pulling her into my arms and kissing her right there. She had calmed down significantly since she finally got what she wanted, and I knew that every day we stayed together would make breaking up even more difficult.

“Yeah,” I nodded, steeling myself for the inevitable talk that had to occur, the one where I tell her I’ll help her find a place and even give her some money for the deposit, but that he has to move out and we can’t see each other again except maybe over coffee when she tells me she's moved on and is dating some guy and I’ll hate myself for letting the best thing that’s ever happened to me slip away.

That's what needed to occur, but it wasn't what I wanted. I shelved that discussion for later, and we left the building; the intense sunlight of late summer nearly blinding me as we strolled through the green, modern campus.

“You did a great job on your lecture,” she said as she gnawed on her index fingernail, her eyes trained straight ahead. “Writing is more difficult than I imagined.”

“It’s not really.” I shrugged. I never could take praise well. “There are some fundamentals that are important, but honestly just doing the thing is better than any lecture.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sometimes you just have to take a chance, write a script, even if it’s bad, and convince someone to take a look. You need to have words to show and if the story is good, rough spots can be buffed out, character arcs strengthened, whatever. It's a process. A long and boring process.” I was rambling, but writing was something I could talk about all day.

“So if I wanted to write a screenplay, you wouldn’t recommend that I take your class?”

“No, I mean,” I opened the door for her, and the cool air conditioning of the chemistry building slapped me in the face as we walked towards the adjacent parking lot. “Taking a class like this will help you learn how to better structure your work, but if you don’t have a good idea, then nothing you do is going to help. You have to start with something, a seed, then nurture it into a workable concept, then capture that in the lived experience of the characters — give them a backstory, a reason for growth.”

She stared at me as if she was actually interested in what I was saying, so I continued.

“Screenwriting is different than writing a book. An author builds the characters, the setting, the mood in the pages, but screenwriters hand over their work and have a director interpret it with not much more than words and script notes. Sometimes, they’ll make magic, sometimes they butcher it, but it’s mostly out of our hands once the words have been written.”

“I never thought about it that way,” she said as we wove through the cars in the parking lot. When we finally reached the Porsche, I unlocked the passenger door for Kinsey, watching as she slid in, then closing it behind her. I took a deep breath and got into the driver’s side, tossing my backpack into the back, then pulling on my seatbelt before turning the key.

The car roared to life, and I turned to face the gorgeous blonde seated next to me, gripping the steering wheel as if it was going to somehow save myself from what I was about to do.

“Look, Kinsey.” She stared at me, those big blue eyes looking directly into my soul.

“I don’t like that expression,” she said, running her hand through her short hair as she exhaled and leaned against the passenger door. She pushed out her lower lip, pouting, and I put the car into reverse, slowly backing out, then maneuvering towards the exit.

I needed to do it, to yank off the bandage and end the thing that was making me happy. The security gate lifted, and I merged out onto the busy street, trying to come up with a good opening salvo.

“I like you, a lot, but this thing between us isn’t right. We need to end it.”

That was it, basic, but at least I said it. Maybe she’d agree. Maybe she’d say: Yes, Adam, you’re correct. This is totally inappropriate, and I appreciate you letting me stay with you as long as you have. I’ll start looking for an apartment tomorrow, but until then, I want you to fuck my brains out.

“Why?” Her voice was low and soft, and I almost didn’t hear that sad little word as I turned onto the main road that would take us out of the city. There wasn’t much traffic, but I kept my eyes glued to the broken asphalt in front of me, positive that looking at her would cause me to lose my resolve.

“Because…” The myriad of reasons that I’d been chanting like a mantra slipped out of my mind, and I struggled to answer. “Because, you’re way too young, for one…”

“So what?”

Goddammit. I gripped the steering wheel, slowing down as I approached a red light; the motion of downshifting a welcome distraction.

“I’m at a very precarious time in my life right now, Kinsey. You dated my son, who already thinks I’m a loser and if my shark attorney ex, uh, wife, uh, whatever she is, finds out about this, she’s going to flay me, like literally skin me alive. I could lose everything, the bungalow, this car, anything I make in the future…”

Kinsey crossed her arms and fumed silently. It wasn’t going well, and I was flailing like a drowning victim in the ocean with no help in sight.

“I do like you, a lot, but you have to understand how this looks to other people.”

“How does it look?” Her gaze when she stared at me was accusatory, as if I’d stolen something from her and was taunting her with it, unwilling to give it back.

“Like I’m some kind of…” I didn’t want to say it. If I didn’t say it, there was no way it could be true. “You know, uh…”

“What?” I slowed down again, the motion of downshifting not as distracting as I wanted it to be, but still something to do. My head dipped under the surface of the waves, and I gulped in a lungful of salty water as I struggled to stay afloat. “Why are you so worried they’ll call you? And who fucking cares? Look at this place, every ancient pervert with a few thousand bucks in his bank account has some twenty year old on his arm and you’re worried about what these losers are going to think?”

Ouch.

As I slowed to a stop, she reached for the release on her seatbelt and unfastened it, then went for the door handle. I grabbed her arm, not wanting her to leave this way, then immediately let go. I couldn’t force her to stay, but I wanted her to hear me out.

“Just…wait. Please.” The light changed, and I took off again. “I want to help you out. I’ll help you find an apartment and I’ll ask around to see if anyone is hiring assistants. We just can’t keep…fucking.”

“I thought you liked it.”

“I do…a lot — way, way too much — but…but that doesn’t make it right, Kinsey.”

“Is there someone else?”

“No…well…” Her eyes filled with something awful, and I was worried that this time she was going to jump out of the car and run. There were no red lights in sight, and I merged onto the road that would take us back home, hoping I could defuse the situation before we got there.

I was running out of vases and was pretty sure she’d start moving on to the important stuff.

“Kind of, there’s someone, but we’re not actually dating. A neighbor, just something that started right before you moved in.”

“I don’t mind keeping it casual,” she replied, and I realized I wasn’t getting anywhere.

“It’s not that, Kinsey. It’s the fact that what’s happening is completely inappropriate for all the reasons I mentioned. Like I said, I want to help you out. I feel like I owe you that much and we can still stay in touch if you want…”

“Stay in touch?” She scoffed and pushed on her sunglasses before folding her arms defensively. “Maybe your friend Chris would be interested if you’re not.”

My blood ran cold. She knew exactly what she was doing. The car was silent except for the tires making contact with the asphalt below, and I didn’t know what to say to keep this thing from escalating. She was pushing my buttons, but I wouldn’t fall for it this time.

“Well, he’s married…”

“So are you.”

“Technically, but it’s different. You know, if you want to be with him, you should.” I wasn’t playing her games and called her bluff. She crossed her arms defensively, and I relaxed.

“I don’t want to be with him, Adam. I want to be with you, I like you. You…you make me happy, like I don’t feel that craziness inside of me when I’m with you…I can’t explain it.”

The tragic expression on her face turned my resolve to mush, but there was something I needed to know. I finally asked the question that had been gnawing at me since she first confessed her interest. It hurt like hell, but I had to know, even if it didn’t really matter.

“Do you like me or do you just need me?”

She stared out of the passenger window, looking at the buildings we passed as if they were the most interesting things in the world, and exhaled, the silence between us expanding and threatening to overwhelm me.

It’s out there. No answer. Great. I knew it.

“Why can’t it be both?” She asked, returning her attention to me, and I didn’t know how to respond. It was valid, honestly, and why should I be in a rush to get back into a relationship? Maybe I should take this as an opportunity, explore my horizons, really get out there and enjoy life. This was infinitely better than the miserable existence I’d envisioned for myself, and if she expected nothing, then why should I?

Because I didn’t want to be used. I wanted to be with someone who wanted to be with me, not for what I could offer them.

“I’m not okay with that, Kinsey.” I didn’t want to tell her I was worried that the longer she stayed, the more attached I’d grow to her and when she finally decided that the situation was no longer working out, she’d move on and I’d be the one with a broken heart. The truth was that I didn’t want her to go. I liked what we had. It was fun and exciting, and I felt better than I had in years.

Just thinking about that hurt, and I pushed it away. My feelings were desperate and stupid, and I needed to stick to the facts. The mass of buildings had disappeared a while ago, and dunes and beach houses surrounded us. We were getting close to home, and I slowed down, hoping to get this resolved before pulling into my driveway.

“Okay, can we just agree that you’ll start looking for a new place? Things can stay the way they are for now, but I also need you to promise that you won’t tell anyone about this.” By anyone, I meant Josh. She didn’t look happy, but at least she looked calm. I could work with that.

“I understand,” she whispered as we pulled into the driveway, and relief washed through me. It wasn’t a victory, but it was something.

Regis greeted us as if we’d been gone for three years instead of three hours, and Kinsey leaned over to pick him up, rubbing her nose against his, then putting him back down before stomping into her room and slamming the door behind her.

I stared at the little white dog, who looked moderately upset by the snub, then threw my backpack on the sofa and walked towards the back door, whistling for him to follow. I kicked off my shoes and slid on my flip-flops, then let us both out, squinting into the sun as Regis took off on his loop around the beach.

The sand was already hot, and I nodded at one of my neighbors as he walked by; then my gaze shifted to Courtney’s house. It still looked empty. I had heard nothing from her since she called and was unsure whether she had decided to stay at the retreat or not. It wasn’t my problem. I had my hands full and needed to spend some time on the script Chris had sent over if I wanted to be ready for the meeting with him and the producers next week.

I’d already flagged some of the major issues I’d noticed, but he was right; the thing had potential. The gig would be uncredited, but just getting back into the right circles would be nice. I realized that a lot of my issues boiled down to the fact that I couldn’t sell myself. The guys who had the best luck were out there networking, connecting. I just wanted to be left alone to do what I wanted to do. That wasn’t a good attitude, and I had to get over it.

I whistled for Regis, who immediately stopped digging the hole he was suddenly obsessed with and darted towards me, tongue hanging out as he circled me a few times then ran up to the porch, shaking the sand out of his fur and spinning around in circles before charging back inside. Kinsey’s door was still closed, which was probably a good thing. Maybe if she just had some time to think about what I said, she’d realize that I was right and we could proceed like rational, reasonable adults.

Regis’ water bowl was empty, so I refilled it, and he stared at me like he wanted something else. I reached into the bag of treats I’d gotten and produced one. He twirled in a circle, then sat, nothing else in this world existing outside of the proffered prize.

“What?” I was still expecting him to respond for some reason, and when he didn’t, I shrugged. It was crazy how attached I’d gotten to the little guy, and even though I knew it was no contest between me and Courtney, I hoped that he’d at least come over for a visit occasionally when she got back.

I walked into my room and changed into something that didn’t make me look like a middle manager at a regional accounting firm and flopped down on the bed. The notebook I kept on my nightstand was full of notes from my initial perusal of the script, and I flipped through them as I turned on my laptop. The writer’s name was Trent Mcaffrey and Chris was right, his previous work was significantly better.

Writers often matured. Sometimes they would improve as they gained more experience, but in a lot of cases, the constant feedback would quash their natural talent as they became obsessed with production notes, timelines, rewrites, and reviews. I had a feeling this was an instance of the latter.

I’d finally watched Fortunate Son, his previous film, and was actually surprised. The pacing was decent and the writing way better than it had any right to be. Trent was talented, and I was lucky to be working with him. The script in front of me belied that assumption, but I was determined to get it into fighting shape. After a few minutes, I was lost in the words and didn’t realize how much time had passed until I heard Kinsey’s door open.


Chapter 4



The tap of Regis’ nails as he rushed out of my room and across the hardwood floor yanked me out of my trance, and I looked through my door and into the living room as prostrated himself in front of Kinsey. His preference for women was mildly insulting, but I understood. I wouldn’t want to hang out with me either. I made a note to come back to one scene in Trent’s script that was really bugging the shit out of me and put down the pencil.

“You okay?” I shouted. I felt as if I had to say something.

“Yeah, just getting something to drink.” Kinsey sounded better, and I picked the pencil back up. The requisite sounds of activity floated into my room, and I had a hard time concentrating as she started humming. It was distracting, but I didn’t want to say anything, considering how badly the previous conversation had gone. I rolled over onto my back, closing my eyes and waiting for the noises to stop. I got distracted easily and massaged my temples, the scene running through my head as I tried to work around the weird pacing of the dialog.

When I opened my eyes, she was standing in the doorway, staring at me.

“What are you doing?” she asked, blinking once, then taking a sip of water.

“Working.” I said that with a smile so she’d know I wasn’t upset.

“Can we talk for a sec?” She lowered her eyes, and I wondered if maybe she was ready to make some plans.

“Yeah, sure.” I scooted off the bed and stood up. Talking in my bedroom wasn’t a great idea, and I was thirsty anyway. She followed me into the kitchen and sat on a stool, staring at me as I poured myself some water, then leaned against the counter. “Well?”

“I get that you’re worried I’m using you. If I saw something like this, I’d probably assume the same thing.” She took a deep breath and stared at me, then looked down, tracing the old grout between the tiles with her fingernail. “The thing is that I’m not. I’m planning on moving out, I promise, it’s just going to take some time.”

“I understand.” Relief flooded through me, and it was good to have a proper conversation with her instead of whatever had been happening before. Her gaze softened, and she smiled dreamily.

“I remember when Josh brought me to meet you guys that you told me how lucky you were to find someone like your wife. That she was the most perfect woman in the world.” She paused and bit her lip, chewing on it for a second, and her eyes teared up. “I thought she was so lucky to find a man like you, someone who loved her so much. When Josh told me that the two of you had split, I remembered hoping that one day you’d talk about me like that.”

I absolutely didn’t remember any of that. I was probably drunk and feeling sentimental when I said it, but the words sounded nice and I appreciated it meant so much to her.

“I need to tell you something too,” I said. I knew that Courtney and I were strictly casual, if that, and there was no reason to add more to the situation, but Kinsey was being honest with me, so I figured I could do the same. It was only fair. “There is someone else. It was just a one time thing and I don’t know if it could turn into anything more serious than that, but she’s been gone and she’ll be back in a few days.”

Kinsey stared at the counter again and picked at a piece of flaking grout. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Are you going to kick me out?”

My heart cracked, then shattered into a thousand pieces, and I realized she was as broken as me.

“Absolutely not. Like I said, you can stay as long as you need, but I thought you should know. I don’t want you to get hurt and I’ll have to tell Courtney about this too, which is going to be awkward…” I laughed nervously and noticed that Kinsey was on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry, this entire situation is shitty and I could’ve handled it better.”

“It’s my fault, too. I was acting like a brat, but I wanted you to notice me and you just kept pushing me away. It was the same way growing up, the only way I could get attention was by acting out.” She cradled her head in her palms and groaned. “I don’t want to be like that.”

