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Chapter One

“Erin, you know I love you, but I can’t do this anymore,” my wife said with tears streaming down her cheeks.

The people around us in the grocery store tried to pretend like they weren’t watching as my life fell apart. “Rachael, can we talk about this over dinner when we’re home?” I asked.

She shook her head, “I’ve been trying so hard, Erin, but I can’t keep doing this. I can’t pretend like everything is okay. I’m not a lesbian, I’m not bisexual, and I didn’t sign up for this when we got married. I married a handsome man, a man that I thought would be with me until the end.”

“I’m still that person, baby,” I said softly.

Rachael looked away from me, “You’re not.” She took a deep breath and turned back to face me, her sharp green eyes meeting mine, “You’re not the Jeffrey I married. He was a strong, brave man. I’ve tried to see you as that man. But you’re not even a shadow of who he used to be.”

“Can we please talk about this at home?” I asked again. The eyes that stared at us weren’t making this any easier on me. If we could have some privacy, maybe we could talk this out.

“Erin, I think it would be best if you didn’t come home with me. Do you think your mom would be willing to take you in until you find another place?” she asked.

“B-Baby.”

“This isn’t easy for me either, but I’ve tried for six months. I thought I could stay with you, but the hormones you’re taking are making you different. I can’t say I love you anymore,” my wife said. She wiped away the tears and took a deep breath, “I want a divorce.”

Four words, fired from her mouth like bullets. I ran my hands through my hair and sank to my knees slowly. My hands moved to my stomach and I put pressure on it as if that would stop the emotional pain. That sinking sensation in my stomach was all I had left as she put her hand on my shoulder, “You’re a good person, Erin. I’d love to be your friend, but I can’t be your wife.”

“W-What did I do wrong?” I asked.

She sighed and put her hand on my shoulder, “You’re making a scene. Get up, you didn’t do anything wrong. I’m sorry, Erin, but I’m not a lesbian. I’m not interested in women. You want to be a woman, that’s not something I can handle.”

My fists clenched at those words. I was making a scene? She could tell me she wanted a divorce in the middle of a store, but I couldn’t try to stop my heart from being ripped out of my chest?

“I’ve tried, Erin,” she said softly. “I’ll pack your things, stop by tomorrow evening to pick it all up.”

As the love of my life walked away, I sat on my legs and cried. Some people laughed quietly, others didn’t seem to care at all, but there were a few that cried along with me. Eight years of marriage, gone.

Two years later, my life returned to normal for the most part.

“Erin, do you think we’re going to get more customers soon?” my coworker, Hannah, asked.

I nodded, “I’d expect so, yeah. The apartment complex they’re building will probably mean more people moving in. I’ve been seeing a lot more faces around the town.”

One face that I wished I wouldn’t see anymore was my ex-wife’s. The love I had for her was still strong, but my heart couldn’t handle being around her. When we bumped into one another at a store or a restaurant, we would chat. It was only for courtesy. Neither of us were really comfortable.

Every time that ring on her finger glinted in the light, I wanted to cry again. Her husband worked at the water company and I had to see him every time I paid my bill. He wasn’t a bad man at all, but I held hate for him. Jealousy burned inside me.

Two years had passed and my heart was still on the floor of that grocery store, wounded and desperate for repair.

“Oh, I’ve already got one reserved for when the place is finished. They’ve got to be better than the ones I’m living in now,” she said.

My tone was flat as I said, “I imagine so, I’ve heard good things about how they’re coming along, but it’s still going to take a few more months.”

She smiled at me and tapped her fingers on the side of my desk, “Are you okay?”

“Hard to say. I don’t think I’ve been okay for a while, Hannah, but I’m going to make it through today and I’ll be in for work tomorrow. You don’t have to worry about me,” I said.

Hannah let out a quiet sigh and stepped closer to me. Her hand fell to my shoulder and she gave it a gentle squeeze, “It doesn’t work like that. You don’t get to help me when I’m down just to push me away when you need someone to talk to.”

I faked a smile and nodded to the large glass doors in front of us. She glanced over and sighed, “Saved by a customer. I expect to have a little chat when you’re done with her. Go do your thing, she looks like a wealthy little brat.”

“We don’t know that she’s a brat,” I said quietly and got up.

Hannah went back to her desk and I took a stick of gum from the pack on my desk. As the minty freshness filled my mouth, I put on another smile and walked to the door to hold it open for the woman, “Good morning, ma’am. Is there anything I can help you with today?”

The woman’s straight brown hair whipped around in the wind and she hurried inside. Her hand brushed the wild mess out of her face, “Good morning, I was hoping I could get some help looking for a car?”

“Absolutely, my name is Erin and I’d love to help you,” I said and she immediately turned right back around and stepped outside.

“Thanks, I saw this little red sedan on the way in and I thought it looked nice. I’m not sold on it, but there are more than a few cars out here to pick from,” she said. “And I’m Jamie.”

As she pointed to the car, the sleeve of roses tattooed on her arm caught my eye. They were interesting and while I’d love to get the story behind them, I had a job to do. Looking at my customers as numbers wasn’t a great thing, but with the past few months of sales being relatively low, I had to try to catch back up. I got paid either way, but the very small commissions were wonderful bonuses that my employer didn’t have to offer..

“You’ve got a good eye, Jamie. Mind if I ask what you’re looking for in a car?” I asked.

She smiled at me and shrugged her shoulders, “Honestly, I’m looking for it to not run me over four thousand and to last me at least a few years.”

“I’ve got a few cars that would fit that. Do you have a preference on color or anything else?” I asked.

Jamie nodded, “Blue would be great. If not, maybe white?”

“Sounds good to me, let’s go check out that red one first, then we can look through some other options to give you a full picture, sound good?”

“That would be perfect, thanks Erin.”

After thirty minutes of answering questions and making suggestions, we settled on a gray 2002 Ford Focus. It wasn’t the color she wanted, but she was more than happy to only have to pay about thirty-two hundred.

“This is the one?” I asked.

She nodded, “Can I test drive it? It looks great on paper, but I want to know how my car runs!”

“Yeah, that’s not a problem at all, I’ll go grab the key,” I said.

Jamie chuckled, “Do you guys have any water or anything in there?”

“I’ll bring you a bottle,” I said as I walked away.

Once I was inside, I called out, “Hannah, could you grab me a bottle of water real quick?”

“Sure thing, was she a brat?” Hannah asked.

I laughed quietly, “Surprisingly, no. She’s been really sweet and while she’s not a big spender, it definitely looks like she’s going to want to buy a car today.”

After I grabbed the key, I got the bottle of water from Hannah and joined Jamie outside again. I smiled at her and put the key in her hand, “Ready to go.”

“Wait, I get to drive?” she asked. “The other place I went to said I wasn’t allowed.”

“We’re covered, don’t worry. Unless you didn’t want to drive it?” I asked coyly.

She smiled and unlocked the car doors and got in. I joined her and she cranked the car, “Where am I allowed to go?”

“If you’d like to see how it feels on the interstate, you can take us there, then exit on the next ramp and drive back. Sound good?”

Jamie giggled and put the car in reverse before carefully pulling out of the parking spot. Once we were clear of the things she would have to pay for if damaged, she relaxed visibly. With a four-thousand dollar spending limit, I could imagine that she wouldn’t want to have to pick a different car due to not being able to afford this one anymore. Within a few moments, we were out on the road. She didn’t seem uncomfortable driving at all, which was a relief after some of the people I’d taken out before.

“So, what do you do for work?” I asked.

“I work at the pet store,” she said. “Part-time, not a lot of money coming in, honestly. When I’m not there, I’ve been trying to get a start selling digital art online, but that’s kind of hard. I’m just getting started, but it’s not exactly great money for how much time I’m putting in.”

She was sharing a little more than I expected, but that wasn’t something I was going to complain about. I rarely let myself have conversations like this with people. Jamie might not ever make an appearance in my life again, but for now, I was enjoying her company.

“Have you been looking for other work?”

“Not really, I love working with the animals, even if cleaning their cages is awful at times. What about you, what do you do when you’re not at work?” she asked.

I laughed. “I don’t do much outside of work.”

“No hobbies?”

“Not really. I’ve been kind of struggling to find the motivation to do much when I’m off work.”

“Is it that draining?”

“Not really, it’s more that I just don’t know what to do with myself when I’m at home.”

She smiled and turned onto the interstate. As she merged into traffic, she got quiet and once we were cruising at the speed limit, she continued, “I get that. It took me a lot longer to find a hobby I enjoyed than I expected. You’d think you’d know what you want to do in your free time. When I was still in college, it was so easy to just grab a drink with a friend or head out for dinner with one of them.”

“But down here, it’s a little hard to get back into the swing of things,” I finished for her.

“Pretty much. I’m just not sure what I want to do. So I just draw. It’s honestly more exhausting than I want to admit. Instead of a hobby, it feels more like a second job, which I want it to be a source of money at some point. I didn’t go to school to learn to draw just to let that skill go to waste,” she said.

“Yeah, but when all you do is work, you’re just going to be a ball of stress,” I said.

She nodded and turned on her blinker before turning off the interstate, “I guess you’d have more experience with that than I would. Want to do me a favor?”

“It would depend on what it was,” I said.

“You doing anything tonight?”

“No.”

“Cool, so you mind letting me pick you up for dinner? No strings attached or anything, but I think we both need to have some time out of the house. How does that sound?” she asked.