She walked towards me, and I wrapped my arms around her, comforting her and letting her know everything was going to be okay.

*****

Kinsey watched TV while I did some more work on the script in my bedroom. I was going through a rough scene, a confrontation between two of the main characters that was missing something, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I glanced at my nightstand, then picked up my phone, looking for a distraction.

There was a message.

Hey. I might head up there tonight.

It was from Josh.

Fuck.

I wanted to see him, but things were still too raw with Kinsey; him getting involved would only add fuel to the flames. I started typing, then erased it, then started again.

I’ve got plans tonight. Maybe I can meet you in town for lunch tomorrow after class?

It was a lie, but I couldn’t risk him finding out what was happening. He didn’t respond, and I hoped nothing was wrong.

Everything ok?

He was typing, but kept stopping and starting. Something was really bothering him.

Good, just wanted to see you. Serena and I had a fight, and I need some advice.

You’re asking the wrong person, son. I typed, then erased and called him. The phone rang twice before he answered.

“Hey.” He sounded down. It hurt to hear the pain in his voice.

“What’s going on? Did you and Serena split up?” There was a pause, and I wondered if the call had been dropped.

“No, just…uh, she told me she wants more of a commitment and I’m not ready to settle down yet.” It was my turn to pause, and I struggled to come up with the correct response.

“You have to set your boundaries, Josh. If that’s not something you’re comfortable with, there’s no reason to do it. You’re still young, you have plenty of time to find the right person.” The words felt hollow, as if I was reciting a script, but I didn’t have any better advice to give him.

Kinsey chose that moment to join me in the bedroom and gave me a sheepish smile before getting on the bed and leaning close, then biting my exposed earlobe. I waved her off, and she scowled as I returned my attention to the call.

“Look, my meeting should only take an hour, why don’t we grab some dinner after that?” I hated how comfortable I felt with that lie. I’d lied to him before, but it was usually for his own good; this time it felt self-serving and wrong.

“Yeah. Maybe you could bring Kinsey. I’d like to see her.”

My blood ran cold as she slid her finger across my arm and bit her lip, her blue eyes cutting into me and I got up and went into the kitchen, trying not to let the guilt overwhelm me.

“I, uh, I don’t know. I’ll check. Look, I have to go. Let’s meet at Hondo’s around eight?”

“Yeah, okay. Thanks Dad.” I hung up and stared across the room. Kinsey walked in and leaned on the counter. I opened the back door to take Regis out, and she followed. The sun was setting, and as the waves crashed onto the beach, I decided to be honest with Kinsey; there was no upside to lying to her.

“I’m going to meet Josh. Do you want to come?”

She thought for a few seconds, then shook her head and yawned. “No, I think I’ll stay here with Regis.”

I was relieved. At least I could have a man-to-man conversation with him about Serena and Kinsey and whatever else needed to be aired out. “So you enjoyed the class today?”

“I did. Maybe I'll come on Monday, too. This is the first time I’ve actually enjoyed school.” We ambled across the beach, the sun setting in the distance.

“Wow, that’s…exciting. Can you see yourself writing a screenplay?” I teased, and she scrunched her nose.

“Meh, we’ll see.” Regis ran towards the water, just skimming it, then shooting off in the opposite direction towards another dog that was three times his size, but rolled over in submission when the smaller dog got close. You could say what you wanted about the little white fluff ball, but he knew how to take care of business. Maybe he was the male role model we all needed in our lives.

The thought made me laugh, and I leaned down to kiss Kinsey. It was nice, and the precariousness of my situation felt so far away. She took a step back and smiled at me, looking radiantly beautiful. I whistled for Regis, who flew back towards us, making a loop before running towards the house.

“What do you want to eat? I’ll order something before I leave.” My fridge was still in a sorry state, and I didn’t want to leave her to fend for herself.

“Pizza would be great. Thanks.” She pecked my cheek, and I placed the order on my phone. It would be here in less than an hour, but I figured I should leave before then since traffic would be bad. I got in the shower as Kinsey and Regis flopped on the sofa and turned on the TV.

I took a longer shower than necessary, running through the extent of my recent depravities as the lukewarm water streamed over me. I wasn’t ready to tell Josh the entire truth, but I was going to say that Kinsey was more than a roommate. He was an adult, and I needed to treat him that way. Having resolved to hold myself to a regimen of brutal honesty, I got out of the shower and toweled off. Kinsey’s voice drifted into the bathroom. She was on the phone, and when I walked out, she pointed at the device in her hand and shrugged.

It sounded like a relative, so I went into my bedroom and got dressed. She was still on the phone when I finished, and I looked at the clock. I had to leave. I waved, then grabbed my keys and walked outside. The weather was brilliant — it was cooling down, and I took a minute to appreciate the pleasant evening. The realization that my life was passing me by without truly enjoying it weighed heavily as I got into the Porsche and turned the key.

That thought was like a slap to the face. The breeze through the windows danced across my skin as I headed south, inhaling the salty sea air, and I realized that nothing really mattered, that the only important thing was getting through this fucking life as happy and content as I possibly could. I needed to let go of the bullshit and self doubts and just enjoy what had been handed to me on a silver platter.

My mind raced with possibilities as I drove towards the city, the sun sinking on the horizon to my right. If this were a film, there would be some triumphant music playing. I turned on the radio, then scrolled through my phone at the stoplight, looking for something appropriate, but couldn’t find anything, so I gave up. The exuberant feeling lasted the entire drive, continuing as I reached the city, then headed towards the pizza place where I used to eat with my family every Friday night.

I whistled distractedly as I locked the car door and walked down the sidewalk, turning into Hondo’s and looking around the busy restaurant for my son. When I saw him, I froze.


Chapter 5



“Hey,” I said uncomfortably as I slid out a chair and sat down. The previous euphoria was gone, and I slammed back to Earth, completely defeated.

“Hi, Adam.”

Kim was the last person I wanted to see. I had been prepared to spend some quality time with my son, not go through a laundry list of complaints and grievances. I stared at Josh, who shrugged.

“Hi, Kim. You look good.” I leaned down to kiss her cheek.

“Thanks.” She was uncomfortable too. Misery loves company. I turned my attention to Josh.

“Uh,” I started. I wasn’t sure if I should say something about the unexpected appearance of my soon to be ex wife. She was still his mom, and I needed to stay cool, even though this development derailed any chance of having an honest conversation about Kinsey. “I thought you wanted to talk about Serena.”

“I do. Sorry to spring this on both of you.” So Kim didn’t know about this either. I glanced at her, and she shrugged. “I just wanted to have dinner like we used to.”

“That’s…that’s fine,” I said as the waiter handed us menus and I ordered a glass of wine. I needed some help to get through this situation without losing it and also got us some breadsticks. The waiter smiled and left, and I turned my attention to the menu, studying it like some holy tome with the answer to life, the universe, and everything. I already knew it like the back of my hand, but had nothing to say, so I waited for one of them to start the conversation.

“How’s teaching going?” My son asked, and I took a deep breath. I had to keep it civil.

“Good. Better than last time,” I answered with a smile. They were both aware of my previous meltdown when I tried to teach a seminar and one of the local universities, and Josh laughed.

“I think it’s a good fit for you.” The wine arrived, and I ordered two pizzas for the table, then handed the waiter the menu. Kim had her fingers tented under her chin and was being unusually quiet. She still looked good for her age, but she’d always been attractive, never let herself go, but I noticed she was no longer wearing her wedding ring. That hurt, but it was inevitable. I swallowed the realization with a sip of wine, and Josh continued.

“Mom’s starting her own practice.” He beamed. He’d always been proud of her.

“Really? Where?” I honestly didn’t care, but feigned interest; there was no reason to be rude.

“It’s, uh,” she cleared her throat, then leaned back in her seat. “It’s going to be bi-costal — an office here and a satellite office in New York.”

“Wow, New York. That’s incredible.” I was genuinely happy for her; she’d been wanting to go out on her own for a while and always had a hard-on for New York. I didn’t, so she stayed in LA. We both had unfulfilled dreams.

“I’m excited.” She moved her wine glass and smiled. I’d always loved that smile. She knew she was great, but held back, never making a big deal of her accomplishments. It was a nice quirk in a place like this that tended to use wealth as an indicator of self-worth.

“So, what’s going on with you and Serena?” I turned my attention to my son. He was the reason I was here, and even though it was nice to catch up with Kim, he was my priority.

“Just, you know…” he blew a raspberry. He always did that when he didn’t know what to say, and I waited. He wasn’t the kind of guy who spoke without careful consideration, and it was an excellent trait to have. It meant that he didn’t make stupid mistakes. “We’re at that point where she wants more of a commitment and I’m not sure that I’m ready.”

I could see the conversation in my head. I liked Serena; she was a nice girl, but she was also looking for a guy to settle down with. Josh probably wasn’t that guy. He was waiting for the right one, and that was the correct thing to do. I glanced at Kim and wondered if she was thinking about our rushed marriage and the toll that probably took on our relationship. I didn’t want that for my son.

“If you’re not sure, then it’s better to wait. Your first year of law school is the worst, they’re trying to weed out the ones who can’t cut it, so your focus needs to be on that. If she’s distracting you…”

“She’s not distracting me, mom…” The pizzas arrived, cutting him off, and we shifted things around on the small table to accommodate the additional food. By the time everyone was served and we were eating, I could tell Josh was finally ready to lay it out. “I like her a lot, but I don’t ever see myself loving her. I don’t want to get trapped…”

His voice trailed off, and Kim looked at me, then away. Had we failed as parents? Did we make the wrong decision? Then I looked at Josh again and realized that we’d done the best we could, and that our son was talking about this with us was confirmation. I had to suppress a grin, then looked at Kim again and could tell she was thinking the same thing.

We’d done a great job.

“Maybe you could take a break, just to see if it’s something you really want.”

“That’s what I told her and she got really upset. The truth is that I can’t stop thinking about Kinsey.”

My heart dropped. The room froze. I blinked, wondering if I’d misheard him.

“Ever since I picked her up from the airport, I can’t get her out of my mind.” He kept talking about her, and my mind raced. This wasn’t happening. He told me they were done, that they didn’t have a relationship other than good friends. I grabbed my glass of water, my hand shaking slightly.

What the fuck?

“I think when we were together before, I wasn’t ready to settle down, but I might be now. I don’t know.”

I couldn’t offer him any advice. I wasn’t an uninterested third party. I was fucking her, and I didn’t want to stop.

“Does she feel the same way?” Kim asked, her sensibility awe-inspiring. Thank you Kim.

“I don’t know. I keep thinking about her, you know, and she said that she wasn’t seeing anyone. I think I just wanted some advice. What do you think, Dad? She’s been staying with you. Do you like her?”

“Yeah, I mean.” I licked my lips nervously, positive that they knew I was hiding something. “I haven’t really talked to her that much, she keeps to herself.”

“I can’t stop comparing Serena to her, you know, and I feel terrible about that. I really wanted Dad to bring her tonight, I thought maybe seeing her again would help clarify it.”

I imagined her being with Josh, then immediately flushed it from my mind. They seemed like polar opposites; Josh was responsible and focused, Kinsey was a furious ball of energy. Maybe she was different with him. I’d never considered that. I took a sip of wine, then another.

“I sent her a message yesterday to see if she wanted to hang out.”

My field of vision narrowed, and I felt like my soul separated from my body.

What did she say?

“Uh…did she, uh, want to? You know…meet?” I shifted the wine glass around on the table nervously. They knew something was going on; they had to. I was terrible at hiding things. I thought Kim narrowed her eyes at me; maybe she didn’t, maybe I was just projecting my intense discomfort onto the current situation.

Someone dropped a glass behind us. Everyone’s attention shifting felt like a reset, and I took a deep breath and laughed, releasing some of the nervous energy that had built up and was about to explode inside of me.

“She said she was busy, but maybe next week. I don’t know if it’s just because things aren’t great with Serena or if I really want to try again with Kinsey. I’m confused.”

“I think you have a good thing with Serena, Josh, but you also need to let her go if you’re not serious. That doesn’t mean you have to marry her right now, but if you don’t see a future with her, let her know. You owe her that, don’t keep her around because you don’t want to be alone.”

That was solid advice. I could always count on Kim to give solid advice. She was an adult, a really successful adult, and I glanced at her with a smile. She was the reason Josh was as good as he was. I had nothing to do with it and even though the last year had been painful as hell, I’d do it all again just for him.

“Maybe wait to talk to Kinsey until you’ve settled things with Serena. Don’t string them both along, that wouldn’t be fair to anyone.”

“Your mom’s right. Settle things with Serena first,” I echoed. God, Kim was so fucking good at this. Josh nodded, then looked at both of us, gratitude filling his eyes, and I almost forgot what a total piece of shit I was.

The subject changed, and we spent the rest of dinner catching up. It was nice, but when the conversation died down, I was ready to go. We walked Kim to her car and watched her drive away. Josh and I strolled down the street, talking about school and his plans for fall break. When we got to his car, he turned to face me.

“Maybe I’ll come up this weekend, you know, just to see you.”

“I don’t think it’s me you want to see,” I said, then chuckled, squeezing Josh’s shoulder as he got into his car.

“No, I do. Things have been crazy at school, and after the shit with you and Mom I’ve been actively avoiding checking in.” He looked at me, closing the door and rolling down the window. “I promise I’ll start doing better.” We said our goodbyes, and I watched him drive off, then got into my car and turned on the ignition; the elation I’d felt on the drive down totally drained.

I was upset, shaken, and I needed to tell Kinsey what Josh said, then end it tonight. We could never mention it again, act like it never happened. The bright lights of the city flashed by, and my mind wandered, and before I knew it, I was back on the Pacific Coast Highway and almost home.

I considered driving past my house, driving north until I reached Canada, then starting a new life for myself. Maybe I’d become a Mountie, ride a horse and patrol the open plains of Saskatchewan, even though I had no clue where that even was. The idea made me laugh, and I shot the insane fantasy down. I was a big boy; I needed to take responsibility for my actions instead of just floating through life. I’d tell Kinsey what Josh said, and if she decided that she’d rather be with him, it was fine. I needed to end it anyway, and at least they’d both be happy.

I steeled myself as I pulled into the driveway and got out, slamming the door behind me, then locking it. The breeze from earlier had died down, and the air was warm and clammy, more humid than normal for this time of year. When I shoved the key into the lock, I heard laughter and paused, then opened the door.


Chapter 6



“Courtney?”

My heart stopped when I saw her sitting on the sofa across from Kinsey, who was curled up in the easy chair. The stunning brunette had Regis nestled in the crook of her arm and stood, walking over to greet me, her familiar lilac scent surrounding us as she brushed her pouty lips against my cheek.

“I know I should’ve called, but I was too excited about getting back and seeing my two favorite men.” Her dark eyes sparkled as she said that and stroked Regis’ head, grinning. I wondered if Kinsey had told her about us, or if she even cared. The phone call made it sound like she’d cared, but it had been what? Four days. Lots of things can change in four days.

“It’s great to see you. You, uh,” I swallowed and paused. “You met Kinsey?”

“Yeah, she told me you’ve been letting her stay here. That’s so nice.” Courtney didn’t look like she was going to lose it, but maybe she was good at hiding her feelings.

“Hi Adam,” Kinsey said with a wink, and I hoped that their conversation had been totally superficial thus far.

“Josh sends his, uh … best.” It didn’t feel like a great time to tell her the other stuff he said, so I left out the meat of the evening’s discussion.

She smiled, and I tried to discern if there was something sinister beneath the surface. I couldn’t tell and I returned my attention to Courtney. Her hair was down, swishing across her shoulder. She was in an oversized t-shirt and short yoga shorts peeked out from beneath the hem. Of course she was as gorgeous as I remembered, but seeing them chatting casually like this made me intensely uncomfortable.

“How was the retreat?” I walked to the fridge and got out a bottle of water, trying not to look as on edge as I felt. Courtney put Regis back down on the floor and leaned onto the island, staring at me. She looked impassive, and I swallowed, walking to the fridge to get some water as panic mounted.

I imagined that she and Kinsey had a heart-to-heart about what had happened while Courtney was gone. Kinsey told her that we’d fucked and Courtney said that we had too, then they commiserated, decided that they couldn’t be around a guy who would do something like that and made a plan to get even. That plan would involve some sort of mental torture, maybe a voodoo doll on my bed, maybe they’d dial it up a notch with a horse head, and they would continue to act like everything was fine, driving me slowly to my breaking point before riding off into the sunset together Thelma and Louise style.

My attention shifted to a non-existent spot on one of the tiles and I pretended to rub it off, because I was a nice, good, tidy guy who didn’t like a mess, not because I was an asshole who couldn’t face up to the fact that I wanted them to just start screaming at me.

“Good, I’d kill for a cheeseburger, though.” Courtney laughed, and I remembered how much I liked the sound of it. Too bad that was over. I’d miss her, and Regis, and it would be really awkward when we passed each other on the beach. I’d fucked up, I knew it, and now I was going to have to atone. I inhaled, steeled myself, and carried on with the conversation.

“I’m sure. Where was it again?”

“South of Palm Springs. It was at a resort that my friend rented out for the duration.” She yawned, then pulled her phone out of her shorts and glanced at the time. “I didn’t realize how late it is. I’m exhausted.”

“Want me to walk you home?” I hoped we could get the inevitable confrontation over with, but it looked like the entire thing was going to simmer awhile before exploding. Maybe we could still be friends. Regis ran to the door with excitement, happy to be going home with his beloved mother. I was especially sad that he was leaving — I didn’t realize how attached I’d gotten to the little fluff ball.

“Yeah, that would be great.” She didn’t look upset, but I was terrible at figuring out what women were thinking. I knew they could seem totally fine, then explode, so I wasn’t going to take her chill demeanor at face value. She glanced at Kinsey and smiled; they were probably in cahoots. “It was really nice meeting you. We should get together sometime.”

“Yeah, I’d like that,” Kinsey said, then grinned, then gave me an indecipherable look as she waved at Courtney and went into her room, closing the door quietly behind her. I opened the back door, and Courtney stepped out, inhaling deeply as she smiled.

“I like Kinsey, she seems nice.” We stepped onto the sand, and I tried to decode what she said, then gave up. I needed to be honest with her, well, maybe not all the details, but I remembered my resolution about telling the truth and absolutely knew that lying would only make the situation worse.

“Kinsey’s…interesting. She’s my son’s friend and needed a place to stay…” Tell her. I was on the verge, then chickened out. “So, did you miss Regis?”

I knew she missed Regis, but I wasn’t really asking about him.

I wanted to know if she missed me.

“God, so much. I didn’t realize how much I counted on him.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed it and the sensation of touching her again felt so good.

“I…” I started, then noticed a light flip on in her living room. “Is there someone in your house?”

“No…” her voice trailed off as she looked towards the big, modern structure. Then Regis flew onto the porch and started barking. There was movement inside.

“Shit.” I murmured and held out my hand. “Wait here, I’ll see who it is.”

She nodded, and I crept up the back steps. My heart raced, and I peered through the glass door. Even though the houses in our neighborhood were exposed, there weren’t many break-ins, and I didn’t see any broken glass. Courtney crept up behind me, and we noticed the guy standing inside at the same time.

“Fuck, it’s Gary,” she said, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d rather deal with her asshole ex than some loser strung out on drugs. She slid the back door open and walked inside. I followed her, and my eyes rested on the man waiting with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face.

I immediately recognized him. Gary Testavera was a major player in Hollywood and had produced some of the biggest hits in the past decade. I’d never worked with him, but had heard that he was cutthroat on costs and production time and was sincerely glad that we’d never crossed paths.

He turned around and smiled when he saw Courtney. Then he noticed me. He stared; I stared back at him, my gaze steady. This I could deal with; telling the truth to people I loved was much more difficult. Courtney crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes, clearly upset about the serious breach of her privacy.

“What are you doing here, Gary?” Courtney’s voice was thin and low, and I remembered what she had told me about his constant harassment. Why wouldn’t he just leave her the fuck alone?

“I thought I’d drop in to say hello. I didn’t realize you’d have company.” Gary stared at me as he stood. He was a big guy, but not overly fit, and I clenched my fists. He noticed and chuckled, then shook his head, returning his attention to his ex-wife.

“You’re not supposed to come in here without my permission; we agreed.” Courtney said. Her voice wavered, and I could tell that she was upset.

“It’s still my house, Courtney.” His voice was deep and entitled, and as he ran his hand through his thinning gray hair, I couldn’t believe that she’d actually been with a guy like this. They were polar opposites: she was sunshine and light and goodness, and he was the patron saint of scumbags — a guy who would screw anyone over to get what he wanted.

“No it’s not, I got it in the settlement.”

“Look, babe, I just want to talk,” he shifted his attention to me, crossing his veiny arms and narrowing his eyes. He knew the sort of power he wielded and wasn’t afraid of using it. “Alone.”

“I’m staying until she tells me to leave.”

“Who are you again?” Gary asked, taking a step towards me, and the tension was palpable. Most of the lights were still off, except for the one in the foyer, and it cast a shadow across his face, deepening the craggy wrinkles and giving the impression that he enjoyed tormenting her.

“Her neighbor. Regis stayed with me while she was gone and I wanted to make sure that she got home safely.” He didn’t need to know anything else. The room went silent as he pointed his finger at me, his gaze softening slightly as a thought percolated in his thick skull.

“You look familiar. Do I know you?”

“No.” I didn’t want to get into a pissing match with this dude, and Courtney looked overwhelmed. When they had made their deal, she probably assumed that once their marriage was over, it would be done; this guy was obviously still not ready to let go. “Look, she doesn’t want you here, so I think you should leave.”

“I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

“Gary…” Courtney was upset. I couldn’t blame her. She didn’t deserve this, being treated like his personal property, a precious object that he could take out of its protective casing whenever he felt like admiring it. “I think you should leave. We can talk about this later.”

“I want to talk about this now.” Gary said, taking another step towards me and sizing me up. “Wait, you’re Adam, uh…something. You’re a writer.” Gary laughed and relaxed. “And not a very good one if I remember correctly. You haven’t worked much lately, have you?”

I wanted to punch his smirking face. I wanted to knock him out, then beat him into a bloody pulp. Rage surged through me and I clenched my fists tighter, ready to go.

Courtney stormed towards the door, flinging it open. “Get the fuck out of my house, Gary.”

He took another step towards me and smirked as he walked by, murmuring words that were meant only for me. “Yeah, I figured you wouldn’t do anything.”

I watched him leave, mouthing something to Courtney as he trudged through the door but my head was swimming and I wished that I could rewind the entire scenario, do it all again, punch him in his entitled face and spit on him when he collapsed onto the ground.

Courtney slammed the door shut behind him and locked it, physically shaken, and I pulled her into my arms, stroking her hair, comforting her. Her body shook with rage, and her breaths were ragged and broken.

“I’m sorry,” I didn’t know why I said that, but I felt so terrible for her that she had to deal with a prick like him and that she was so visibly upset. My shirt was wet; she was crying. I saw Gary drive away through the window, and she wrapped her arms around me, sobbing, letting it all out.

“Maybe you should come stay with me tonight. I’ve got a spare room.” I didn’t want to make her feel like she had to fuck me to stay. She needed to feel safe, and I could give her that.

“That would be nice. God, I hate him so much.” I kissed the top of her head, pulling her closer. She didn’t deserve this bullshit; he had supposedly moved on, but wouldn’t leave her alone, wouldn’t allow her to live her own life. It was disgusting, and I’d do whatever was necessary to keep him away from her.

When we got back to the house, I made the bed in the guest room as Courtney shut herself in the bathroom. The entire scene was unnerving, and even though she’d mentioned that he wouldn’t leave her alone, I didn’t expect him to just show up like that. What if I hadn’t been there? How far would he go?

I fluffed the pillows and spread out the spare comforter. It wasn’t as nice as when Kim did it, but it looked alright and sufficed for sleeping. The bathroom door opened, and I motioned towards the spare room as she walked out.

“You can stay as long as you want,” I said as I turned the lock on the front door distractedly, then pointed at Kinsey’s room. “Kinsey’s over there. There’s not much in the fridge, but I’m planning on making a grocery run tomorrow when I go to the gym.”

I actually hadn’t planned on going, but Courtney being back made me feel like I should.

“I’ll go with you,” Courtney said, and I laughed nervously. “You really don’t want to see me work out. It’s embarrassing.”

“I can help you, you know, figure out a routine that you’ll stick with.”

“Ok, sure,” then I remembered Devin and the concern that she would immediately toss me overboard as soon as she met him resurfaced, but I pushed it down. I had to get over that insecurity. If she wanted to be with me, she would. There were billions of men out there, and I couldn’t keep her away from all of them.

Regis stood between us and barked, ready to go to bed.

“Who do you want to sleep with?” I asked, and in a frankly insulting display, he raced into her room and onto the bed, collapsing into a soft white ball on the sheets.

“Damn,” I exhaled, shaking my head. “To be fair, I’d rather sleep with you than me, too.”

I laughed nervously as Courtney walked towards me, brushing her lips against my cheek, then lowering her voice to a sexy whisper. “Thanks for everything, Adam.” She paused, and her warm breath drifted across my earlobe as I inhaled her perfume. “And don’t worry about Kinsey, I’m fine with it.”

She pecked my cheek, then wished me goodnight as she shut the door softly behind her. I looked around the suddenly quiet house and sighed.


Chapter 7



A warm breeze whipped through the windows as we sped down the highway. Courtney looked radiant, her dark hair whipping around her face as she told me about the shit Gary had been putting her through for the past few months. It was Saturday morning, my first day off since I started teaching, and even though I didn’t feel like it, I needed to go to the gym.

Kinsey had volunteered to stay behind with Regis and I was shocked by how well she seemed to take the sudden change in living arrangements. They had both been through a lot, and feeling safe meant more than I could understand; maybe the current situation wasn’t as outlandish as I’d originally assumed.

“The unannounced visits started as soon as the new one got pregnant.” That’s how she referred to Gary’s current wife; it was funny, but out of character for someone like her — too bitter. Courtney wasn’t a bitter person, but I could understand where it was coming from. “He would call me, just to check in, to see how I was doing.” She put the last part in air quotes and lowered her voice, and I chuckled.

“I knew what was really going on and I still didn’t tell him to fuck off. I know he wanted to keep me on the side, but I wasn’t interested in that.” She rested her elbow on the windowsill and gnawed on her full lower lip. I turned into La Costa, then slowed down as I looked for a parking space. The streets were relatively empty, and I pulled up in front of the gym, then turned to Courtney.

“Don’t blame yourself.” I wanted my words to be the balm that made it all better, but there was no silver bullet. The only thing I could do was be there for her. “I’ve been around a lot of guys like him. They’re entitled, they think that because they’re rich, they deserve to get whatever they want. You both knew the deal going into the marriage and he’s the one breaking the rules, not you.”

“I know,” she said. “But I’m worried he’s going to ruin everything I’ve built if I don’t go along with it. He’s vindictive and powerful and I don’t want to lose everything just because I’m telling him to fuck off.”

“I can’t promise he won’t try to do that, but I can promise that I’ll be there for you. Understand?” She nodded, her eyes filled with tears, and leaned towards me to kiss my cheek. It was chaste and sweet, and she wiped her damp eyes, then pointed at me.

“Let’s get that dad bod into shape.” She giggled, and I rolled my eyes as I got out of the car and slung my duffel bag over my shoulder. We walked into the freezing gym, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I didn’t see Devin at the front desk. The woman working the counter signed me in, then added Courtney as my guest. I pointed towards the locker room and dropped off my stuff. As I shoved my bag into the locker, I heard a familiar voice call my name.

“Adam! I didn’t know you were coming today.”

Fuck. I turned around to see my trainer beaming, massive arms crossed as he gave me a big, dumb grin.

“Yeah, I hadn’t planned on it.”

“It’s fine. I actually had a cancellation if you want to book a sesh.” The way he said that instantly annoyed me, and I gave him a brittle smile.

“I uh…” I wasn’t sure why this was so uncomfortable, but it probably had something to do with the fact that Devin had told me he’d wanted to sniff Courtney’s panties and now I couldn’t get that out of my mind. “I kinda brought my own trainer today, a friend, you know.”

“That’s cool.” He looked upset, but tried to hide it. I knew he needed the cash and felt bad.

“But I mean, if you’re free, maybe you could help us out. You know, I could book you for an hour.”

Why the fuck did I do that?

“No, it’s fine. I don’t want to get in the way of whatever you’ve got going on.” He held up his meaty paw, and I gave him a high five. He said goodbye, then left, and I breathed a sigh filled to the brim with relief.

I finished getting ready and walked back out into the reception area. Courtney was already there, talking to Devin, and my heart sank. He had a girlfriend, but I was a thousand percent sure that he’d blow her off for a date with Courtney. I walked towards them, and Courtney smiled and giggled, her eyes sparkling, and I realized that whatever we had was over. Devin could easily knock Gary the fuck out with zero implications for his life and career and Courtney would swoon and ask him to live with her and they’d have a bunch of babies and I’d have to be nice every time I met them on the beach and was forced to make small talk.