My gut reaction was to tell her no. But that could jeopardize the sale, and while I wasn’t hurting for money, it never hurt to have a larger nest egg. Besides, it was just dinner.

“I don’t see why not. It’s not every day I get asked out to dinner by a pretty woman. I think I’m just a little too old for most of them,” I said jokingly.

She chuckled, “I doubt it, how old are you?”

“Guess.”

“Twenty-six?” she asked after a moment of deliberation.

I smiled and chuckled, “No, I wish I was still that young. Thirty-three.”

“You’re kidding. I thought I was overshooting a little at twenty-six! I’m twenty-four. Almost a decade on me,” she said.

“Careful now, you keep reminding me that I’m getting old and I’ll have to turn down dinner.”

Jamie stopped at the red light that marked the middle of our small town of Asheville. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t do that. I hope that I can get your number when we’re filling out the paperwork?”

“Yeah, but do me a favor and don’t tell anyone that we’re going out tonight? I mean, you can tell people outside of the dealership, but they might not take it too well. Sounds like a date and I doubt they’d appreciate me coming onto you,” I said.

“But you didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t, but that’s how people would probably see it, Jamie. Think you could do that for me?” I asked.

The light turned green and she nodded her head, “Yeah, I can do that. You know, for spending most of my savings, I don’t feel like I’m being screwed over. Thanks, Erin, seriously.”

“For someone like you, I wouldn’t let you take a bad deal. That’s why I had to pull you away from that Toyota. It’s a good car, but our boss man put a ridiculous price on that one. Guess he just doesn’t want it to sell, it was his son’s first car. So I guess it’s sentimental,” I rambled.

As we pulled into the dealership, I continued, “Park at the front door so we can have the crew put some finishing touches on it for you.”

“Sure, let’s get this over so I can take you to dinner,” she said.


Chapter Two

Paying for my car with cash felt nice, even if it wasn’t an expensive new model. It would get the job done and it wouldn’t be something my dad did for me. As much as I loved him, he really did make me feel like I was still his little girl.

He’d paid for my college, my first car, and up until recently, he paid for my rent. I didn’t make the most money in the world, but it was time to jump out of the nest. Being an adult wasn’t easy, but if I didn’t take the leap now, I might never.

As we stepped out of the dealership, Erin spoke softly as she patted the roof of my car, “My cell number is on the back of that card I gave you. Seven sound good?”

“Seven would be great, thanks again,” I said as I let my eyes wander her body. She was a little on the skinny side, but it worked with her tall frame.

“Don’t worry about it, any idea what I should dress for?” she asked.

I twirled my key on my finger and shook my head, “Dress for a date.”

“A date?”

“Well, I mean, if you don’t know what to prepare for, go for something a little nice, right?”

She crossed her arms and took a step back, “I thought this was going to be casual.”

“It is, but I don’t want to ruin a surprise either. It’ll be fun, I promise.”

Erin nodded, “Sounds good. I’ll talk to you later.”

Where her sudden defensiveness came from, I couldn’t say, but I still wanted to go out with her tonight. Something was behind those beautiful blue eyes of hers. Maybe she was dating someone already and I just stepped on her toes. But then again, if that was the case, she should have said something, right?

I got in my car and checked my email on my phone to make sure I had proof of insurance before putting the papers I’d been given in the glove box. A few minutes later, I was downtown at the town hall and I smiled as I saw my dad’s truck in the parking lot.

Waiting for him to get out of a meeting was a little lame, but it was expected. Asheville was growing and that meant that there were a lot more meetings than usual. Dad was getting paid a little more, not that he needed it. He owned a few small businesses and chain restaurants and that meant our family was a little more wealthy than average.

“Hey, pumpkin! How are you this morning?” he asked as he walked across the carpeted floor of the lobby.

“Doing pretty good, dad. I bought a car!” I said.

He smiled at me and hugged me, “That’s great. What did you get?”

“A Ford Focus, bit older, but it’s mine.”

“With cash, not financed?”

“Just like you taught me, dad.”

He chuckled and let me go, “That’s good news. Anything else that I need to know about?”

“I’m not going to be coming over for dinner tonight. I offered to take the saleswoman out to grab dinner. Nothing special, she just seemed a little lonely as well,” I said.

“Did you tell her who you were?” he asked. “You might have been given a discount on the car.”

“You know that I didn’t, dad. As proud as I am of you, I want to be known as Jamie, not the mayor’s daughter.”

Dad chuckled, “You couldn’t even mention that Harvey Rash recommended the place to you?”

“Dad,” I groaned. “I really do appreciate all you’ve done for me and all that you’re going to keep doing. But you know that I need to sprout my wings as well.”

“I do, my little girl has got to grow up, sadly.”

I smiled at him and pulled away, “So what’s going on with the town?”

“We’ve seen a small population spike as of late. Nearly six hundred people have come into the town in the past two years. The apartment complex that we approved last year is almost ready for living in and that will be a blessing. We’re offering incentives to people looking to clear land away for more housing. A few businesses are interested in bringing themselves to our little town,” he said.

“Wow, that’s a lot of stuff happening,” I said.

“You bet it is, but soon, Asheville will be a city. A few thousand people and we’re going to be changing signs,” he said.

Dad’s beaming smile infected me and I giggled with glee at the thought of our town growing. I wasn’t interested in being in the political realm, my brother was the one following in dad’s footsteps. Brendon was already working in the office and seemed to have the people’s interests in mind.

“That’s amazing news. I’m going to get out of your hair and head over to the pet store and get a head start on work.”

“Alright, pumpkin. Be safe and don’t be a stranger, my phone is always on for you,” Dad said.

My boss didn’t mind me coming in early, but she did make it clear that I wasn’t going to be paid until my shift officially started. Still, showing up early did make my day easier. Instead of having to rush to clean cages and aquariums between customers, I could just focus on the customer’s needs.

Rachael smiled as I came in and she put another box on top of the display, “Good morning, Jamie. You’re here early, everything okay?”

“Better than I expected it to be for buying a car,” I said.

“So you did get around to getting one of your own?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Shit, that’s great news. What are you going to do with your old one? Or rather, the new car that I’d kill to have,” she said.

“I’m going to take it back to dad’s house and give him the keys. It’s not like I don’t appreciate it and driving around in a brand new car is great, but it’s not mine,” I said.

She chuckled, “Yeah, well when you’ve got someone like Harvey looking after you, can you really expect him to not try and make you something of a status symbol?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, a little annoyed with where she was taking this already.

“He definitely loves and cares about you, but you can’t tell me that seeing the mayor’s daughter rolling around in a pristine new car doesn’t flex a little of the power he has,” she said.

I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms, “Maybe that’s what he was going for. Either way, the mayor’s daughter is going to be driving around in a Focus that she paid for with her own money. We’ll have to hope that the people see her as a hard worker that doesn’t need handouts to live her life.”

Rachael nodded, “I wasn’t meaning anything too bad, sorry if that’s how it sounded, Jamie.”

“It’s fine, I just get a little tired of hearing about how lucky I am to be the mayor’s daughter.”

I could understand that Rachael didn’t live my life, but it was a little annoying to be told how great my life must have been. Yes, being the mayor’s daughters had perks. I couldn’t deny that. But it was tiring. I wanted to be known for the things I’d done.

“Well, if you get too tired of it, I could always slip over there and call him Daddy if it’d get me a car like that!” she said.

“Oh my god, that’s gross. Aren’t you married?” I asked.

She laughed and pulled her ring off for a moment, “Yeah, but my husband works at the water department. I’m sure he’d get a better job if I was in good with the mayor.”

My stomach curled into a knot. That was disgusting, even as a joke. Having ambitions were one thing, spreading your legs to get somewhere in life, that didn’t strike me as the most honest way to get what you wanted.

At least when I was interested in someone, it wasn’t because they could do things for me. Like Erin, what could she really offer me financially? Probably not much that I couldn’t ask my dad for if I needed it. The difference between those two was that if Erin wanted to help me, it would be because she and I were good friends.

I stepped past Rachael and patted her on the back, “I’m going to start cleaning out the cages.”

“Sounds good. We’ve got some people coming in at eleven to pick up two kittens, could you give them baths?” she asked.

“Of course, I love the little assholes,” I said.

Rachael laughed and called out, “If you love them, why are they assholes?”

“Because they grow up to be cats. It’s only a matter of time before they’re knocking stuff off your desk and screaming at two in the morning for no reason.”

“Fair enough!”

By the time I was off work, I was thrilled to be home. My studio apartment was pretty horrible, that much I couldn’t deny. It was cramped and I couldn’t bring someone over without feeling guilty about exposing them to my lifestyle. But it was mine. I paid rent for this place, not my dad.

It wasn’t much, but it was something I could do for me. Just like my car.

I showered and then sat around naked as I drew a few character commissions for some of my social media followers. They never paid, but the exposure was what I needed at the moment. Well, exposure online, being naked was just for comfort.

When six o’clock rolled around, I finished up with my last quick sketch and hurried to throw on a nice outfit. Nothing too much, just a pair of jeans and a nice blue blouse. After I slid on my sneakers, I texted Erin, “What is your address?”

She sent me the address along with another message, “You don’t have to come grab me if you’re not in the mood.”

“Don’t be silly, I’m super excited to drag you to a restaurant and annoy you while we eat.”

“Sounds good to me. I’ll be ready to leave in ten if you wanted to show up early.”