Their banal conversation about nutrition supplements drifted towards me, and I realized I was standing there, staring. I needed to get the inevitable over with and walked towards them, then it hit me that Courtney didn't seem that interested in him. She smiled at me and winked conspiratorially, and relief surged through me. Her body was incredible in the pink running shorts and bra she was wearing. Her long, straight hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail, and I still couldn’t believe that she wanted to be with me.

“Can I get a selfie of us? My friends are gonna shit themselves.”

“I’ll do it, but only if you promise to tell them not to shit themselves,” Courtney said with a laugh, then leaned closer to Devin. He wrapped his beefy arm around her, and a primal scream erupted inside of me.

Relax, Adam. Be cool. She wants you, not him.

“This is so awesome,” Devin said, getting a few extras just in case, and Courtney flashed her practiced smile, shrugging at me in apology. I relaxed a bit, and as soon as Devin finished, he thanked her and meandered off to post the photos to his various social accounts so that he could revel in his friends shitting themselves.

“Wow, he really likes you.” I said as she sauntered back towards me, beaming from the praise. I got it. I remembered the few months after winning my Oscar and getting random kudos from total strangers. It died out eventually; almost no one recognized writers, but she was a legitimate public figure, and even though I still didn’t really understand what she did, I was proud of her.

“Sorry, it’s part of the job.” She put her hands on her hips and focused her gaze on me. “Ready?”

I nodded.

“Let’s run.” She motioned towards the treadmills, and I groaned. She slapped my ass and leaned close to kiss me, and I felt like everyone in the gym was watching. Even though it was only a peck, it felt good, and once I got on the treadmill, starting it up and finding my pace, she joined in on the machine beside me and matched my speed. I kept pace with her, and as we hit the third mile, she slowed to a brisk walk, and I followed.

“Not bad.” The praise was a big confidence boost, and I felt like I was actually working up to something. Maybe I’d do that half marathon in the winter, then I scowled. Probably not.

“Good start, Adam. Let’s move on to the weights.” Her perfectly smooth brow had a thin layer of sweat, and a trickle of perspiration slid between her breasts as she took a drink of water and motioned for me to do the same. We moved through the stations, and I saw people discreetly taking photos of her. She ignored the attention for the most part, but when another person asked to take a selfie, she agreed. It was obnoxious, but I understood that social currency was important for her image.

By the time we finished, I was sore and hungry. “Let’s go home and shower, then we’ll grab brunch further up the beach.”

“Sounds good.” She kissed me, this time on the lips, and I opened the car door for her. She slid in, her long, tan legs stretching in front of her as I got into the driver’s side. I rolled down my window to release the built-up heat, then started the engine. As we pulled out onto the road leading out of town, I wanted to come clean with her, to let her know what was going on in my life. I could offer her safety and affection, but I’d never be in a position to give her what she deserved, and I felt like she needed to know, especially after witnessing what had happened in the gym.

“I’m going to be brutally honest, Courtney. I’m not rich like Gary. I can’t give you shoes and clothes and a, uh… fucking house or whatever, so if that’s the situation you’re looking for…” Her gaze went cold, and even though my intention was to warn her about what she could expect if she wanted to be with me, I suddenly realized that I’d basically called her a whore without saying the actual word.

“What do you think I am, Adam?”

Christ. Fuck.

“I’m doing well for myself. I’ve even thought about giving Gary back his goddamn house just to get him off my back. I don’t need anything from you or him or anyone else.” She was understandably annoyed and twisted her hands in her lap as her voice quivered. “I…I like being with you. I like that you're weird and messy and say all the wrong things all the time. You're the complete opposite of Gary and all those gooner meatheads, and that's what I want.”

I absorbed what she said, then attempted to course-correct without digging myself deeper.

“I didn’t mean it like that, at all. You just…uh, you need to know that I’m barely scraping by, that I’m about to lose half of everything I have left, which isn’t much and it’s…humiliating.” Her expression softened slightly, and I hoped that maybe I’d be able to unfuck myself. She looked at me and shook her head, then picked at one of her fingernails idly as she took a deep breath.

“It’s fine, Adam. I loved Gary, or at least, loved who I wanted him to be. Would I have been with him if he wasn’t rich? Honestly, I don’t know,” her voice wavered, and she wiped her eyes. I pulled over. This wasn’t a conversation you could have while driving. “He was such a goddamn asshole, but the money smoothed that over.”

I leaned over the console and wrapped my arms around her, feeling terrible about bringing any of this up. She was as lost as I was, and she didn’t deserve the accusation of being a gold digger.

“The problem isn’t you, Courtney, it’s me.”

“God, that’s so lame,” she said, and I burst into a fit of laughter.

“Sorry, I know. I’m terrible at this, as you can clearly see.”

“You’re awful. How were you married for so long?” That hurt, but I deserved it. She looked like she was feeling better, so I put the car in gear and pulled back out onto the road. I was ready to get home and shower and eat. I was starving.

“Kim was a patient woman and we had Josh, who forced us to work things out.”

“I wanted to have a baby with Gary, but there were…issues.” I wasn’t sure what she meant, but decided not to pry. Since he had a baby with his new wife, I could only assume the ‘issues’ were Courtney’s. “Yes, I was the problem. That was another reason he wanted to move on.”

“I thought you said he didn’t want more kids.”

“He changed his mind. One of his older sons got hooked on drugs and he thought he could do a better job with a new one.” She shook her head as her dark eyes widened and snorted.

“God…that’s fucked up.”

“Yeah, it should’ve been a big red flag, but I wanted a kid and thought that would make us happy, you know, that maybe we could stay together if we had that. When the doctor told me it would be almost impossible, he decided to end it.” She stared out the window at the passing landscape and leaned her head on her hand as the wind blew her dark hair around her face.

“Well, I definitely don't want more kids and that's not going to change. I got lucky with the one I had and don't feel like rolling the dice again.” She laughed, and I felt good as we pulled into the driveway and I put the car in park.

I opened the door for Courtney, and she got out, giving me a kiss on the cheek before walking up the stairs and going inside. Regis greeted us with a little whine and a twirl, and I leaned over to scratch his belly when he flopped dramatically onto his back.

“Do you want the first shower?” I asked, and she nodded, then bolted into her room to get her things. Kinsey was nowhere to be found, and I walked into the kitchen to get some water as I heard the shower come on in the bathroom, then decided to take Regis out.

I opened the back door, walked onto the beach, and breathed the salty air. I had to work today. Chris had been emailing me regularly about my progress, and I’d only gotten through the first episode. I wanted to at least have a handle on the first half of the season before we met with the producers on Wednesday. I figured we could all go out for lunch, then I’d come back and lock myself in my room and get to work.

When I whistled, Regis came running back into the house, and I stared at Kinsey’s closed door.

“Kinsey, we’re going to get lunch. Want to come?”

There was no answer, so I knocked lightly. She’d acted like she was in a good mood this morning and she and Courtney were getting along, so I wasn’t sure if something else was happening.

“Kinsey?” Silence. Goddammit. I had been overly optimistic. She wouldn’t make this easy. I started to open the door, then decided against it; she was entitled to her privacy.

I went back to the kitchen and got another glass of water, and Courtney emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later, a towel wrapped around her body. She looked equally gorgeous in a towel or a designer dress, and I remembered what it was like being with her and felt all the blood in my body rush straight towards my dick.

“You really need to do something about the hot water situation if you want me to stay here,” she said with a wink, and a pleasant chill went through me at the thought. She wanted to stay. That realization made me feel like goo, and I smiled, watching her walk into her bedroom, then shut the door behind her. She told me she didn’t want a house from me, but she did expect infinite hot water, and that was something that I could easily provide.

I showered in the remaining lukewarm water, then dressed and was ready to go. Courtney was still in her room, and I tried again with Kinsey. I lightly tapped on her door. “Kinsey? Can I come in?”

“Go away!” she shouted, and I obeyed, walking out onto the porch and staring at the ocean for a few minutes, going through my steadily growing list of things that needed to be done. A few minutes later, I went back inside to see if there was any sign of Kinsey. Courtney was ready, wearing a cute summer dress that showed off every curve to maximum effect and scooped Regis into her arms, giving him a kiss before depositing him on the sofa. She pulled her hair back and twisted it into her hair clip, then crossed her arms, pushing up her breasts slightly and making me feel warm.

“Could you go talk to Kinsey? I think she’s upset.” I realized that might not be the best move, but I didn't have many options; she was ignoring me.

“Sure.” I watched her walk towards the closed door, then knock softly and open it, slipping inside. When there was no immediate explosion, I hoped that Courtney would be able to coax her out. A few minutes later, they emerged, holding hands and smiling, and I shook my head, not even attempting to figure out what was going on.

We somehow squeezed into the small sports car. Courtney took the tiny seat in the back, and Kinsey pouted her way into the front seat. Luckily, the place I’d chosen wasn’t too crowded, and as we slid into our round booth, I ordered a coffee and some eggs. Once the waitress was done, I got down to business.

“So, I think we all need to talk.” I said. Kinsey folded her arms crossly, leaning back against the cracked vinyl, and I wasn’t sure what to say to make everything right.

“You’re dumping me?” The question fell out of her mouth, and even though I’d practiced this conversation a thousand times in my mind, I wasn’t sure of the best way to respond. Kinsey was being petulant, and she knew it, but Courtney was ready to step in to smooth the waves. She was so amazing.

“Kinsey is upset because she thinks you’re replacing her with me.” Courtney said cooly and Kinsey cut her eyes, more upset with me than the other woman. It was probably the most reasonable reaction she'd had since we met.

“I’m not replacing you, Kinsey.” I didn’t know what else to say. This should be easy. If I were writing this scene, I’d come up with the perfect solution so everyone would get what they wanted, but this wasn’t a screenplay; it was my life. “I don’t know how to deal with this. I’m not the type of guy who has two girlfriends, but I care for you both. I’m not sure how to move forward here.” My gaze drifted between the two of them, and Courtney played with her napkin, then looked at Kinsey.

“I’m cool with sharing,” Kinsey said, completely matter-of-factly, then stared at Courtney, grabbing her hand and giving the other woman a smile. “What about you?”

“I was in a relationship like that before I got together with Gary, but it really hurt when the two of them got closer and just sort of, left me out…” Courtney chewed her lip, then stared at Kinsey and smiled. “But I’m willing to give it a shot.”

I had nothing to contribute. What guy wouldn’t want this?

“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” Kinsey said, and when she leaned over and kissed Courtney, I felt lightheaded as my cock swelled and I had a hard time processing exactly what was happening right in front of me. “My only concern is that Adam won’t be able to keep up.”

That was definitely a dig, and I knew I should be upset, but as the kiss intensified, it was almost impossible to be annoyed. I had assumed that we’d all be leaving here hurt and upset, but things actually seemed to be working out, and I wondered if I’d fallen into an alternate dimension where things actually went my way.

“Ok, now that that’s settled, let’s eat.” Kinsey smiled brilliantly as the food arrived, and I took a bite of the eggs. Kinsey dug into her enormous pile of pancakes, and Courtney picked at her egg white omelet. “So, what are we doing this afternoon?”

“I hate to be a downer, but I have to work,” I said, regretting that fact immensely.

“That’s fine, Courtney and I will spend some quality time together on the beach. I desperately need some sun,” Kinsey said, grabbing Courtney’s hand and squeezing it. The scene was surreal, and Courtney seemed to genuinely like the other woman.

“I need to get my bikini from the house, but that sounds fun.” Courtney took a bite, then leaned back in her seat, staring at Kinsey. “Where are you from, anyway?”

“Kinsey’s from Ne-braska,” I said it the same way Kinsey had told me, and she laughed, then threw her napkin in my direction.

“I’m from Texas,” Courtney said. “We’re neighbors.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, a small town near Galveston. My mom was from Ecuador and my dad grew up in Texas, but his family was from everywhere. I had a quinceañera; I was in beauty pageants.” She laughed, and I tried to imagine her not being in LA, but it was hard. She was so glamorous and sophisticated, and envisioning her anywhere else took mental gymnastics.

“I came to LA for college, but that was a disaster.” Kinsey took a sip of coffee and stared out the window. “I did well enough in high school to get a scholarship, but during my senior year my mom married this guy and he….” She gnawed on her lip as Courtney took her hand and squeezed it.

“It's okay, you're safe now.” Courtney brushed a few strands of hair away from Kinsey's forehead and tucked them behind her ear.

“My mom didn't believe me and it was like something inside of me snapped. I did alright during my freshman year, but then I had to go home for the summer and when I saw him, I lost it. I ended up staying with friends, but mentally I was a wreck.”

Kinsey was so lost and sad, and Courtney wrapped her arms around the other woman, hugging her as Kinsey sniffled, trying to hold back the tears. My heart broke just looking at her, and I finally understood why she behaved the way she did. She wanted safety and reassurance, and she needed it constantly. When she and Josh dated, she saw me as a stable figure, someone who cared for his wife and son and would never do what that asshole did to her.

I reached out, pulling her towards me, then gave her a hug. At that point, I resolved that I would be there for her as long as she needed me.


Chapter 8



It was late afternoon, and the sun was setting. The girls were still on their blankets, lounging on the beach, soaking in the last of the rays, and I sat in the chair with Regis, who had hung out with me all afternoon, cheering me on. My edits on the second episode were finished, and I felt good about my progress. There were only six episodes, but I had a good grasp of what the issue was and it wouldn’t be difficult to fix.

Kinsey sat up, then waved and sprang up off the towel, gathering her things as she and Courtney headed back towards the house. I still had no clue what exactly our discussion this afternoon meant, if anything, and the pessimist in me was absolutely sure that the entire situation would end in a disaster, but there was no way I could turn it down.

Regis yipped, then jumped off my lap and ran towards his favorite person as she threw the towels over the railing on the porch, then pulled him into her arms, giving him a kiss on his black nose before handing him back to me, then leaning down to give me a peck on my lips. She was wearing a silver bikini and her taut body was perfectly tanned. She gathered her long hair into a ponytail, then pointed inside.

“Going to get a lukewarm shower, be right back.” Courtney said as Kinsey raced over and slapped her ass. The blonde was wearing a bright red one-piece that dipped low in the back and deep in the front, and when we were alone, she fell onto my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck and covering me with sand.

“Happy?” I asked and she nodded, then leaned closer for a kiss. I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her close, wondering why I ever considered telling her to leave.

Her lips were soft and sweet, and the kiss almost innocent; her touch feather-light. I didn’t want to push it and leaned back in my seat after a few seconds. Courtney would be back soon, and even though we all knew what was going on, I wasn’t sure if she could handle seeing it. The idea of something like this was easier than the reality, and I didn’t want anyone getting hurt.

“What do you want to do for dinner?” I asked, and she huffed.

“A sexy, half-naked woman who is obviously interesting in fucking you is sitting in your lap and you want to know about dinner?” She was right; it was a ridiculous question.

“I’m just being cautious,” I said, motioning inside.

“She doesn’t mind,” Kinsey purred, leaning close and kissing me again. Her tongue darted between my lips, and I shifted my body, my dick uncomfortably hard as she rocked against me and her hand drifted lower. “I think you’re into it too, even though you’re playing hard to get.”

“Of course I’m into it,” I murmured. “In theory, but the reality is different. It always is. I don’t want to drive either of you away. Human nature is to be monogamous and when jealousy comes into play, it could ruin everything.”

I was trying to convince myself, not her, but my argument wasn’t convincing anyone.

“I think we could make it work,” Kinsey said, reaching behind her neck to untie her red bathing suit. The sun was low in the sky, but not low enough to hide what was happening, and when her tits popped out, I looked around, hoping no one was watching. She hooked her finger under my chin and forced my attention to her. “Everything’s going to be okay, Adam.”

This time her kiss was forceful, and she pulled my hand to her soft breast as she straddled me on the lounge, her hips rocking slowly as she teased me. I didn’t want her to stop, but when I heard the bathroom door open and footsteps approaching, I worried everything was going to come crashing down, that the understanding we had reached this afternoon would be tossed aside, and I would be alone again.

Kinsey’s feverish hand slid into my shorts and she stroked me as the door opened and Courtney walked out, wearing nothing but a towel. She smiled, blowing a kiss, then settled in the porch swing, rocking slowly as her gaze drifted appreciatively over Kinsey’s body.

“I’ll just watch for now, if you don’t mind,” she said, and Kinsey seemed to be okay with that. She sat upright and blew the other woman a kiss before leaning over and taking me into her mouth. Kinsey gave the best blowjobs, and if that was the only sex I could have for the rest of my life, I’d be absolutely fine with it; they were that good. As her head bobbed up and down and her hand twisted around my shaft, her soft nipples brushed against my calves, and I stared at Courtney.

Her fingers drifted up her thigh, and her dark eyes drank in the scene as Kinsey worked me, ass in the air. It was an invitation to the other woman, and it didn’t take Courtney long to accept. She stood, still wrapped in her towel, well aware that we could easily be seen by casual passersby, and walked towards Kinsey. She gripped the other woman’s round ass, sliding her hand over the curve as she bit her lip, then worked the bathing suit off, peeling the material away as Kinsey moaned, the sensation reverberating through my cock.

Despite the relative visibility of our location, Courtney shed her towel, her perfectly toned body on full display as she leaned over and slid her tongue through Kinsey’s slit and over her asshole, lingering for a few seconds as her eyes locked with mine. As I entered Kinsey’s throat, I pushed her head down so I could get a better look at Courtney as she pressed her fingers into Kinsey’s cunt.

I was temporarily distracted by one of my neighbors ambling through the surf, and I decided we should go inside. Being out here was as sexy as hell, but the last thing I needed was a public obscenity charge following me around for the rest of my life.

“Let’s take this inside,” I sat up, kissing Kinsey, then Courtney, whose lips tasted like Kinsey’s juices, and I shuddered, excited and terrified about what came next. I hated that the break in the proceedings gave me time to think. How did this kind of thing work? Did they know what they were doing? I sure as hell didn’t. I suddenly wished that I’d watched some relevant porn or maybe had a chat with them about expectations, but when Kinsey and Courtney each grabbed my hand and dragged me into the bedroom, I realized it didn’t matter, this was happening and I’d better fucking get on board.

Kinsey pushed me onto the bed, then Courtney and mounted her, pulling the other woman’s hands over her head and licking her face, then planting kisses down her neck. Courtney moaned, arching her back against the bed as Kinsey’s kisses grew more intense. I worked out of my clothes and gripped my cock in my hand, stroking myself languidly as I watched Kinsey kiss Courtney’s neck, her breasts, lingering on her puckered nipples, then down her stomach and forcing the other woman’s legs apart as Courtney gasped.

Kinsey kissed her thighs, then switched her attention to the other woman's bare pussy, spreading her lips and focusing on the soft, damp skin inside. Courtney shuddered, then stared at me before her eyes rolled back in her head and Kinsey’s tongue assaulted her, biting her clit, then sucking it between her lips as her fingers curled inside, stroking and teasing, bringing Courtney to the edge, then pulling back.

It was so sexy, and I understood Kinsey was trying to show Courtney that she belonged, that she was wanted, and Courtney believed it. Her hips rocked slowly as Kinsey continued. When Courtney cried out, Kinsey changed position, moving back up the other woman’s body, spreading her thighs and pushing her pussy against Courtney’s. Kinsey gripped Courtney’s thigh as she ground against her shamelessly, taking what she wanted.

I was so fucking hard that it hurt, but I was too afraid to keep stroking, worried that I wouldn’t last. Just as that thought entered my head, Courtney stared at me and smiled.

“Don’t worry, we didn’t forget about you,” she purred, crawling on her knees towards me and leaning over, pressing her lips against the damp head of my cock, her gaze laser-focused on my reaction. As she stood up on her knees, I pulled her close, latching onto her nipple. She wove her hands in my hair, and Kinsey took me into her mouth. Her tongue wrapped around the tip, twirling as she stared at me, and I shoved my fingers roughly between Courtney’s thighs. She was so wet and needy and ready to be fucked.

I worked three of my fingers into Courtney holding her in position against me as she writhed and Kinsey took me into her throat, each bob of her head making me spiral. I wasn't going to last much longer like this, so I pulled Kinsey away, kissing her as I shifted to my knees and moved behind her.

I got her into position, and Courtney lay in front of her, spreading her thighs, gasping as Kinsey slid her tongue through her sticky flesh. I couldn't wait any longer and drilled into Kinsey, slamming into her wetness as she arched her back and moaned, then refocused her attention on Courtney's pussy. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen, and as I gripped Kinsey's hips, my strokes intensifying with every second, I marvelled at how natural it all felt, like the three of us were meant to be together.

I felt Kinsey spasm, then cry out, her body quivering as she collapsed onto the mattress and crawled next to Courtney, resting her head on the other woman's breast as Courtney stroked her hair. I leaned down to kiss the brunette, then positioned myself between her thighs. So much had happened since the last time we had done this, and I felt so close to her, so connected in a way I never expected. It wasn’t just the sex; it was her, and I wished I could tell her that, but now didn’t feel like the right time.

She hissed as I eased inside her slit, rocking slowly deeper, her tightness overwhelming as our kiss intensified. I turned my attention to Kinsey, kissing her lips, then her soft pink nipple; I couldn't imagine wanting to be anywhere else but with them. Kinsey smiled, resting her hand on my ass and pushing my balls deep into Courtney. She wrapped her legs tightly around me, pulling me close as I thrust faster and harder and came, emptying myself into her as I shuddered and gasped.

I softened inside her as my lips lingered on hers, then rolled off and pulled her close. It felt like a dream, but after the nightmare I'd been experiencing for the past few years, I hoped I’d never wake up.

“Did you like it?” Kinsey asked as she climbed to my other side and rested her head against my chest. I wrapped my arm around her and nodded, too spent to respond with more than a grunt.

“I think he liked it,” Courtney said as she traced her finger over my pecs and sighed. My bedroom was cast in shadows, and my heart raced as she pressed herself against me.

“I love being with you,” I finally said, and Courtney sat up, then leaned down to kiss me. “And I love being with you,” I said to Kinsey, who did the same, then rested her hand against Courtney’s cheek and kissed her. It was beautiful and right, and was the perfect end to a fantastic day.


Chapter 9



My bed was way too small for three people, and I woke up early Monday morning in a tangle of arms and legs. Kinsey’s face was smashed flat against her pillow with Courtney in the middle, and as I rolled out of the bed and tiptoed out, I couldn’t believe what was happening. I took a leak, then stared at myself in the mirror. There was gray in my scruff and fine lines around my eyes, and I attempted to reconcile the man I saw in the mirror with the person inside.

What the fuck did they see in me? I wasn’t a harem guy. Wait, was this even a harem? No, only two. At least I hadn’t crossed that line yet. That made me laugh, and I groaned, then brushed my teeth, wondering what the hell I was even doing.

I shouldn’t think about it. Sometimes things just happened, and there was absolutely no reason to look this particular gift horse in the mouth. I needed to protect myself, keep it grounded, not fall for them, even though it was way too late for that. I sighed, then got undressed and hopped into the shower. Class started in a few hours, and I figured I could get some editing done before I left.

The lukewarm water actually felt good. I’d always taken showers that were too hot and ended up walking around sweaty for hours. Maybe I wouldn’t fix it. I was so caught up in my thoughts that I didn’t notice the shower curtain slide open and someone step in behind me.

“Morning,” I said as Courtney slid her arms around my waist, then turned me around, the movement awkward in the small shower.

“Morning.” She was as beautiful when she woke up as when she went to sleep, and I leaned down to kiss her, burrowing my hands into her dark hair as I pulled her close. Her morning breath even smelled good, and she expertly maneuvered me out of the way and herself into the stream of water, then leaned back, her perfect tits thrust out as she let the water wash through her dark hair. She turned around, handing me the bottle of shampoo, and I lathered her up, enjoying the sensation as my fingers worked through the silky dark tresses.

Then I drifted down her body, cupping her breasts with my hands as she leaned against me, my hard cock pressed against her soapy back, then sliding between her thighs. It felt good, and she tightened them as my hand slid lower, pushing into her mons then across her clit. She shuddered, and I pulled her closer, flicking across the tiny bundle of nerves as the water poured over us.

I pumped into the soapy gap between her thighs as her body trembled and she reached out, bracing herself against the tiled wall as she shivered and I came, shooting my load into the soapy water, unable to believe what had just happened. It felt both chaste and filthy, and she turned around and kissed me.

“I’ve decided to sell my house,” she murmured softly, and I was shocked.

“Really, why?”

“If it’s gone, there’s no reason for Gary to visit. He always uses checking on it as an excuse.” She paused, rinsing the soap out of her hair and off her body. “I’m ready to move on.”

She turned and pressed herself against me, her dark eyes sparkling. “Of course, I’m assuming that I have a place to stay.”

“Absolutely, as long as you want, or need, or whatever…” I started, and she kissed me again. It was exciting, but also terrifying. We were basically living together now, but was I ready? I pushed the nagging doubts away; now was not the time to get stuck in the weeds.

She turned off the water, then grabbed a towel from the pile on the shelf.

“What are you doing today?” I asked as she dried herself and leaned against the doorframe.

“Going back to my place for a hot shower,” she said with a sexy grin, and I rolled my eyes.

“Fine, I’ll get a new water heater. Will that be enough to keep you interested?”

“I’m not here for the hot water, Adam.” She stood on her toes and pecked my lips, then walked out and into her room, shutting the door behind her. Regis stared at me expectantly, and I got dressed, then opened the door to the beach.

It was a pleasant morning. The sun was shining, but it wasn’t too hot. Regis was in rare form and started barking aggressively at one of the larger dogs in the neighborhood. The dog capitulated, rolling onto his back, and Regis sniffed him, dominance successfully asserted. I whistled, then waved at the owner and the little white ball of pure energy raced back towards me, then into the house.

Courtney was still in her room and I started a pot of coffee, then turned on my laptop. The script stared back at me, and I checked my emails. Chris was happy with the first round of edits and had sent them over to Trent.

This guy is sensitive, so don’t expect an enthusiastic reception. I’ve set up the meet and greet for Wednesday at eleven am. You can make it, right? Let’s grab lunch afterwards. Maybe you can bring that hot piece of ass with you too. Lisa and I are on the last leg, and I’m looking for a replacement. Just joking man. See you Wednesday.

I seethed, but replied and told him that Kinsey was busy, but I would be there. I hated him with every fiber of my being, but I also knew that he was my key back in. Teaching was great, but writing was in my soul, and I’d never feel complete until I saw my name on the big screen again.

I made the mistake of reading the message again and wanted to chuck the laptop across the room. It wouldn’t fix anything, but I needed some sort of catharsis. For now, I just had to deal with his bullshit and hope that I could tell him to fuck off at some point in the near future.

“What time will you be back?” Courtney asked. I glanced at my bedroom door. Kinsey was still asleep, and I had to leave soon.

“I’ve got the seminar this afternoon, so probably not until tonight. Do you want to bring Kinsey to town and meet me for dinner?”

“Yeah, that would be nice. I’ve been really lax for the last week so I have to do some videos today.” She chewed on her lip, then looked down at her coffee. “That house is perfect for filming, but it’s never felt like mine. I know this isn’t mine either, but it’s warm and comfortable, you know, safe.”

“Like me?” The words slipped out, and I wished I hadn’t said them. She didn’t need to hear about my insecurities. There was nothing women hated more than an insecure guy. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to say it out loud.”

She smiled, then lowered her lashes. “Don’t be ashamed of that, Adam. I’ve spent my whole life acting like someone I’m not. I have to be sexy and confident, when inside I’m terrified, afraid of what people say about me. All I’ve really wanted is a home and you’ve given me that.”

It felt good. I wasn’t sure if she was just saying it to make me feel less like a piece of shit or not, but I enjoyed caring for her and Kinsey. Kim had always been a wonder of self-sufficiency, and Josh didn’t need me either, so knowing that Courtney and Kinsey depended on me made me feel good. I didn’t know what else to say, so I wrapped my arms around her and kissed the top of her head.

“You can stay as long as you want, and don’t feel like you have to, you know…”

“That’s the bonus,” she said with a laugh, pulling away as my bedroom door opened and Kinsey stumbled out.

“Shit, what time is it?” She was wearing a flimsy tank top, her tits bouncing as she walked towards us, her blonde hair was messy and tangled. I checked my watch.

“Fuck, I have to go.” I leaned down to kiss Courtney and gave Kinsey a peck, and grabbed my backpack and keys before heading out. “Dinner tonight. Let me know where you want to meet.”

They waved goodbye, and I raced down the stairs and hopped into the Porsche. The drive into the city was easy, and as I pulled into my parking space, I heard someone shout my name. I glanced over and saw Sean heading in my direction.

“Morning, man,” he said, giving me a shake, then motioning towards the building. “You look exhausted. Didn’t get much rest this weekend?”

“Something like that,” I mumbled.

“You’ll be at the seminar this afternoon, right?”

“Yeah, but I won’t be here on Wednesday. Can someone fill in?”

“No problem. I’ll take it.” He paused, staring at me, and I could tell there was a problem. “You’re honestly doing a great job. Seth called and told me he won’t be back, would you consider making this permanent? It’s crazy, but the students actually seem to like you.”