I should have at least pretended that I was busy until closer to seven, but I was excited. As devious as it was, I wanted to see what she would dress up like for this date that totally wasn’t a date. Erin seemed a little off when we talked earlier.

She was sweet, but I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. Something about that encounter at the dealership set off bells in my mind, but I couldn’t place why. I was pretty sure I hadn’t met her before. I’d only just come back to town three months ago. I could only hope that spending a little more time with her would help me figure it out.

I pulled up to Erin’s house. The home wasn’t as large as the others around it in the neighborhood, but it had the same modern design as most of the rest. I took a moment and made sure I looked presentable in the mirror before going to knock on her door.

“I’ll be there in a second!” she yelled from somewhere in her home. A few moments later, she opened the door and grimaced, “You look casual, fuck, should I change?”

“N-No, you look great,” I said as I tried not to stare. Her black hair was pulled back into a bun and she had on a short black dress that fell around her mid-thigh. Erin’s makeup was light for the most part, but her lips were vivid red.

“Yeah, if there is a next time or whatever, you’re going to have to give me a better hint about what to wear,” she mumbled.

“Y-You’re beautiful.”

She chuckled, “You said something like that already. I mean, you’re pretty good looking yourself, Jamie.”

“Is it too late to ask this to be a date?” I asked.

“You’re going to have to trust me when I say that I’m not the kind of person you want to date,” she said and gestured to my car. “We doing dinner or are you going to give me time to change?”

I turned away from her and walked to my car. She was a lot sexier than the business casual attire she wore earlier made her look. There were curves to her body, but they were certainly hidden under those slacks and that button-up she had on before.

As we got in the car, I found myself staring again and she laughed quietly, “Jamie, I’m nine years older than you and we don’t know each other at all. It’s not a date.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be, just making sure we’re on the same page.”

“You’re beautiful.”

“Don’t make me get out of this car.”

I cranked my car again and buckled up before pulling out of her driveway. “Do you like Italian?” I asked.

“I do, but we don’t have a restaurant here for that,” she said.

“I know one, but it’s about thirty minutes away.”

“Good thing you came early then.”

It might not have been a date for her, but I’d be on my best behavior. She got dressed up for a reason. Erin’s words and actions didn’t sync up. My mind jumped to the conclusion that she didn’t want to let herself think it was a date, even if she wanted it to be one.


Chapter Three

I didn’t want to make this more awkward than it already was. Jamie’s eyes kept darting over to me as she drove and I had to ensure that my dress didn’t ride up my thighs. She might have thought I was attractive for now, but seeing the bulge in my panties would probably make her scream and run away.

There wasn’t a way that she could be interested in me. She only thought she wanted this to be a date. Jamie didn’t know who I was, not fully. If she did, she’d probably leave, that wasn’t something I wanted to have happen. If tonight went well, I might want to see her again even if just as a friend.

Dating wouldn’t work. It couldn’t. Rachael proved that to me.

After a mostly quiet drive, with her only occasionally commenting on how much she was enjoying having her own car, we arrived at the restaurant. She smiled over at me, “Right, so there aren’t any limits on what you can spend tonight. Don’t feel guilty and don’t think I’m letting you pay for this.”

“I can’t cover my own food?” I asked.

“Only if you really want to. I’m not going to force that on you, but I would like to say thank you, even if I’m saying it in a weird way.”

“Just coming over to get me was enough of a thank you. Shows that you care enough about me to not leave me high and dry with plans that have already fallen through,” I said. There wasn’t much she needed to say thanks for. Sure, I helped her get a car, but I couldn’t imagine why it was such a big deal. Surely, she would have bought one even if I wasn’t the saleswoman on the floor at the time.

She turned off the car, “I’m so ready for some chicken spaghetti.”

“They have that?” I asked.

“Unless they’ve changed the menu drastically within the past four years,” she said.

As somber as my thoughts were since the mention of this being some kind of date, I couldn’t deny the spark of interest that hit me when I thought of the delicious sauce and red peppers that usually went with the chicken spaghetti my ex-wife made. Thinking of her stung, but I nearly fell out of the car in excitement.

Wearing heels was a terrible choice, but she told me to dress like it was possibly a date. So I did. When Jamie showed up in casual clothes, mild disappointment followed, but I didn’t let it linger. This wasn’t a date. But if it wasn’t, why did I have to keep telling myself that?

We stepped inside and the man looked down at us as if he were somehow above us in station, “Do you have a reservation?”

“No, I’m sure a table for Jamie Rash could be arranged?” she asked, a tone of confidence that I hadn’t heard from her ringing out.

The man looked her up and down before asking for her ID. When she showed it to him, he cleared his throat, “Sorry for the delay then, Ms. Rash, right this way.”

Rash. The name was familiar, but I couldn’t specifically place it. I could have sworn it was important and with the way the waiter acted, it certainly was. As I followed behind Jamie, my eyes drifted to her hips.

Tight jeans clung to her frame and her pleasant ass swayed with each step. It was a sight to enjoy, but as with most temptations in Asheville, it was best to just not partake. My gaze instead turned to the table we were shown and I sat down. The waiter put down two menus, but Jamie waved her hand, “Chicken spaghetti for the both of us. Don’t skimp on the chicken either.”

“Certainly, Ms. Rash, and to drink?” he asked.

From the two conversations we had earlier, Jamie was acting completely different. Her attitude was almost snobbish and the waiter didn’t even argue. He just rolled over and let her talk down to him.

“Pepsi,” she said.

“I’ll have the same, no ice,” I said.

He nodded and hurried off.

“Ms. Rash?” I asked.

Jamie shrugged, “Yeah, I don’t really like catching ride from my dad’s reputation, but sometimes you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do.”

“Who exactly is your dad?”

“Harvey Rash,” she said.

And then it clicked. All the billboards and commercials that came on the radio. Harvey Rash, the Republican candidate for mayor of Asheville. He was elected, and then re-elected. His second term should have been about halfway over, but I wasn’t exactly in the best shape when he was re-elected. That might have been why it slipped my mind.

“O-Oh,” I stammered.

“Please don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t act differently now that you know. I’ve been working my butt off so that I can just be Jamie. If I wanted to be known as the mayor’s daughter, I’d be a little more public about it,” she said.

I nodded and let out a quiet sigh, “Well, only for two more years, right?”

“If things are going the way they look like they are, I’ll be the mayor’s sister. Brendon is looking like an extension of my father and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Worst thing I can see happening is the issue of which businesses will be let in,” she said.

“Never thought I’d talk about politics over the course of dinner,” I said and then laughed quietly. “But I’m not complaining. If you don’t want me to acknowledge it, I won’t. Still, it’s impressive, even if we’re a small town.”

“Rapidly growing small town,” she corrected. “According to him, we’ve seen six hundred new people in the past two years. That’s over a ten percent growth in just two years. It might not seem like much, but add in the apartments and—”

Jamie let out a deep sigh. “I really hate when I get started on these topics. It’s hard to take off the political hat occasionally.”

“I don’t mind. It’s actually adorable, kind of. I’ve been out of the loop about the specifics, but it’s nice to know that Asheville is growing. I’ve seen some new faces and while sales have been low, I imagine that they’ll pick back up soon,” I said.

“They will. People are always in the market for vehicles. Upgrading for themselves, buying their kids one for getting back and forth to school, things like that.”

The waiter dropped off our drinks, “About ten minutes for the food.”

“Thank you,” we said at the same time. I chuckled at her and she smiled before lightly biting her lower lip. That was a look I knew. Desire. I was tempted to tell her that it wasn’t a date, to repeat that mantra for the millionth time, but what was the point?

If we were both having a nice time and it was just for one night, then I wouldn’t keep repeating it and bringing the mood down. We both needed this. It was a small glimmer of light in a mostly bleak world for me.

Throwing caution to the wind, I spoke quietly, “So, tell me about yourself. You mentioned you haven’t been here in four years, you were in college, and you work at a pet store. Want to tell me what college was like for you?”

She flashed that perfect smile again. “Sure, I don’t mind talking about it. I went for psychology, then quickly changed over to do art. It wasn’t the most fun anything, studying rarely is. But a degree is a degree and that’s all I can say for it.”

“And what about the college scene? I never went, might have to forgive me for having views of it solely through what I’ve seen on TV.”

“That’s not far off from what I knew of it until I went. When I left, dad was two years into his first term. I couldn’t be known as the slutty daughter that could get her dad into trouble, so I was pretty reserved,” she said. “Probably for the best, too. I struggled enough to just pass my courses as it was, could you imagine how distracted I would have been if I tried to party?”

“I’m pretty sure it would have been fun to watch you cut loose,” I said.

She smirked and tapped her fingers on the table, “You know, we could always go to the bar together if you wanted. Maybe next Friday?”

“Maybe, we’ll have to see how things go,” I said.

“I don’t work on Wednesday this week, but if that was an easier time for you, I’d be okay with that.”

Jamie was really trying to get me to say yes. I don’t know why it was such a big deal to her, but I needed to tell her something. If she wanted this so damn bad, I’d give her a reason to stop asking so much.

“Jamie, there’s something you should probably know about me before you get carried away,” I said. My finger circled the rim of the glass in front of me and I looked away from her, “I’m transgender.”

“Male to female? Well, I mean, obviously that’d be the only option if you’re coming out,” she mumbled. “Oh fuck, wait, no you could be female to male with no hormones or whatever. Shit, I’m sorry, I’m not sure how to have this conversation.”

I shrugged, “Male to female.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed, but I don’t have a problem with that. Are you comfortable with questions, Erin?” she asked.