“I’ll uh…” I couldn’t imagine doing this every day for the rest of my life, but wasn’t sure how to tell him that. “I’ll let you know, okay?”

“That’s fine. I understand. Also, uh…” Shit, here comes what he really wanted to talk about. “I don’t know what’s going on with you and that student I saw you with, but this place looks down on that sort of thing. What you do in your free time is your business, but keep it away from campus, okay?”

“She’s not a student, Sean.” I lowered my voice, not wanting the people walking by to hear. He and I were friends, but not close enough to be having a discussion about my sex life.

“I get it, but she looks like she could be and that kind of thing really ruffles feathers around here. Like I said, what you do in your personal life is no one’s business, but keep it off campus.” I didn’t know how to respond, so I just nodded and pulled my backpack tighter as we walked inside. The brief conversation kept me distracted throughout the entire class, and the more I thought about it, the more agitated I became. I dismissed the students a few minutes early, gathered my things and kept my head down as I walked across the campus, seething.

I wasn’t doing anything wrong. Kinsey wasn’t a student. Just because she looked like one meant nothing. There was no impropriety. I walked into a busy cafe and ordered, then sat at a small table, stewing internally as I checked my messages. The only one I was interested in was one from Courtney.

Meet you at La Cirque at six? Dinner’s on me, btw. <3

I smiled and shook my head. She was probably making more money than me doing whatever she did, and I couldn’t believe that shilling shit on social media was actually a job. Of course, whatever I was doing didn’t feel like one either. I needed to adjust. Things weren’t going back to the way they were just because I wanted them to, and the only thing I could do was adapt.

Everything was changing, except me.

I’d be meeting with Chris and Trent in a few days, and I needed to have the first half of the episodes finished. I opened my laptop and stared at the words on the screen. They weren’t bad words, in and of themselves, but the main character’s motivation was all over the place. His father was murdered by a rival family, and he was ‘obligated’ to avenge him. Trent threw that word out there without establishing the main character’s loyalty to the criminal underworld in any meaningful way.

Why would any of these guys follow him? Why wouldn’t one of them try to take control? Organized crime wasn’t run like a monarchy; there was no primogeniture. I felt there was a fatal disconnect with the world he was trying to build and focused on beefing up the motivation.

I opened a new doc and made some notes, then visualized a new opening scene for the first episode and started typing furiously. By the time I glanced at my watch, I was running late for the seminar. I swore, then shoved my shit into my bag and raced out, dashing across the quad and through the maze of buildings until I found the auditorium and snuck in, barely on time. The room was full of students, and even though I had been to two of these so far; they weren’t getting easier.

Sean was there along with another former colleague I recognized. I put down my bag and sat at the table in front of the room as Sean passed out copies of scripts that had been submitted, then introduced the participants. A few students would make a pitch, and we would respond, using our years of experience in the industry to guide them. Part of me wanted to tell them to run, that their jobs would soon be supplanted and to become a car mechanic or welder or a career that was evergreen, but I understood that urge to create and I couldn’t bring myself to tell them the awful truth.

I flipped through the first few pages of the script on top. It was a romantic comedy. I hated romcoms, but I knew they were popular and would be an easy pitch. The next one was a war movie - meh. The last one actually looked interesting. It was a thriller, which was my specialty, and I skimmed through the first few pages; the words actually grabbed my attention, and I was so distracted that I missed Sean clearing his throat and motioning for the proceedings to begin.

The girl who walked to the front of the room was cute in a wholesome, giggly way and looked nervous — I felt bad for her, but getting torn apart was part of the creative process and she needed to learn how to take it. She perched on a stool to our right, and Sean moved the microphone in front of her and gave her a reassuring smile before taking his seat.

“Eve has generously offered to go first. While we need to be honest about the prospect of getting a script produced, criticism should be constructive” Sean said, and I noticed that the students also had copies of the script that they rifled through. This was incredibly tough, and she looked like she was going to pass out.

“Hi. My name is Eve,” she laughed nervously. This was not going to go well. “My script Falling for Love is a romantic comedy about a window washer who falls for one of the tenants in a high-rise building where he cleans the windows. She accidentally causes him to fall from his harness, then they fall in love.”

“Ok, thanks Eve,” Sean said, flipping through the first few pages. “I noticed that the meet-cute doesn’t happen until the mid-point. Usually that takes place at around the twenty percent mark. I’d consider fixing that.” Sean’s suggestion was helpful, and Eve explained the reasoning for her decision.

I zoned out, thinking about dinner, the script I was working on, anything else, and when I heard my name being called, I jolted back to reality. “Any input, Adam?”

“Uh…” I flipped through the pages and cleared my throat. I needed to say something constructive, but this thing was vapid and dumb. I couldn’t totally shred it, so I picked the one solid thing about the script that seemed the most off. “He’s working on a high-rise building. Wouldn’t the fall kill him?”

The room went silent, and I wasn’t sure if I’d been the only one to see a glaring plot hole or if there was some important detail that I’d missed.

“Good point, Adam. I think that’s something that Eve should address in the next draft.” Sean was fully aware that I’d been zoning out, and I tried to think of something positive to say about the schlock in front of me, but there was nothing, so I kept my mouth shut.

The next two pitches were slightly better, and I forced myself to pay attention and contribute, and by the time the thing was over, I was actually enjoying myself. The students responded well to input, and I hoped that they’d be able to fix their issues and succeed.

After the students left, I turned to Clint, the former colleague, and shook his hand. “Sean got you too?”

“Yeah, it was better than training AI models,” he said with a laugh, and I shrugged. “I have to shove off, but I’ll see you later. Take care.”

He left, and Sean sidled up to me, the disapproving look in his eyes intensifying, and the clock on the wall ticked. “You need to look less miserable, Adam. You’re giving good input, but I can feel your distaste for the process and I know the kids can too.” Kids. I wrinkled my nose. “Adam…”

“I know, I know. I’m sorry, I just can’t help but feel like they’re walking off a cliff, you know. Even the ones who have it, where will they be in ten years? The industry is dead, Sean, and we’re pushing them into the abyss.” I said too much and wished I could take it back. I needed this job. It was a favor, and Sean could find a hundred other guys who would be thrilled to do it.

“Adam, everyone knows what it’s like out there. These kids are finding out first hand, but they want what they want. All we can do is to help them out, guide them in the right direction and hope that a few of them find a foothold.” He reached out and gripped my shoulder, squeezing. He was a good guy, one of the few in this goddamn miserable place and I needed to remember that. “It was tough when we started too, remember? I mean, there’s a reason I started teaching.”

I exhaled, then nodded, staring across the parking lot at the palm trees and the tall, scrubby mountains beyond. I’d lived here my whole life and never really left the places I was familiar with. I wondered what it was like up there, looking down at the city. I shook my head and returned my attention to Sean.

“Like I said, you’re doing a good job. The students like you and respect you and you should be proud of what you’ve done, but you’re living in the past and you have to move on. I’m telling you this as a friend.”

That last bit was like a slap in the face, and I ran my fingers through my hair, groaning, realizing that even though I hated hearing it, he was absolutely right.


Chapter 10



I drove towards the oceanfront and La Cirque, hoping that Kinsey and Courtney had a better day than me. Teaching was nice for now, but I wasn’t sure I could deal with the daily grind indefinitely. Sean’s offer of a recurring position was solid, but could I see myself doing this for the rest of my life? I shook my head. Maybe this thing with Chris would turn into something more permanent, but I wasn’t counting on it.

Courtney’s SUV was already in the lot. I locked the Porsche and went inside the trendy nu-French vegan restaurant that was in an old coast guard building. The interior lighting was artfully dim, and the view of the beach was spectacular. The crowd was the usual Los Angeles mix of industry insiders and auxiliary professionals. I was informed by an attractive hostess that my group had arrived, and she pointed towards the back.I wasn’t really in the mood for a few grilled veggies arranged artfully on a plate with a side of attitude from the waiter, but here I was, and when I saw the girls sitting in a booth near the back, I waved. They looked happy, and I felt a thousand percent better just seeing the two of them. Courtney whispered something to Kinsey, who covered her mouth with her hands and broke into a fit of giggles that echoed through the restaurant.

As I slid in beside Courtney, Kinsey leaned over to give me a kiss, and I noticed a patron at a neighboring table cut her eyes. The look intensified when Courtney did the same thing, and I felt mildly embarrassed, then reminded myself that it didn’t matter, that I was happy and the rest of the world could go fuck itself.

“Hey, how was your day?” Courtney purred, gripping Kinsey’s hand in hers, and I was still surprised how well they were getting along. I had a feeling that Courtney saw Kinsey as the little sister she never had, but there was no way she’d do the things she’d done to Kinsey with a relative, at least I hoped not.

“Okay. What about you?”

“It was so much fun. I helped Courtney film a few segments for her socials,” Kinsey said, beaming. It was nice to see her so excited, and I was grateful to Courtney for letting her tag along.

“Hopefully I’ve caught up,” Courtney said, smiling. “I’m trying to secure some new sponsors so now isn’t a great time to slack off.”

“How many videos do you need to make every week?” I asked, grabbing one of the dry breadsticks from the basket in front of us and taking a bite.

“Ideally, a hundred, but it’s usually closer to fifty.”

“Can you take a break after you get to a certain point, like bank on the stuff you’ve already done?” I was genuinely curious about the process and couldn’t imagine pumping out so much content on a daily basis.

“No, and it really sucks,” she said, pouring me a glass of water as I listened intently. It was both awful and fascinating. “I have a few different audiences. The first is the fitness enthusiasts, second are the gooners and the third are the ones who hate watch. They always post nasty shit, no matter what,” she laughed, and I realized that being out there like that must be tough. “The fitness enthusiasts are my most profitable audience, they’re the ones I’m shilling stuff to, but the gooners keep the numbers up.”

“I guess guys like Devin are in groups one and two?” I ask, and she nods.

“Yeah, they’re my most reliable viewers,” she played with the fork in front of her and chewed on her lip. “I used to interact more with them, but sometimes it gets creepy, so I mostly stopped, try to keep it official, but when the numbers dip, sponsors start looking for creators with higher views and engagement.”

“God, that sounds fucking miserable.”

“It is. I’d love to quit, but at this point, there’s nothing else that pays nearly as much and I want to get my savings account in good shape before the gravy train runs out.”

She’s smart, too. The waitress comes to take our order, and I get the fake-meat burger.

“Maybe I could help with editing,” Kinsey piped up, and Courtney nodded.

“If I didn’t have to edit my videos, I’d be able to make so much more content. I can teach you how to use the editing software if you want.” Courtney looked excited, and so was I. Kinsey needed some direction, and this could be a fantastic opportunity for her.

“I think…”

“Dad?”

Time froze except for the pounding of my heart, and I turned to see Josh standing next to the booth.

Christ.

“Hey…Josh.” Those two words were the most awkward I’d ever uttered, and my mind raced as I tried to think of some way to explain what was happening.

“Kinsey, how are you?” Josh’s eyes brightened when he saw her, and it was like a knife through my heart as he leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I’ve been meaning to come check in. You doing ok?” The look on his face was hopeful, and she glanced at me, then back at him.

“I’m doing really well, actually.” She beamed, and Josh turned his attention to Courtney.

“Sorry, Josh, this is my neighbor, Courtney. Regis’ mom.” I spit out. “Courtney, this is my son, Josh.”

“Oh, ok. Nice to meet you.” He smiled casually, and I assumed he didn’t know who she was.

“Hi, it’s good to finally put a face to a name.” Courtney stuck out her hand and Josh shook it, but his gaze was still fixed on Kinsey.

“Nice to meet you, too,” Josh said politely and glanced at me.

“Do you want to join us?” I asked. “We’ve got room.”

I was torn. This was the son I loved more than my own life and had raised in a marriage that I thought was happy and normally I would do anything to spend time with him, but this wasn’t how I wanted him to find out about what was going on. I wanted to sit down and have that conversation alone, man to man. I should’ve done it sooner, but I was a coward who couldn’t face up to his choices.

“No, thanks, I’m with a group of friends.” He pointed towards a table across the room.

“Too bad,” I said, unnerved by how relieved I felt. “Let’s get together at the end of the week. Maybe for coffee or lunch?”

“Yeah, I’d like that,” he said, smiling as he looked at Kinsey one last time, then said goodbye to everyone and walked towards his group of friends. It was hard to relax, and my gaze kept drifting towards him and the group he was with. He looked over at me once, and I thought I saw something that resembled accusation, but knew it was all in my head. I tried to rationalize my decision, but couldn’t as I remembered how he looked at Kinsey. Was I willing to give up my relationship with my son for a shot at happiness? Would he force me to do that?

“...on the beach tomorrow. Hopefully the weather’s going to cooperate,” Courtney said, and I forced myself back to the surrounding conversation. “Hello, Earth to Adam.” She waved her hand in front of my face, and I jerked out of my trance and apologized.

“Sorry, I’m just distracted. I…” I decided to be honest. “I still haven’t told Josh about what’s going on between me and Kinsey and I’m worried it’s going to make him hate me.” I confessed, fixating on the glass in front of me as I spun it around a few times and stared at it obsessively.

“Yeah, Kinsey mentioned she used to date him,” Courtney said, chewing on her lip. “Come clean, Adam. He’ll hate you if you don’t.”

“I know,” I said, slightly irritated and not wanting to be reminded again of my shortcomings. “There’s a lot at stake with the divorce and everything, so I’ve been trying to keep it from him. I don’t want to make things worse than they already are.” Courtney’s eyes widened, and I could tell that she understood exactly what I was talking about.

“I can tell him if you want,” Kinsey piped up, and I laughed. “I still like him as a friend, but I’m not interested in getting back together. If I told him that, then he’d move on, he’s not the type of guy who obsesses.”

“He’s rational to a fault. Just like his mom,” I said. “I have to do it myself.”

The resolution sounded good, but the reality was going to be much more difficult.


Chapter 11



“What’s this I hear about you getting into it with Gary Testavera?” Chris and I were sitting in the reception area of the streaming company that was interested in producing Trent’s show. I wasn’t in the mood to discuss the altercation and shrugged it off. It felt like a lifetime ago, and Courtney hadn’t heard from her asshole ex-husband since. I considered the incident over and done with, but Chris was the kind of guy who would rather die than miss out on a juicy piece of gossip.

“He was married to my neighbor and keeps harassing her. I told him to fuck off and he told me I was done.” I chuckled nervously. “Joke’s on him, I’m already done.”

Chris scoffed, then rolled his eyes. “He’s not a good guy to have as an enemy, Adam. You should’ve just let it go.”

I ignored the advice; there was no way I could let him treat Courtney like that. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. Chris looked like he wanted to dig deeper, but I put the kibosh on that conversation and redirected his attention to the reason we were here.

“Where’s the wunderkind?”

“He’s already up there. The team wanted to chat with him first, to make sure that he would be okay moving ahead with the rewrites. These guys have zero patience for that prima donna shit now. If he doesn’t agree, they’ve got ten more guys lined up with pitches who will cause one hundred percent less of a headache. The only reason they need Trent is for his name, he’s got a prime following and they see dollar signs in trying to woo them onto their service.”

God, I hate this so much.

“So if he says no to the rewrites, then that’s it?”

“Basically, yeah.” I felt like I was wasting my time, but when the receptionist came out with a distant smile, I hoped the news was good.

“The two of you can go in now.” I breathed a sigh of relief. We’d made it through stage one.

I motioned for Chris to go ahead, and we walked into the large conference room. The lineup was what I expected: a few junior executives in business casual attire. They stood at attention as Chris made the introductions. I glanced over at Trent, unsure what I had expected, but the man in front of me was not him. He was rail-thin, with a few acne splotches on his pale skin, but I absolutely recognized the look of annoyance that was plainly etched onto his features. I gave him a nod; he nodded back, and I returned my attention to the men on the other side of the table.

“Hi everyone. We’ve all met before, but this is Adam Cushing.” I smile and make eye contact with the panel, then lean over the table to shake their hands. “I’ve brought him on to do a rewrite of Trent’s excellent script. There were just a few issues we noted and I think that Adam’s done a good job of addressing them, so hopefully we can move forward and get this thing produced.”

He sat, and I took the seat next to him. The room was silent as the panel flipped through the script, looking at my notes, and one of the older guys stared at me and smiled.

“You wrote The Thrill of the Hunt, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, that was me.”

“God, that movie was hot,” he mumbled, then closed the script, staring at Trent. “Look, I’m an executive, I get paid to look at numbers, not scripts, so I have no clue if this is good or not. If we put a bunch of money behind this, will you be able to bring over your existing fan base? That’s honestly all we care about, the quality of the material is secondary to the profitability.”

“Yes, I think I can convince my fans to subscribe.” Trent glanced at me, but his expression was inscrutable. I couldn’t tell if he was pissed, but I knew he was as uncomfortable as I was. Guys like us weren’t meant to be in situations like this. We shouldn’t be dealing with fans and contracts and numbers - we were idea men and this type of shit was extremely detrimental to ideation.

“We’re going to give this the consideration it deserves. Thank you, gentlemen. We’ll be in touch.” The meeting took less than five minutes, and I realized that Trent and I were incidental, irrelevant. It hurt, but I tried not to let it show.

I shook their hands, fairly certain that this was the last time I’d see any of them. Even if they greenlit it, the only thing they gave a shit about was the numbers. They couldn’t care less about the process.

We said our goodbyes, and Trent, Chris, and I walked downstairs and into the lobby in silence. A cloud hung over our small group, and when Trent turned to face me, I worried he was upset. Instead, he smiled and extended his hand.

“The rewrites look good, man. I really appreciate you taking a look.” I was pretty sure he meant it, even though it could be tough for a young guy like him to accept. “Maybe we could meet up next week to discuss the rest.”

“I’d like that,” I said, meaning it. He actually seemed like a good guy. We exchanged numbers and shook hands, and promised that we’d get together.

“Let’s go get some lunch,” Chris said, slapping my back as we walked towards his car.

*****

“I think the meeting went well,” Chris announced, waving the waitress over and ordering a drink. I got soda water even though I wanted to drain the bar. Trent seemed like a good kid, but the crux of the situation was that it didn’t matter if the rewrites were award caliber, the studio was only interested in the numbers, period. It had always been that way to a certain extent, but now that they were saying it out loud, it really hurt.

The restaurant we were at was more of a diner, a place frequented by industry middlemen who wanted to be seen making deals. They also served cheap booze and had a nice selection of deli sandwiches. We sat in a booth by the door, and Chris waved at a few of the guys he knew on the other side of the open dining area.

“Did it?”

“Yeah, I’ve known Samuel, the one on the end, since he was a kid. I think he’ll go for it just because of that.” Chris looked confident, and I wanted to believe him, but was having a rough time finding anything positive about what had happened. We hadn’t even made a verbal agreement. It was open-ended, and I felt like Chris was blowing smoke directly up my ass.

“Look, Adam, you’ve got to get over this auteur bullshit. We all know you’ve got talent, but you have to write to the market now. The old studio system is gone, it’s never coming back and you need to change.”

Wait. I need to change. What about you, you fucking hack?

I shook my head, forcing the thought out. I had to make this work.

“I never thought of myself as an auteur, Chris. You know that,” I took a sip of my drink as what he was telling me sank in. As much as we all hated the studios, at least they were fair; they tried to make quality and would go out on a limb for projects that they had faith in, even if there wasn’t much hope of recouping costs.

“I know, Adam, but seeing you in there was sad.”

“Fuck,” I mashed my face in the heels of my hands, then tried to shake off the aura of doom that was draped around me like an ill-fitting cape. “Do you think they’re going to move ahead with the project?”

Chris picked up his phone and flipped through his messages. “Nothing yet. I’d give it a fifty-fifty chance. They’re hard up for content right now, but I don’t know if they’re willing to put in the money this thing needs to get produced right. I know Trent’s not happy with the situation, but he seems to be fine with your suggestions, so even if this doesn’t work out, there’s a chance we could take it somewhere else.”

“Any ideas?”

“The streaming services are consolidating, so the options are more limited than they were a few years ago — if none of them bite, the project’s dead. We’ll have to shelve it and move on to something else.” His words didn’t inspire any confidence, and I saw the teaching gig as more than a temporary lifeline. At least I had that, and I needed to keep Sean happy. “Anyway, try not to let it get you down. I go through a handful of these a week and this was better than most of them.”

I eyed his drink, tempted to order one for myself, but realized that it wouldn’t fix anything.

“Is Kinsey joining us? I was really hoping to try to seal the deal on that before Lisa files.” My mind had drifted, but that jolted me back to reality.

“What? Uh, no. She’s busy.” I took a sip of my drink and stared at Chris. I hated him, hated everything about him. Why the hell had I put up with his bullshit for so long? I always told myself it was because of his connections, but I couldn’t remember the last time he had actually helped my career. He was a leech, feeding off of people with real talent, like Trent, then selling them off to the highest bidder.

I was seeing him for what he really was — a weasel, an asshole — and a rush of righteous anger suddenly surged through me.

“Yeah, well, maybe she’ll change her mind if I send her something nice. I’m pretty sure she was into me, but they like to be coy, you know, try to hype themselves up. I texted her a few times, but she’s just playing hard to get.”

“Maybe she’s not interested in you, Chris,” I said, clenching my jaw as I finally saw the man he was and realized that I didn’t want to be associated with guys like him. They made me sick — men like him and Gary were the type that kept us chained to the system with their connections and insistence that we needed them more than they needed us. Maybe they did need us. Maybe the new system was going to eat them alive and give us the opportunity to escape their backroom deals and insider connections.

My face must’ve betrayed my annoyance because Chris laughed, then took a drink, an infuriating smirk creasing his face as he leaned back in the booth and shook his head.

“You’re fucking her aren’t you? You dog. I knew it.” He looked at me as if he were proud, like I was finally on his level. There was no reason to deny it, so I scoffed, then played with the cocktail napkin. He smiled, then finished his drink and ordered another one.

“Maybe when you get done with her, you can send her my way. She’s one of those that you know is going to burn hot, so I want to get her while she’s still fresh.”

I could take a lot of shit. I’d eaten shit my entire adult life, just brushing things off, pushing them away, but hearing him talk about Kinsey like that lit a fire inside of me. I stood up, reached across the table, grabbed him by the collar of his five hundred dollar shirt and slammed my fist into his smug face. As it made contact, I didn’t think about the damage I was doing to my career or the fact that none of my so-called friends would ever talk to me again. I only thought about what he said.

Kinsey didn’t deserve to be talked about like that. She deserved to be treated like a human being, and his words were demeaning and cruel, and completely unnecessary.

“Have you lost your fucking mind?” Chris screamed, pulling back and holding his hand to his face as blood poured out of his nose. His eyes were pits of rage, and I knew he’d never get over this. I was done, and as I turned to leave the restaurant, I pulled out my phone and called a rideshare to take me to the university parking lot where I’d left my car. I spent the ride fuming and justifying what I’d done to myself.

What he said was over the line, and I couldn’t just let it slide. I loved Kinsey, as messy as she was, and I’d have to live with myself if I’d let it go. I wouldn’t be able to look at that guy staring back at me in the mirror every morning.

I massaged my knuckles, pain searing through them from the single punch, and realized that it was more than Kinsey. I hated him; I always had. He was a prick and deserved what he got.

You did the right thing, Adam.

Fuck.

We arrived at the school lot where my car was parked, and I pulled out my phone. There was a message from Courtney.

How did it go?

I typed a reply, then turned off my phone and threw it against a nearby tree. It shattered, and I swore, hopelessness seeping through every cell in my body. I’d fucked up my life so royally that I’d never be able to salvage it. I wanted a drink, but instead retrieved the destroyed phone and got into the Porsche, gripping the wheel before I started the engine and backed out.

I needed some time to decompress, so I drove south towards San Diego and the border. Part of me wanted to leave everything behind, sell the bungalow, go to Baja, start a beach bar, and live the complete slacker life. Then I thought about Courtney and Kinsey.

They’d probably bolt as soon as they heard about what happened anyway; no woman wanted to be with a loser, especially women like them. I didn’t want to go home with my tail between my legs; having to face them knowing that my future in the industry was over was just too much.

I had officially bottomed out.

It was early afternoon and, like almost every other day in Southern California, the sun was shining cheerily overhead. I drove aimlessly through San Diego, then parked in a lot by the beach. My phone screen was splintered, but I could turn it on. The message from Courtney taunted me with false hope, and I turned it off, then shoved the device into the glove box.

Kim always knew what to say to make me feel better, but Kim was gone. Josh probably was too. The look he gave me at dinner the other night told me everything I needed to know. I’d lost everything, and I could already feel myself pushing away the only good things left in my life. I wanted to scream, to let out all the anger and frustration that had built up inside of me, but I didn’t. I was an adult, and I needed to get back to the task of being functional.

I took one last look at the horizon, signalling the beginning of the end of another day, then drove home.


Chapter 12



“We were getting worried about you. How did the meeting go?” Kinsey greeted me, standing from the sofa where she had been lounging and walked closer as I dropped my things off next to the door.

“We’ll see.” I didn’t want to admit my failure, and there was no way I could explain what had happened with Chris without bringing up what he said. She didn’t need to know. “What did the two of you do today?”

“More videos,” she said with a giggle, pulling me down on the sofa next to her and cuddling up beside me. I wrapped my arms around her, stroking her back and enjoying the sensation of her body molded against mine. She sighed. “I should probably tell you that Josh called. He wants to get back together.”

I felt numb. I had hoped he would lose interest, but it sounded like he hadn’t. Kinsey was a part of my life now, and I’d miss her if she decided to go, but she had to make that decision on her own.

“What did you tell him?” I was worried that she could hear my pounding heart and realize how terrified of losing her I was.

“I told him…” she started, sitting up and smiling, her blue eyes piercing through me. “That I thought we were better as friends.”

I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but knew that the problem wasn’t solved. I looked down at her, remembering what Chris had said, then kissed the top of her head, breathing in her spicy scent. Her heart pounded in her chest, and a few seconds later, Courtney walked in with Regis, who jumped onto the sofa, licking my face furiously as he whined for attention.

At least he would always love me; of that I had no doubt.

“I need to tell you something,” I said as Courtney positioned herself in the chair across from Kinsey and draped her long legs over the arm. She looked radiant and happy, and I wanted to remember her like that. Kinsey sat up, a worried expression etched on her pretty features.

“I don’t think I’ll be getting that series,” I exhaled, expecting them to jump up and leave without a goodbye, but Kinsey wrapped her arms tighter around me.

“I’m sorry,” Courtney said, frowning. When she got up and sat down on the other side of me, leaning closer and kissing me on the cheek, I wondered if maybe they hadn’t heard me.

“I probably won’t have any other writing opportunities coming in for a while, but I’ll still be teaching. Sean offered me a permanent position at the university and I think I’m going to take it.”

“That’s hot,” Courtney said, draping her arm around my shoulders and turning to face me. “I’ve always wanted to fuck a sexy professor.”

I burst into laughter and immediately felt better. “But I’m not your professor.”

“Mmm, close enough.” She kissed me and Kinsey sat up, watching as the kiss deepened, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. They didn’t care about how successful I was or how many awards I won; they wanted me for me. Courtney’s eyes opened, and she leaned back, studying me for a second, and I wondered what sexy thing she would say now. “Quit thinking, Adam, you’re ruining it.”

I burst into laughter, and so did she. When Kinsey got off the sofa and onto her knees in front of me, and Courtney joined her, I took that advice. My mind cleared as they lowered my zipper and Kinsey gripped my cock, stroking me as Courtney got behind her, peeling off her shirt and cupping her breasts, squeezing her soft pink nipples between her fingers as Kinsey wrapped her tongue around me then pressed her lips against my shaft, leaving a trail of kisses up the length before taking me into her hot mouth.

“The two of us are going to fuck you, Adam and you’re not going to think about work or the future or anything else.” The first part was easy; the second was going to take a concerted amount of effort on my part, but Kinsey’s mouth went a long way towards making it happen. I leaned back on the sofa, giving in to the pleasure as Courtney sank down next to her, pressing her lips against my shaft, then sucking my balls between her pouty lips.

Two mouths and two pairs of hands were absolutely better than one, and I closed my eyes, giving in to the sensation as they took turns, giggling as they traded me off. Courtney was in awe of Kinsey’s lack of a gag reflex. “How do you do that?” she asked and Kinsey pulled away.

“Just open your throat, it’s easy, like this.” Kinsey demonstrated again, and Courtney stroked her hair as I slid into the blonde’s throat.

“Okay, let me try.” I appreciated that Courtney was a perfectionist, but this was one thing she just couldn’t do. She choked, then pulled back, grinning sheepishly. “God, I wish I could do that.”

“It’s fine. I wish I had tits like yours,” Kinsey leaned over, sucking Courtney’s sharp nipple between her lips as Courtney gasped. Watching them together was mesmerizing. They were two parts of a whole. Courtney was a studied perfectionist who worked to mold everything around her into what she wanted; Kinsey went with the flow and enjoyed the ride.