I wasn’t used to positive reactions when I came out. For a few seconds, I just stared at her in disbelief, waiting for the bottom to drop out. But when she sipped her drink to occupy some of the tense silence, I cleared my throat and mumbled, “I don’t mind them.”

Jamie glanced around to make sure no one was listening in before she whispered, “What’s your favorite movie?”

“W-What?” I asked.

Her eyes darted around and she leaned in closer, “Are you a cat person or a dog person?”

“I don’t know if you’re trying to fuck with me or not, but if you are, I’m leaving,” I said firmly.

“Erin, I’m not fucking with you. You’re trans. I’m a mayor’s daughter. Do our labels have to define us? Should I just stop wanting to talk to you because you chose to be more authentic to yourself?” she asked.

I stammered a few times before I picked up my drink and washed down my anxiety. She was taking it better than I expected. Maybe her time in college around a younger, more open generation was the difference maker. Either way, a weight lifted off my shoulders now that the cat was out of the bag.

“Favorite movie, not sold on something particular. I stick to fantasy for the most part, movies that can catch my attention and make me wish I could be a part of that world. Those are the kinds of movies I enjoy the most. It’s hard to pick a favorite. Cats or dogs, probably dogs, but I don’t really want to take care of an animal, personally.”

The waiter came back with our plates of food and we thanked him once again. He topped off our drinks and left. It was nice to finally be able to do this with someone else. I couldn’t remember the last time that I’d went out for dinner with someone. Maybe Hannah from work, but that was something a little different than whatever this was.

It wasn’t intimate enough to be a date, but this didn’t feel casual either. “What about you? You told me you were interested in art. Anything specific?” I asked.

“Art in general. Paintings, drawings, books, tattoos, and anything else that takes a creative spark from someone to make. I can get so lost in trying to interpret what someone was thinking about when they created something,” she said.

I smiled, “Maybe you could show me some of your art sometime and I could try to guess what was on your mind?”

“That might not be so bad. I’m not the best at it. I do think I’m talented, but there comes a point where you just sound arrogant if you say too much about things like this.”

“Of course, but that doesn’t mean that you might not be the best artist in Asheville. Who knows?”

“Fair, I doubt it, but fair. So what about you, what are some of your interests?”

Pausing to take a bite of the food, I let out a soft groan and shoveled in another mouthful. It was heavenly. The few times it occurred to me to make the dish, it never turned out nearly as good as the food in front of me. For the price, it was still a little on the edge of being worth it. I was a little cheap when it came to eating out.

“Cooking is one of my favorite things to do. That and the occasional online game. Mostly roleplaying games, but I dabble in some of the competitive games. I’m just not that good at those,” I said. “I tend to avoid really toxic communities. I’m hard enough on myself as it stands.”

She finished chewing her food and wiped her mouth with her napkin before asking, “Is that something we should talk about tonight?”

“I’d rather not. I don’t want to sound rude, but this is like a test drive for me.”

“It’s not rude. You want to make sure that the person you’re hanging out with isn’t going to make you feel uncomfortable. Makes sense to me,” she said before smiling. “So, how am I doing on that front?”

I shrugged, “I still feel overdressed and I’m not sure if you’re going to feel the same about me tomorrow as you do tonight.”

“Well, we can always text one another and find out? Who knows, maybe you’ll get hungry and you’ll want to ask me for another night out,” she said.

A feigned grin eventually made its way to my lips. It wasn’t comfortable for me to think about spending another night with her. Tonight wasn’t that bad, but it was only a matter of time until she realized I was a festering ball of anxious depression.

“Who knows, but it doesn’t sound like a bad idea. The good news is that you know about my identity and you’re still here.”

She nodded, “If you’d like to tell me more about yourself, I’m all for it. Is your favorite color black?”

“What gave it away?” I asked.

“I can see your roots growing in. It’s hard to see the difference in dark brown to black, but if you look close enough, you can make it out,” she said.

My cheeks flushed and I reached back to let my hair down. It would be far more irritating to have to keep sweeping it out of my face, but I didn’t want my roots to keep distracting her. Letting my hair down probably wouldn’t change that, but at least I knew it was time for a touch-up.

Jamie smiled and spun her fork around in the noodles to gather them on her fork, “You look so much nicer with your hair down, not that I minded it in the bun.”

“Thank you, but I think that you should probably get your eyes checked,” I mumbled.

“Come on now, don’t be hard on yourself. You’re a very attractive woman or do I have to remind you that you’re at an Italian restaurant with someone nine years younger than you. That’s got to be a sign that you’re doing pretty good for yourself,” she said.

Before I knew what even happened, I smiled. For the first time in what felt like a million years, I didn’t feel obligated to deflect that compliment or say something self-deprecating. It was a new feeling. One that I didn’t want to let go of.

“Well, don’t think that I didn’t take a peek at you,” I said quietly.

“I’d be a little offended if you didn’t. I don’t jog every morning to be ignored when I walk into a room,” she said.

Our food was slowly disappearing, but it was still too fast for me. The back and forth was making me feel like she was interested in me. Not just the fake comments that someone gave me before they found out I was transgender. This wasn’t a quick rush to try to get into my pants. It was just… It was a conversation. Those were hard to come by these days.

“This is so damn good,” I mumbled.

“Yeah, but we’re going to have to order something else or we’re going to have to go soon,” she said. “I hate to even say that, but I did kind of force them to give us a table.”

I nodded at her, “It’s fine, it’s getting a little late anyway. Thanks for the dinner.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said as she lifted a hand to catch the waiter’s attention.

She picked up the bill and when we were back in her car, I found myself smiling for no other reason than I was just in her presence. Jamie was a laid-back person and I loved that. After being pent up for the past two years, I finally felt like I could just be myself around someone any not be judged for it.

The more she found out about me, the more she seemed to enjoy her time with me. As we were pulling up to my house, she asked another question, “So, when you come to the bar on Friday, what do you want to drink?”

“Hey, I didn’t agree to that,” I said.

She smiled and shrugged her shoulders, “You didn’t, but I’m going to be there at eight. If you show up, you show up. If you don’t, well I mean, I’ll take that for what it is. But if you do come, it would be a date. You know that, right?”

“Son of a bitch. I’m the one being asked out. That’s, uh, different for me,” I said. “I’m not going to make any promises one way or the other, but if I do show up, it’s going to be in casual clothes. Fool me once,” I grumbled.

Jamie smiled at me and got out of the car. It was in park and she hadn’t killed the engine, that only meant one thing. At least, if she thought anything like I did when I was younger, it could only mean the one thing…

She hurried over and opened my door and walked with me over to the entrance of my house. I smiled at her as she ran her hands over her jeans. I remember being like that with Rachael when I was Jamie’s age. Unlike me, though, Jamie didn’t hesitate as she stepped closer to me.

Her hands rested on my shoulders as she got on her tiptoes to kiss me softly on the lips. As quick as those lush lips came, they were gone. Jamie licked her lips as she whispered, “Don’t forget. Friday at eight, be there or be square.”

I didn’t know what to say. Even though I knew what she was going to do when she got out of the car, I couldn’t bring myself to believe I let her do it. Something had to be wrong with me. Was I just that much of a glutton for punishment that I’d actually go through with the plan for drinks?


Chapter Four

Throughout the weekend and the next week, I tried not to think too much about what happened between us. We kept texting, but we danced around the subject of that night we kissed.

Thursday at work, I leaned against the counter and smiled as a couple came into the pet store. The two women were holding hands, one far older than the other. The rings on the fingers told me that they were married and I couldn’t help but feel a little warmth in my heart.

Times were changing in Asheville. While they might not be the best at the moment, there was hope. Even my dad, a Republican, didn’t have a negative thing to say about the bar that sprung up while I was gone. He might not be the most accepting of me if I admitted to him that I was bisexual, but that was a bridge to burn another time.

“Good afternoon, looking for anything in particular?” I asked.

The younger of the two smiled at me and shrugged her shoulders, “You’ll have to ask my boss.”

The other woman rolled her eyes, “Sorry, ignore Emily. She’s having one of those days. We found out recently that she’s pregnant and I want to get her a pet to keep around the house. I can’t close the bar on a whim, so she’s going to need a fur baby to keep her company when it’s time for her to stop working. Figured we could get it now and start training it.”

I paused as it clicked that this must have been the veteran my dad was talking about that owned Darren’s Dive. I knew we lived in a small town, but that was an uncanny coincidence.

“First, congrats! I’m excited for you two!” I said. “I’m guessing you’re wanting a dog or a cat?”

Emily nodded her head, “Probably a cat. As happy as dogs can get, they can be a little much. Would you recommend any fluffer in particular? Madison, any preference here or are we just wasting this lovely chick’s time?”

Madison shrugged, “I literally have no clue. You mentioned wanting a pet and I thought it was a good idea.”

I smiled at them, “My name is Jamie, and don’t worry, it’s normal for people to not quite be sure of what they want. I prefer smaller breeds in general when it comes to dogs, but if you’re looking for a cat, I’m sure we can try to find you something docile. Something that won’t grow up and be a little devil.”

“Sounds good to me,” Madison said. Emily nodded.

After a few minutes of showing them a few kittens and older cats, Emily stopped in front of a smoky gray kitten and asked to hold it. Sure enough, she fell in love with the little bastard. As much as I loved working with animals, I didn’t really want one. They really were too much of a hassle for someone like me, and my studio apartment wasn’t even the right kind of place for an animal.

Madison smiled at me and mumbled, “Mind showing me a few things we’ll need for it? Litter boxes, toys, that kind of thing.”

“I can do that, I had a few questions for you as well, if you didn’t mind,” I said.

We headed through the small building and left Emily at the kitten’s cage. After showing her a few items that she would probably want, she let out a quiet groan, “I hope that girl appreciates this.”

“She will, I’m sure. Just look how happy she is with that cat already,” I said before smiling warmly. “But,” my smile faded, “I had a couple questions about your bar.”

“I don’t mind questions,” she said.

“I’m planning on meeting someone there tomorrow night. Would you say that it’s safe to get drunk there?” I asked.

Madison smiled and nodded, “Between the door guard and myself, we keep things safe. I’m not one to allow unwanted groping, fighting, or blatantly awkward situations. If you and your date want to get hammered and make out, that’s fine, but don’t expect people to not watch if you guys get a little carried away.”

Not quite what I was thinking when I asked the question, but she covered most of my concerns. “That’s good to hear, and do you have someone that can help get us home if we needed it?”

“I mean, you could probably ask around the bar. A lot of people there don’t actually drink all that much. A good chunk of our money comes from soft drinks, actually. Not more than the alcohol sales, but you get what I mean. It’s a pretty accepting place in a town where people can be a little slow to accept change,” Madison said. “But no, we don’t have a taxi service or anything. I’m sure I could have my wife drive you two home if things got that bad. I doubt your dad would appreciate it if I didn’t get you home safely.”

“Shit, you know who I am?” I asked.

She laughed and nodded, “I’ve been trying to get more involved in the community lately. Believe it or not, your dad and I have spoken on occasion about the state of LGBT events in the town.”

“What state of events?”

Madison chuckled, “Exactly. That’s what I want to change. My wife and I have been doing what we can to make my bar a safe place for people like ourselves, but that doesn’t mean we’re not comfortable with having straight couples in the bar either.”

I nodded, this conversation took a turn for the political, but I’d grown to expect that sort of thing when people knew who I was. Living in my dad’s shadow was getting really tiresome, but there wasn’t much I could do to change that.

“Well, the woman I want to bring to the bar and I appreciate what you’re doing for people like us. Thanks for answering my questions.”

“Don’t mention it, nothing wrong with scoping a place out before you get involved with it.”

Emily finally stepped over, “Are you two plotting on me?”

Madison nodded, “Jamie here was just telling me how I could train the cat to piss on your pillow, babe.”

“I-I was not!”

Emily sighed, “But me and little Fitz are good people. Well, you know, he’s a cat. But still. Good people.”

Madison and I laughed. The kitten she named Fitz was held against her chest and he was trying to climb his way onto her shoulder while meowing adorably. Fitz was so cute, for now, but he’d grow up and I’d hate him.

I rang them up and even gave them a ten percent discount on their purchase. It was something that Rachael didn’t mind me doing when someone spent a fair chunk of money. Most times, it slipped my mind, but Madison gave me a little peace of mind about what I’d hopefully be doing tomorrow.

After they thanked me and left, I had nearly an hour to myself before Rachael came in to take over for me. “Anything important you need to tell me before I let you go, Jamie?” she asked.

“Not really, you sure you don’t need me tomorrow?”

“If you absolutely needed the hours, I could let you come in. I don’t think I’m going to need you, Fridays are generally slow,” she said.

I nodded, “That’s good. What are your plans for the weekend?”

“Get my husband to clean up the yard, try to make some progress on this stupidly long game I bought a few months ago. Nothing too important. You got anything going on?” she asked.

“Actually, I do have a date tomorrow night. At least, I hope they show up for it,” I said.

She tapped her fingers on the counter, “New thing?”

“Yeah, I met them when I bought the car. They were a little shy, but we went out for dinner anyway. It ended with me kissing them, but I don’t know if that scared them off. We’ve been texting, but we haven’t talked about that night since,” I said.

Rachael’s eyes narrowed and she asked quietly, “Erin?”

“You know her?” I asked. “Were you shopping for a car recently?”

“You’re going to want to stop talking to her. She’s a little on the unstable side,” Rachael said.

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes, “Well, I was married to him for about eight years. When he decided to go all bat shit crazy and claim he was a woman, that made things a little too weird for me.”

“Y-You were married to her?”

“Him. Look, he can get his name changed and paint his nails, but Jeffrey is still a guy. Still has a cock, still has balls, still a dude.”

“Rachael, that’s incredibly rude to say. If she identifies as female, I’m not saying you have to respect that and I get that you have history with her, but that’s no reason to be dismissive of how Erin feels,” I said, emphasizing Erin’s name.

She chuckled, “Going to sic your dad on me because I don’t agree with the tranny agenda?”

“Can you hear yourself talking, Rachael?” I asked.

“I’ve had a pretty shitty day, Jamie. This isn’t the time to push me, you’ll be out of a job before you can blink,” she snapped.

A thin smile crossed my lips. Being independent of my dad was something I wanted desperately, but if it meant working for some small-minded bitch that couldn’t show basic respect for someone, I’d just have to get over asking my dad for rent money until I found another job.

“You don’t have to worry about firing me. I hope you choke on all that hatred bubbling inside you,” I said as I grabbed my purse and stormed out from behind the counter.

“Jamie! I’m not playing with you, you walk out that door and you’re done!”

“Eat a bag of dicks. Or is that even an insult for someone like you?” I asked as I let the door close behind me.

I was already in my car when she burst out of the door. Her mouth was moving, but I didn’t care enough to listen to anything else she had to say. All she did was play on her phone and flirt with the men that came into her store.

I wanted to make my way up in the world, same as her. The difference was that I wasn’t willing to throw out respect for myself and others to get to where I wanted to be. If that was truly how she felt about Erin, then I had no reason to talk to her.

Back at my apartment, I called my dad and filled him in about my situation while leaving out the personal details. He didn’t mind helping pay my rent until I found another job. Heck, dad offered to buy a small house for me that was built recently. I might have been tempted to take him up on that, but even in my slightly upset mood, I didn’t want to take that kind of charity.

Once I was off the phone with him, I let out a quiet sigh and looked over the texts Erin and I were sending back and forth. She had her reasons to be apprehensive and slow to want to date. I could see that, but if what Rachael had told me in previous conversations was true, they’d been divorced for two years.

By now, Erin should have at least been somewhat healed from that, right?

I sighed and sent Erin a text, “Quit my job. I’d like to call you in a little while, when you’re free.”

“Is everything ok?”

“Not really. Turns out, I was working for a real bitch.”

“I hate to hear that. Do you want to talk about it?”

“I don’t think you’d want to talk about it, Erin.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because Rachael had nothing nice to say. I told her off. You’re freaking awesome and I hope you know that.”

Those three bubbles kept popping up and disappearing. For the next fifteen minutes, my stomach was knotted and empty as I waited for her to finally send me a message.

“I understand if you wouldn’t want to be with me after hearing what she had to say. I’ve tried to be a better person than I used to be. I don’t know what I did so wrong to have our marriage end like it did, but I did enjoy the time we spent together. Sorry if you feel that I’ve lied to you, Jamie. That wasn’t my intention.”

My fingers flew across the keyboard, “Erin, this isn’t anything that hurts how I see you. Whatever is between us has been nothing but wonderful so far. Don’t beat yourself up or assume that bitch was even remotely justified for leaving you. She’s not a good person, Erin. That might not be something you want to hear. I understand if you still have feelings for her, but she literally joked about fucking my dad to get her husband a better job. It’s not about love for her, it’s about who can do what she wants them to.”

“Can we talk about this tomorrow over drinks? I don’t like having these kinds of conversations over text.”

“You’re saying it’s a date?”

“I guess I am, if you’re not going to run away screaming.”

I smiled as I responded, “You don’t have to worry about that. Not with me.”

She let me know that she was going to be busy with a customer. It was unfortunate timing, but what could I do about that?

Knowing a little more about her made me feel like maybe I really did have a chance with her. If she was afraid of me running away because of her being transgender or whatever else she might think, all I had to do was prove that I’d be around.

Maybe we wouldn’t end up officially dating, but this was a start. She was an interesting person and there was no way that I could pretend that I wasn’t desperate to spend more time with her. The kiss was pleasant, but I’d love to do so much more with her.


Chapter Five

I stepped into the bar a few minutes before eight and ordered a double of vodka to knock the edge off before Jamie showed up. After finding out that she quit her job because of Rachael, I couldn’t help but feel a little uncomfortable. Not knowing what was said and what I might be confronted with was eating at my nerves.

We continued to talk through text, but by the time that I got off work, she had to go to dinner with her parents. By the time she got back, we were both too tired to stay awake and talk much. Then, today, I had work again and she was looking for other job opportunities.

After I knocked back my shots, I got a soda and started sipping it while talking to the woman behind the counter.

“You new in town?” she asked.

“Not really, I’ve been around,” I mumbled.

“Really? I feel like I’d know a woman as pretty as you,” she said. Reaching across the bar, she offered me her hand while pouring another shot of vodka for me, “You get one for free. Just one. But I’m Madison, nice to meet you.”

“Erin,” I said and shook her hand. “And let me pay for the drink. Polite or not, you’re running a business. You start getting used to handing out free drinks and people are going to start expecting it.”

“Fair, but I offered,” she said.

There was a moment of awkward silence before she asked quietly, “You expecting someone?”