“Fuck, he’s thinking again,” Courtney wrinkled her nose as she scolded me, then climbed onto my lap, shedding her shorts as she straddled me. Kinsey guided me into the other woman’s soaking wet pussy, then perched on the sofa next to us. Courtney’s hips shifted slowly as she leaned down to kiss me, and I wrapped my hands around her waist, each movement sending me closer to the edge.

Her tits bounced enticingly directly in my field of vision and Kinsey was right, they were fantastic, round and tight with those tiny light brown nipples that were begging me to suck them. I pulled one between my lips, nipping it, and she squealed, her movements growing more frenzied as she rode me, a gasp escaping her throat as she clenched around me, an orgasm ripping through her body.

Kinsey leaned over, kissing her, then helping the other woman off before sliding her finger through her new friend’s cunt and bringing the slick digit to her lips and tasting it. “You taste so good,” Kinsey murmured as she kissed Courtney, then turned her attention to me.

“Ready for me, Daddy?” she whispered into my ear, sending a rash of chills through me as she mounted me backwards, grinding her round ass against me, my cock pressed between our bodies, still slick with Courtney’s juices. She knew how to tease me, and I loved it, loved how completely helpless I was around her, and hated that she was fully aware of what she did to me.

She pulled one of my hands to her soft breast as she leaned back, then brought the other to her clit, guiding me to her soaked cunt as Courtney watched, then moved to the floor to lick her sweet pussy.

Kinsey’s body spasmed as Courtney licked and teased, and I eased into her tight hole, her body adjusting as she shifted her hips. I breathed in her scent as her light gasps filled the surrounding space. Her pussy gripped me as Courtney’s tongue flicked over her clit, and I was on the verge of losing it completely.

Kinsey rode me for a few more seconds, her screams filling the living room as she came, and I could feel myself teetering on the edge. She moved to the floor next to Courtney, then kissed her as they stroked me and Courtney leaned over as I was about to come, taking my load in her mouth as my balls emptied. She swallowed, licking her lips like a satisfied cat, and they joined me on the sofa as I stared through the window over the dark beach.

“Jesus, that worked,” I mumbled, my mind completely empty, as Courtney started telling me about a new sponsor she was wooing, and she and Kinsey made plans for the next day.


Chapter 13



It was Thursday afternoon. Class had just wrapped up, and I noticed a message on my phone from Trent. He asked if I could meet him over the weekend, and I decided to call, surprised that he wanted anything to do with me after what happened with Chris. It rang a few times as I put my shit in my bag, then walked out of the classroom and into the hallway. He answered and immediately jumped into the middle of a conversation I didn’t know we were having.

“Dude, I can’t believe what you did to Chris Abrams. Hats off. I respect you way more now than before.” I was confused and dodged into the shared office, dumping my stuff on the desk as my heart raced, the pounding sensation the only thing I could concentrate on. Maybe I was having a heart attack.

“Did he, uh, did he tell you, or… How did you find out?” My mouth was dry, and I took a drink from my water bottle, then massaged my temples. If Trent knew, everyone else would too. Fuck. If Gary had been the final nail, the shit with Chris would be the Viking burial at sea.

“Everyone knows about it. Believe me, you’re not the only one who’s wanted to do it. I hate that guy and so do most of the people I’ve spoken with.” I scoffed. It was no secret that Chris was a massive douche, but everyone tolerated him because of his connections. Trent’s support was nice, but it didn’t fix the fact that I had probably jettisoned any chance of getting my career back on track. “Anyway, that’s not the only reason I called. I’ve been thinking about shaking him off for a while and there’s a no fault clause in my contract so I can break the production deal at any time.”

“Ok…” I didn’t know where the conversation was going, but I didn’t want to fuck it up by saying something stupid. Against all odds, whatever he was saying sounded positive.

“I’ve been contacted by a rival streaming studio. The script with your edits leaked and they’re interested in picking up the series. I told them I wanted to bring you on and they agreed, but you’ll need to get your agent to deal with the numbers.”

He paused, and my head spun. I knew I had to say something, but I couldn’t come up with the right words. It wasn’t exactly what I wanted, but it was a fair shot, a good jumping-off point. Maybe…maybe this was what I needed.

“Adam? You still there?”

“Yeah, sorry. That sounds great, uh…” I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that my agent had dumped me and that I’d have to find a new one. It didn’t matter. “Definitely, yes, uh…did they say anything about timelines or final approval on the script?”

“I’ll get the final call and if we can get the rewrites done in the next month, they want to start production in Vancouver at the beginning of next year. I’ve also asked them to credit you, for some reason, Chris had been against it, but it’s only fair.”

“What?” That bit of information made my pulse race. “He didn’t want me to be credited?”

“Yeah, it was wild. I brought it up to him and he told me that having your name on the script would keep it from getting picked up. You have a good reputation and an Oscar so that didn’t make any sense, but he insisted.”

That goddamn motherfucker. I was going to kill him.

Concentrate, Adam.

“I teach in the mornings, but I’m free all weekend. Maybe we could get together Saturday morning and hash out the rest of the notes.”

“Perfect. Anyway, I’ll get the producers to send the contract info to your lawyer asap so we can get moving on this. I’m really excited and have a couple of other ideas I’d like to run by you if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, no problem. See you Saturday.” I hung up, then sent a message to my old agent to see if he’d be willing to deal with the contract. It probably wouldn’t be a ton of money, but if Trent really wanted to keep working together, this could be the beginning of a second act. Once that was done, I refocused on Chris, and even though the smart little Adam inside of me told me to leave it alone, the dumbass Adam ultimately won.

I hopped into the Porsche and sped towards Chris’ house. I didn’t know what I was going to do when I got there, but there was no way I could let this slide. It sounded like he’d be working against me right when I needed him the most. All the anger and frustration I’d been experiencing over the past few years came to a head. Did he fuck with other job offers? Were there opportunities that had come along that he never told me about?

I stopped at the gate of his community, and the guard came out to greet me.

“I’m here to see Chris Abrams.” My name had been on the guest list, and I hoped he hadn’t removed it yet. When the guard waved me through, I smiled and drove towards his mansion. The immaculately landscaped lawn taunted me, and I stomped through the damp grass and towards his front door, banging on it as screamed out his name. I didn’t give a shit if the neighbors saw; I needed to settle this thing once and for all.

“Chris Abrams, you slimy bitch. Get the fuck out here!” I was furious, brimming with righteous anger. I needed to know why he would sabotage me and if he’d done it before. The door cracked open and his cleaning lady answered.

God, he was such a fucking pussy.

“Mr Abrams isn’t here right now. I can tell him you stopped by.” I saw a few faces at other windows as I screamed his name again. I wanted them to watch, to know that their neighbor was a garbage human being who deserved to be taken down a few notches.

I ignored her; she wasn’t the focus of my fury, and I wouldn’t take it out on her. She was just doing her job.

“Chris. I know what you did. You’re a worthless piece of trash and the only reason you have anything is because of your father. He was a good man and you’re living on what he built.” God, it felt so good to finally say that out loud. I saw a face peek out of the second-story window. It was him, the coward. He couldn’t even face me like a man.

“Why did you insist on me being uncredited?” I shouted, taking a few steps back, and he disappeared. “Fuck you!” The door closed, and the cleaner disappeared. When he actually came outside, walking slowly towards me as he held out his hands, I was shocked.

“Adam, I called the cops. They’ll be here in a few minutes. If you leave now I won’t press charges.”

“Why did you do it? I thought we were friends.” I lowered my voice, trying to calm myself. I didn’t want to hit him again, didn’t want to risk losing everything, but I needed to know if he had been working against me.

“We were never friends, Adam. My dad liked you, he thought you were talented, and appreciated the fact that you had done everything on your own.” Chris paused, and I listened for sirens, but didn’t hear any. Maybe he had been bluffing. “I thought you were an obnoxious cunt.”

I pushed aside the insult, wanting to get to the issue at hand.

“Did you sabotage me?”

“No, I…,” he paused, and I knew that was a lie. I glared at him, clenching my fists, and he took a few steps backward. “There were a few other meetings where your name was mentioned.” He looked at the grass, sliding his foot across it as he crossed his arms defensively. “I told them we could find a better option.”

“Jesus, Chris. This is my livelihood, it’s all I have.” I wanted to hit him, but his nose was still swollen and discolored from the last time, and I didn’t want to make things worse for myself. I had an incredible opportunity in front of me, and there was no way I was going to screw it up because I couldn’t control my anger. I turned away, walking across the lawn and towards my car. A few of the neighbors had come out to witness the confrontation, and when I heard the sirens in the distance, I knew that I should go, that I had to choose my battles, and this one wasn’t worth fighting.


Chapter 14



I waited at a trendy cafe near Josh’s apartment a few weeks later, nervously fiddling with the cutlery in front of me. There was one final plotline in my story that had to be resolved, and I knew that I’d been putting it off too long. Kinsey had made it very clear that she wanted to stay with me, and Josh needed to know, minus the dirty details. I couldn’t live a lie, and if Josh hated me for it, I’d have to reckon with that.

We were supposed to meet at eight. It was already eight-ten. Part of me was worried that he’d already found out somehow, that he was pissed that I didn’t come clean with him earlier. The divorce papers had already been filed, and Kim was enthusiastic to get it done. She had a lot more to lose now, and so did I; there was no need to cling to a past that was gone.

Eight-twelve. Fuck.

I looked at my phone. Nothing. Maybe something bad had happened. God. Being a father was a constant tug of war between the certainty that the worst had occurred and the joy of seeing that it hadn’t, and just as I was about to send him a message to make sure he was alright, he casually strolled in.

I waved him over. He smiled and didn’t look upset.

That’s your job, Adam.

“Josh,” I stood up, watching as he approached me, then gave him a hug. It was awkward. He was a big guy and had never been overly affectionate, even as a boy, but he leaned into it, and we sat down. “Glad you could make it.”

“Yeah, thanks. I’ve been wanting to do this for a while. I feel like ever since you and mom broke up, things between us have been strained.” His words were like a knife straight through my heart, and anxiety filled me, overflowing when I thought about what I was about to do.

“I’m sorry. I know the divorce has been rough. I felt like my world was falling apart, it’s just that…it’s been tough, you know?” I was rambling; my words were insipid and pointless, fodder, filler. The fact was that I’d moved on and I needed to let him know that. “How are things with you?”

“Pretty good,” he started, staring at the menu, then waving the waitress over. “Did you want anything to eat?”

“No, just coffee.” I rested my arm on the back of the booth and looked out at the busy street. I’d met with Trent, and things went better than I had planned, and against all odds, my agent agreed to take me back. He was in a semi-retired state in Acapulco, but said he needed the challenge that dealing with my career would offer.

“It’s good to see you, but there’s something we need to discuss.” We were interrupted when the waitress showed up, and Josh ordered a breakfast sandwich and fries. I’d practiced the speech in my head a hundred times, but I knew it wouldn’t play out the way I imagined, so I braced myself for the inevitable fallout.

“What is it, Dad?” He stared at me, and I considered walking it back, then realized I had to do it. Every day I put off coming clean would be another day I lied to him, and he didn’t deserve that. He was a man, and I needed to treat him that way.

“Kinsey and I are…” I toyed with the discarded straw wrapper on the table, choosing my words before I continued. “We’re…seeing each other.” I didn’t want to get graphic and hoped he could make the connection.

“What?” His gaze was blank, but I waited, the conversations around us ebbing and flowing as the seconds ticked by and the realization of what I was saying dawned on him.

“I didn’t plan on it happening, but she needed someone, and…”

“You were there for her?” Josh narrowed his eyes, and I could feel the accusation.

“Yes…I tried to stop it, but she kept pursuing, and I…”

“Why would she pursue you? You could be her father. Christ.” He wrinkled his nose, and I felt disgusting. This was worse than him telling me he hated me.

“I know. I said the same thing,” I mumbled, pushing my cup of watery black coffee across the table. There was no defense for what he was saying. He was right, and I knew it. “I told her I’d help her find a place, to get her on her feet, but she doesn’t want to go and honestly, I don’t want her to leave.”

“This entire thing was a huge mistake. I need to get her out of there,” Josh said, holding up his hands as his face wrinkled in annoyance, and I decided to nip this in the bud. He had a right to his opinion, but we were all adults who could make adult decisions, and I couldn’t allow him to treat Kinsey like a child. I knew he thought I took advantage of her, but she was an adult with agency and had every right to choose to live the way she wanted.

“I don’t need your approval, son. Neither does she. For the first time in years, I’m happy. The only thing I ask is that you respect our decision.” That got him. He exhaled, then leaned forward on the table, and I hoped he could accept this and that we could move on.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that, it was fucked up.” The words were what I wanted to hear, but I couldn’t tell if he meant them or not. It didn’t matter. “As long as you’re happy, it’s none of my business.”

His food arrived, and the waitress refilled my coffee. I wanted to say something, but everything sounded hollow and insipid, pointless and trite. He was entitled to hate me, and I shouldn’t take that away from him. It would pass, like everything and whatever else happened, I would always be there for him.

“What about Serena, did the two of you work it out?” I asked as he shoved a fry into his mouth, then shook his head.

“No, we ended up splitting,” he paused, raising his head so his gaze met mine. “I know it wouldn’t have worked out between Kinsey and I,” he started, then exhaled. “She was looking for someone to indulge her, care for her, and it’s easy to forget that I wasn’t interested in a situation like that.” He shook his head and laughed. “But she’s really great, you know? Just don’t hurt her.” He stared at me for a few more beats, his expression serious, then he grinned. I wasn’t sure he had gotten to the point of acceptance, but at least he didn’t hate me.

I’d take it. Life was too short to be miserable, and as the conversation drifted around school and my work with Trent, things finally felt normal, the weight I’d been carrying around sloughing off like an unnecessary second skin.

It felt fantastic.

“Come up to the bungalow this week for dinner. Courtney’s an amazing cook,” I said, and Josh narrowed his eyes as he threw his napkin on the table, and I took care of the bill.

“So you’re with her too? And Kinsey’s okay with that?” He arched his eyebrow in disbelief as he asked that, and I shrugged.

“It was their idea…” I started, then stopped. He didn’t need to know the details.

“Christ, just…just give me some time, okay?” I nodded, and we got up and I held the door open for him. I walked him to his car and gave him another hug.

“I love you, son.” I said as he unlocked the door.

“I love you too.” I knew he meant it, and as I watched drove off, I felt like maybe things would work out after all. Maybe my best days weren’t behind me. I looked at my watch and realized I was running late. I was getting a new water heater installed in the bungalow today, and I didn’t want to miss the guy.

I got into the Porsche, turned the key and listened as the engine roared to life, then pulled onto the busy street, excited to get home. The sky above me was bright blue, and I rolled down the windows and let the warm October breeze drift through the car as I shifted and sped up the highway, my future as bright as the California sun.
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