“I sure as hell hope so, otherwise I’m going to need about ten more shots,” I said.

She chuckled and swirled the bottle in her hand, “Don’t worry, there is plenty, but I’d hope you didn’t get shit faced because you got stood up.”

“There’s a little more on the line than just being stood up.”

Jamie’s voice called out, “Yeah, if her date didn’t show up, that could be a serious problem.”

My heart fluttered and a wide smile spread across my lips as I got off my stool and smiled at her. She stepped closer and put her hands on my waist, this time, I didn’t make her come to me for a kiss. I leaned in and gave her a quick peck on the lips before we separated.

Jamie sat on the stool next to the one I was just on and smiled at Madison, “Could I have a White Russian?”

“Sounds great to me, want it with a side of Fitz?” Madison asked.

“Is there something wrong with the kitten?” Jamie asked.

Madison shook her head, “Not really, but my wife is obsessed with the little fucker. Won’t leave him alone for two minutes. Hence why I’m behind the bar today. Between the kitten and her not feeling super great, she asked for some time off.”

I tapped my knuckles on the counter and spoke softly, “Sounds like you could use some more help around the bar.”

“Probably could, why, you looking for work?” Madison asked.

I nodded to Jamie, “Someone just quit their job.”

“Hey, I quit for a good reason,” Jamie said.

“What happened? You looked happy when we were there yesterday,” Madison said.

“Turns out, my boss is a transphobic cuntwaffle,” Jamie said.

Madison rolled her eyes and put Jamie’s finished drink on the bar, “What a fucking bitch. I could use another bartender, but you’d have to be comfortable taking drinks to tables as well as asking people if they’d like something else. If you’d like to come in tomorrow around noon, I could give you a slightly more formal interview and see if you’re a good fit.”

“Well, shit. This was supposed to be something of a date tonight and here we are, solving problems,” Jamie said.

I smiled at her and took my shot of vodka as well as my soda, “It’s still going to be a date. If you’ll excuse us, Madison.”

Madison chuckled, “Go have fun, you two.”

Jamie and I headed over to a booth and sat down. She smiled over at me and mumbled, “You know, you’d think this place would serve food.”

“It really should, but I can see how that would be a little difficult without a kitchen,” I said.

“She could always set up a grill or something.”

“Fair, but did we really come here to talk about this bar needing to step its game up a little?”

Jamie smiled at me and shook her head, “We came here to have a good time, I think.”

“Exactly, but I’d like to address that shit that went down yesterday.”

She nodded, “Rachael came in and we started talking about plans for the weekend. I mentioned that I had a possible date with someone that worked at the car dealership, she asked about you by name. I asked her if she knew you, she went off the deep end.”

I sighed, “That sounds like something she’d do. I don’t want to talk shit about her behind her back, but we ended in a very unpleasant way. There was no warning, no signs of her falling out of love with me. She just told me she wanted a divorce in the middle of the grocery store.”

Jamie’s jaw parted and she stammered unintelligibly for few seconds before taking a deep drink from her White Russian. After putting it back on the table, she let out a quiet groan and shook her head, “I don’t even know what to say to that. What Rachael did was fucked up.”

“Tell me about it. I get that transitioning was kind of a betrayal—”

“Don’t say that. The only betrayal would have been to yourself for not being real about who you are. It’s not like you signed up for this life and got to pick your life like you would with a character in a game. You didn’t chose to be born like this and you don’t have an obligation to anyone to live a lie,” she said.

For someone that was nine years younger than me, she had a head on her shoulders. Even still, those words were easy to say. That didn’t make them very easy to adapt into my life. To have eight years of marriage ended because I couldn’t identify as a man anymore hurt.

As sweet as the thought from Jamie was, this wasn’t something that I expected her to truly understand. Jamie couldn’t understand either Rachael or myself in that moment, so as kind as it was in thought, she really didn’t know what she was talking about. I hurt my ex-wife. Rachael wasn’t without fault, but that didn’t mean that I was either.

“There are some things that are a little more complicated than how it should be. My wife didn’t sign up for that either,” I said.

“Did you talk to her about it before you transitioned?”

I nodded, “Of course, I didn’t want to blindside her with it.”

“So what you’re saying is that she had every chance to say how she felt before doing something that atrocious?”

Leaving before this night got more frustrating seemed like a decent idea. Jamie was opening old wounds that I didn’t want to think about. “You know, as nice as this was, I think I should go.”

“Wait, what?”

“This isn’t something you should be doing. You’re not my therapist, it’s not fair to you to have to deal with my baggage, Jamie.”

Jamie’s soft brown eyes locked with mine, “You don’t get to tell me what my limits are, Erin. I don’t know if you’re just comfortable being a punching bag or something, but this isn’t just about me. This is a date, Erin. You know what a date is meant for?”

I rolled my eyes, “Fill me in, it’s been a while.”

“We get to know each other on a date. We talk about things and see where the night takes us. If I wasn’t comfortable coming to talk to you, I could have just as easily told you that I wouldn’t be coming. I could have blocked your number. There are a lot of ways I could have gotten out of this. But I wanted to be here. I want to get to know you,” she said.

“And when you find out that I’m just a husk of a person that’s on autopilot day after day until I finally end up dead, what then?”

“That day won’t come,” she said.

I chuckled and downed my third shot of vodka. “Yeah, you’re right. It’ll be my luck that I somehow stumble across the fountain of youth.”

“Erin, why are you so convinced that you’re some kind of monster?”

“Because that’s how I see myself. I ruined the one thing I enjoyed about my life,” I said, my raised voice drawing a little attention from some of the bystanders in the bar.

Jamie waved politely at them and then spoke in a soft tone, “Rachael made it clear to me that she doesn’t care who she’s with. It’s not about how much you care about her, it’s what you could do for her. I hate to be the one to say this, but maybe she was just using you until she couldn’t anymore, Erin.”

I took a deep breath and leaned back against the booth. The alcohol was setting in and the warmth of my cheeks was distracting. “I just don’t want to be someone’s fucking problem again. You can’t imagine how horrible it feels to go through something like that.”

“No, I really can’t. It’s a horrible situation to be in and it also shows just how little she cared. If she didn’t have the respect for your marriage to handle that problem behind closed doors, she meant to cause a scene. She wanted to be the talk of the town. You know, this isn’t going to sound nice, but she’s an attention whore,” Jamie said.

Ignoring the wetness forming in my eyes, I grumbled, “She wasn’t always like that.”

“I hope she wasn’t. Erin, I don’t know all the details, but it isn’t fair for you to hold yourself over a flame about things that weren’t your fault.”

“But they were partially my fault. Even if I didn’t do anything intentionally wrong.”

She reached across the table and offered me her hands, palm up. “Maybe so, but that word you used, intentionally. It’s important. Erin, what you did wasn’t intentional. You just wanted to live a more authentic life. That’s all. In return, she tore you down in a store for everyone to see. Do you really think that is fair at all? Does that even sound remotely like love to you?”

“No.”

“So then why wall yourself off from me?” she asked.

I shrugged my shoulders. The tears were already falling down my cheeks, but I couldn’t do anything about that. If I wiped them away, then I’d just end up making more. That’s how it always went when I got emotional. There was a reason that the mundane existence was preferred over trying to let myself enjoy things.

Eating dinner with her, that should have been a one-time thing, but Jamie couldn’t leave well enough alone. So here we were, trying to figure out what the fuck this situation even was. All I wanted was to run and hide, but she wouldn’t leave me to the wolves. At least that made her different than Rachael.

“Because I don’t want to let myself get my hopes up and find out that you’re just going to disappear from my life,” I whispered.

“Would you be willing to give me that chance to get to know you in the first place?”

“It’s not that easy.”

She wiggled her fingers, “I didn’t say it was going to be easy. You’ve got to meet me in the middle here, Erin. I had a really, really good time last week. That doesn’t mean that you’ve got to start planning what theme our wedding is going to be, but it does mean that if you want there to be a chance for something more, you’ve got to work with me.”

I took a deep breath and slid my hands onto the table. She smiled warmly and pulled her hands to the middle of the table. I let out that breath as I put my hands in hers. “I’ll do what I can, Jamie. There’s no way that I will think about a marriage. Not until I’ve worked through some of this mess.”

“I’ll be here with you to help you with that. Erin, you don’t have to be alone anymore,” she said softly as her thumbs rubbed the sides of my hands.

Even though it felt good to be held by someone in even the simplest sense, this was the beginning. If she really wanted to dive into who I was, she would be falling down a deep rabbit hole. But she was right about more than a few things. It didn’t have to be like this.

We had the power to change these things.

“I’m glad you’re so understanding, Jamie. I just hope that your dad will be accepting as well if we get to that point,” I said.

“That’s a bridge for another night. I’m craving another drink and if you’re not against dancing, I’ve been looking for another reason to get close to you,” she said.

I smiled at her and stood. No longer crying and with someone that seemed to be ready to support me, tonight was going to be a good night.


Chapter Six

Tonight started differently than I initially hoped. After starting through Erin’s tough shell, tonight did provide me some rather important details that I needed to know about her. Erin was holding onto the memory of who Rachael might have once been.

If someone’s lover was willing to do them like Rachael did Erin, there wasn’t much in the way of love left. That was a statement being made by Rachael. Maybe it was to let everyone else know she was back on the market, maybe she just wanted to really drive home that being different wasn’t something she was okay with.

No matter what that bitch thought, she really did a number on Erin. The tall, raven-haired woman that was happily holding me tight and swaying along as we slow danced to a somber song deserved better than what Rachael gave her. It was still far too early to think about getting too serious, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try to be a damn good friend for her.

She needed someone to finally be back in her corner.

Her honeyed laughter met my ears before she drunkenly whispered, “I’m getting a little turned on, we should probably go sit down.”

“I don’t mind it,” I said quietly. With the groups of other people around us, I really didn’t want to expose Erin’s arousal by talking too loudly. “It’s pretty nice to know that I’m turning you on.”

“But it’s our first date. Don’t make me feel like I’m being a creep,” she mumbled.

I chuckled and let my hands fall to her lower back, “What’s creepy about two grown women enjoying one another’s company?”

“The fact that this grown woman wants to find her way out of her clothes,” she said.

If not for the fact that we’d been drinking a little more since we started dancing, I would have teased her further. Then again, if not for the drinks, I’d probably be in her bed by now. She wasn’t the only one that was turned on.

“If you want, I could ask Madison to ask Emily to come get us?”

She nodded her head, “But where would you want to go?”

“Your place?” I asked, my hands sliding down to rest on the curve of her ass.

“Would it be weird if I asked you to stay the night? I don’t want to do stuff tonight, but I want to hang out tomorrow. You’re just so nice. So nice,” she repeated.

I smiled at up at her and got on my tiptoes to kiss her softly, “I’ll stay the night. Don’t get all weird on me in the morning, okay?”

“I won’t. I’ll be good. Just don’t leave while I’m asleep, okay?”

Her slightly slurred words still held a ring of fear as she spoke them. As uncomfortable as it was to think that she was this damaged by what happened with Rachael, I had to feel like this was progress. Erin was at least communicating her concerns with me. That was a start. But I’d have to eventually have her confront Rachael. Before I could truly let myself see Erin as a potential partner, she had to be able to tell me with no confusion that she was done with her ex.

She sighed heavily, “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said softly.

“You will.” Erin’s dismissive tone grated on my nerves.

She couldn’t go from sweet and desirable to cold and dismissive in just a few seconds. Tonight was going so well in my eyes, and yet, she still had to do things like this. If she wanted to self-sabotage this date, that was her call.

I pulled away from her and rolled my eyes, “You’re just making me not want to get close to you in the first place. I’m trying here, Erin.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” Erin said.

My foot tapped for a moment before I spoke softly, “I’ll make sure you get home safe. Call me when you think you’re ready to believe me when I tell you I won’t leave you.”

Even though I was leaving her right now, I felt that it was a little different. Abandoning her after I got laid, that would have been what she was talking about. Leaving the bar because she was making me feel like I wasn’t intelligent enough to make my own decisions, that was a little more justified.

I turned around and made my way for the bar to catch Madison’s attention. “Jamie, wait a second,” she said as she followed me.

We’d only had a few more drinks, but apparently six shots was more than enough for her. Next time I’d have to limit her, if there even was a next time.

If she couldn’t see that I was different than Rachael, then she had some problems that I wouldn’t be able to fix. She was a pleasant person when she took a step outside her head and let herself see the beauty around her. But if being with her meant that I’d have to constantly reassure her that I wasn’t going to abandon her, then I’d have to do what she expected me to do.

There was no victor in a situation like this. If Erin couldn’t see that her projecting those expectations was toxic, then she wasn’t the kind of woman I wanted to be with.

“What am I waiting for?” I asked as I pulled my wallet from my back pocket. Madison came over and I handed her my debit card and looked back to Erin, “Is it a woman that’s going to realize that I’m on her side or is she just going to assume everyone is just like her ex?”

Erin sighed heavily and mumbled, “It’s not that easy.”

“You keep saying that. It really isn’t easy and I can’t pretend it is, but could you try?” I asked.

Madison handed me my card and stepped away without saying a word.

“You deserve better,” she mumbled.

I rolled my eyes, “A little self-worth and self-acceptance. That’s all I’m asking you for. It’s not even for me. You’re not a bad person, Erin, I don’t know why you’re trying to beat that into yourself. You were saying I was the young one, but you’re the one holding onto things from years ago. Stop living in the shadow of what you expected out of your life and start living the life you still have.”

She looked down at her feet, wetness forming in her eyes. My cold demeanor wasn’t lost on me. I knew that what I was doing might not have been the best thing I’d ever done, but she wasn’t responding to the positive reinforcement.

This was supposed to be a date. A time to get to know her. If this was the version of her that she wanted me to see, twisted, broken, and unsure of herself, then I wasn’t sure that I wanted to sign on for more of this.

While I wasn’t like my dad, I did have dreams and aspirations in life. Erin could be a part of that, hypothetically, but not if she was going to make me feel like I was babysitting her.

“I want this to work out, Erin, but you’re going to have to take some time to think about what it is that you want from me. If you just want to be friends, I’m okay with that. I was hoping we might be more, but if that’s not something you can handle right now, I get it. Just don’t expect me to feel like I’m worth your time when you keep telling me that you won’t be worth mine. That’s my decision to make,” I said quietly before walking away. Tears filled my eyes but I didn’t let myself cry.

“Then why are you leaving me now?” she asked.

Unlike Rachael, I turned back to her and whispered quietly, “Because you’re going to need to give me something to come back to.”

I kissed her on the cheek, “I want this to be mutual next time. It would be nice if you knew some of my problems and things I struggle with.”

“Can’t we just sit down and figure things out a little?” she asked.

“I’d love that, but I think you need some time to think about what I’ve said, Erin. If I’m worth your time, then show me that. If you don’t think you’re worth mine, then there is nothing I can do for that.”

She nodded her head slowly. Both of us had tears in our eyes, but she clenched her jaw and did her best to not let them filter down. “I’m going to do better next time, Jamie. I promise you that. I think I’m just a little drunk, that’s all,” she said quietly.

“I’ll see you around, Erin,” I mumbled, then I left.

As harsh and rude as I felt like I was being, this wasn’t going to be a situation where I’d bring everything to her and be upset when she didn’t take it. She would have to come to me as well. If my dad taught me much with his political hunger, it was that you never put all your cards on the table.

I was pretty sure that I could have gone back to her house with her and enjoyed her in the most carnal ways. But that wasn’t all I wanted. If I was finally going to let someone have me, it would be because they deserved me. I wasn’t going to let myself end up like Erin. If she hurt me, it would be because I let her.

Erin. She was as attractive as she was hung up about her ex. Sexual attraction wasn’t all I wanted to remember her for. Until she could put some of her past behind her, I’d have to leave things as they were. Friends. Nothing more, nothing less.

My apartment was a little over a mile away, but Asheville wasn’t the most terrifying place to be at night.

The humid air was all the company I had as I walked back to my place. It was wrong of me to leave her behind like that, but I really did need to see improvement from her. I was nine years younger than her, that usually meant that I’d be the one getting nuggets of wisdom. Supporting her was one thing, having a parasite was another.

I didn’t want to think of Erin like that. If she was more like the person I met at the dealership, then this night would have probably ended much differently. That Erin seemed like she wanted to break out of the mold she was in, to cast aside the loneliness in her life and enjoy herself a little more. But there were signs on that first day that pointed to something like this happening.

Signs like her acting very uncomfortable at the mention of dressing for a date. I vividly remembered her crossing her arms defensively, as if I’d just asked for her social security number. At first, it was just a simple dinner. I had no intention of going anywhere but a burger joint just up the road. But when I saw her dressed like the woman of my dreams, I had high hopes of that meaning she was at least trying to impress me. So I did something to impress her right back.

And then we kissed. That kiss was enough to make my heart stall in my chest. The panic and fear that consumed me as I got on my tiptoes to press my lips to hers. I had to keep it hidden, just under the surface. Erin didn’t slap me or even raise her voice to yell at me. She let me kiss her and had done the same a few times tonight.

That wasn’t something I’d do with a friend. If she wanted more, she would have to meet me in the middle. This time, Erin would have to be the one that came to me to offer me a date.

By the time I reached my apartment door, I was tired. Between the alcohol and the night being late, I wouldn’t have any time to draw anything before I went to sleep. Madison wanted to talk to me around noon, so I’d have to wake up at ten at the latest. Well, if the date was a failure, at least I still got a few things accomplished.

I stripped down and took a quick shower before I got in bed. Tonight could have been a lot more fun if she was in bed beside me, but I didn’t want to make whatever this was just about the sex. If there was something more damaging than being left because of her gender identity, being wanted solely for it would probably be the straw that broke the camel’s back.

When she and I were both ready, then we could try again. But for now, I had a new job possibility to worry about.


Chapter Seven

I couldn’t believe that I let myself be so foolish. Jamie was most of what I wanted in a girlfriend. Sure, she had her problems, but we all did. I had more than my fair share of issues. That didn’t give me the right to make her feel like she was dirt on the bottom of my shoe either.

My intentions be damned, I made her feel unwanted. That was on me. She was right about more than a few things. One of those things being that I needed to grow the fuck up.

This life I led wasn’t the most rewarding. There were many things that I still wanted from life and I’d just been too much of a coward to go after. But not anymore. Even if it was just one tiny thing a day, I’d make an effort to change for the better. Not just for Jamie, but for myself.

I needed someone like her to keep me on track. Someone that had motivations, dreams, and good intentions. Sure, I didn’t know her intimately yet, there might be things she was lying about or hiding from me. But that was all hypothetical.

I pounded back my eighth shot of vodka and paid for my tab, “Thanks.”

Madison nodded, “Don’t worry about it. Emily will be here in a few minutes to take you home. Look for the Mustang outside, I’m sure it’ll be hard to miss.”

“You’re a good person, Madi,” I said, the slurred words proving to me that I had plenty to work on.

Being drunk shouldn’t be the reason I saw the need to change. I’d avoided alcohol for a while and I was remembering why. I hated being this out of control of myself. Someone was having to spend their time to come get me from the bar. That wasn’t a good reason to spend time with me. I wouldn’t have wanted Jamie to have to come get me, so what made it any better for this stranger to do it?

I took a deep breath and got off the stool and stumbled outside. Emily was just pulling up in that beautiful car when I made it to the bottom of the steps. It wasn’t long before I was relaxing in the car, trying to let the cool air coming in from the window help sober me up.

It wasn’t working, but I felt better for at least trying.

“So, did you have fun tonight?” Emily asked to break the silence.

I looked over at her and chuckled, “I tried to, but I messed that up. I’ll do better next time. Jamie deserves better.”

“I guess so, but the question is do you think that you need to change for her?” she asked.

I couldn’t fault Emily for not knowing that I was the one that needed to change. “Jamie is worth it. She makes me feel like I’m important to her, and I keep messing that up.”

“Then stop messing it up, silly. If I’ve learned anything in my time with Madison, you really can’t expect everyone to be perfect. Work with their flaws and help support them as best you can. If that means that you need to change a little or put forth more effort, that’s your decision to make,” she said.

I nodded and pointed to the street that she needed to turn on. “That one,” I said and then continued once she turned. “I just don’t know if she is going to be patient enough to deal with someone like me.”

“If she thinks you’re a good person and that you two could work, then you’ve got to assume that she’s going to give you her all. It’s a balancing act. If one person isn’t doing their job, then the other one will fall down while the other gets thrown from the board.”

That was a good analogy for me. Right now, Jamie was the one that was sitting on the ground, waiting for me to put some weight back on the board to lift her back up. She’d put herself out there for me a few times. Set up the first night we hung out together. I had fun then because I wasn’t thinking about what I’d have to do to impress her and make her feel like I deserved another chance.

Tonight, I’d blown it. I knew that it was my fault and I wasn’t even upset about that. What bothered me was that I needed to be a better partner for her because I did want a second, third, fiftieth, and however many other chances she would give me to be with her.

I let out a deep sigh. We weren’t even dating and here I was, trying to figure out how to make her see me as her lover instead of the stranger I was. The thought nearly pulled me back into the gutter of depression. But she didn’t want tonight to be the last night we talked to one another.

Jamie made it clear. All I had to do if I wanted to see her against was give her something worth seeing. I could do that. I knew I could. I did it back when Rachael was a sweet woman. Back when we were younger and my job as a car salesman could support the lifestyle she wanted.

Those were good days. They were filled with laughter, sex, and smiles. Things were good, until she started wanting more and more. By the time I was twenty-seven, I was already in debt and struggling to make ends meet. That was when things started going downhill. When I couldn’t keep buying her new things.

I fell into a deep depression then, and that was when I realized that I was just living a lie. I stayed in the closet until I was thirty. When I came out, I started transitioning just a few months after. By then, our financial situation was at least somewhat stable. But she wasn’t at home much.

The rumors around town were ones I ignored. She was seen with other men, laughing, smiling, groping, and at one point, fucking. But I didn’t want to believe them. I let myself live in the darkness because that hurt less. When she came home and had gifts from the people she was seeing, I tried to act like there was nothing wrong.

Rachael wasn’t a good person. I could see that now, but I still wanted to hold onto those memories that we shared. Once upon a time, we were great together. Those days were gone and unless I wanted Jamie to be gone as well, I needed to figure my life out.

Emily dropped me off and even helped me to my bed. “Sleep well, if you need someone to talk to, just swing by the bar before it opens. I’m usually there with my wife. Wouldn’t be the first time and I hope it isn’t the last time that someone wants to come chat with us.”

“Thank you, Emily. Tell your wife I said thank you,” I said as I nestled into my covers.

Emily sighed heavily, “Are you seriously leaving your shoes on?” I pushed them off and kicked them out from under the covers. They plopped onto the wood floor below and she grumbled, “That’s better.”

A few moments after Emily left, I was asleep.

I woke up to my alarm and hurried to take a shower and get dressed for work. Drinking was a bad idea, but I wanted to see Jamie. That was reason enough to put myself through the slight hangover I had.

As soon as I got to the dealership, I sent Jamie a text, “Hey, sorry about last night. I’m really not proud of how I acted with you. At least, not entirely. I had a good time up until I put my foot in my mouth. I’m off work tomorrow, if you’d like to spend some time together?”

After I sent it, I read over it again and again, picking about how desperate it must have looked. But much to my surprise, she sent a text back. “Yeah, I’d be down for that. What are you thinking we should do?”

“Movie at my place?”

“Sure. I’m going to sketch a drawing and then head over to the bar. Talk to you later.”

I didn’t even mind. Last week, she texted me quite a bit while she was drawing, but I knew that I had to earn that privilege. As daunting as it felt to have to start this process all over again, I needed to see it through. Even if Jamie and I didn’t work out, she had a very good point. I needed to live my life again.

I was thirty-three. That wasn’t too old to set new goals and start trying to achieve them. I had a small two-bedroom home in a nice neighborhood. That was a start. Figuring out what I wanted aside from someone else to join me in that house, that was the next step.

Hannah groaned at me as she came in, “I’m not five minutes late, you’re five minutes late!”

“You’re not late, no one has shown up yet. Who can prove it?” I asked.

She nervously chuckled, “You’re not upset? Usually you can’t stand when I’m more than thirty seconds behind.”

“What’s it going to help to bitch at you? Just start your Saturday off in a horrible mood, what good does that do?” I asked.

Hannah put her cup of coffee down and hung her purse over the side of her desk before rushing over to me, “Holy shit, did you get laid or something?”

A warmth spread through my cheeks and I turned away from her, “Nothing that intense. I met someone that is really helping me see life in a different light.”

“So you’re thinking about trying to get laid?” she asked.

“Oh my god, stop being so nosey,” I groaned.

She smirked at me as she put a hand on my shoulder. “Look at my little Erin, growing up and letting herself mingle with people again. I’m so proud of you,” Hannah teased.

“Girl! You’re nineteen! Stop!” I said, though my tone was certainly light. “Seriously though, she’s fun and exciting. She’s making me want to wake up again.”

Hannah nodded, “Joking aside, I’m really glad to hear that, Erin. I’m not trying to sound super depressing here, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if you went off the deep end. Seeing you with a little sparkle in your eyes is nice.”

“I appreciate it, but it looks like we’ve got a customer,” I said, gesturing to the car that pulled into a parking space.

“Awesome, I’ll go look busy,” she said.

I got up and walked to the door. My heart sank to my feet as I saw the familiar chestnut hair that fell around my ex-wife’s shoulders. She hurried to the front door and I held it open for her before mumbling, “Good morning. Is there something I can do for you?”

“That’s no way to greet an old friend,” she said with a smirk.

“That’s because we’re not friends, Rachael.”

A hand covered her mouth and she gasped. “Well, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”

I ignored her antics. Jamie was right. This woman hadn’t loved me for years. There was nothing I wanted to do more than have her throw her arms around me and tell me that she was sorry, but I knew that even if she did, it would have been yet another lie. Rachael was a snake, waiting to sink her fangs in for the kill.

“Is there something I can do for you today?” I asked.

“I was actually coming to talk to you about something that happened yesterday. The strangest thing, my employee walked out on me after saying some pretty rude things about you,” she said. “I tried to defend you, of course, but she was adamant about you being some kind of freak.”

I feigned shock. If there was one thing that living with depression had taught me, it was how to put on a show for others. When you felt like a husk, it was hard to feel much of anything. Still, it was a skill I was happy to have right now.

“Yeah, that’s what I felt like! Like, oh my god, does she not know that we used to love each other? How could she even think about saying something like that to me?” she asked.

“Wow, what did she say?” I asked.

Rachael hesitated for a second, proving to me that this was indeed just another of her lies, “That you were a tranny and some other rude things that I don’t want to repeat.”

“Wow, Jamie would say something like that about me and then have the guts to kiss me later that same night?” I asked.

Her eyes widened, “Must be a real bitch.”

“Or, and hear me out, you’re lying through your teeth. You don’t get to come here to try and stir up shit and make me feel miserable, Rachael. You lost that right when you asked for a divorce. Now, unless you’re going to be in the market for a car, you can leave,” I said.

Rachael glared at me. I knew that face. I remembered it when I told her that I wouldn’t be able to afford a new living room set. She felt entitled to control me and I wasn’t letting her have her way.

“What’s wrong, Rachael? Did you want to ruin another thing in my life. Fucking me up for two years wasn’t good enough?”

She took a step closer to me and spoke in a low tone, “You were never good in bed, Jeffrey. Maybe if you were a little more of a man, I wouldn’t have left you a miserable husk of a person. I hope you enjoy the new slut.”

Of all things, I chuckled. To think that I was letting this bitch ruin my life long after she should have been out of it. She was nothing but jealousy and greed in a human form.

“Unlike you, she didn’t let me have sex with her on the first date. I guess she’s a little more classy than a burger and soda,” I spat.

Rachael’s fist balled up and for a moment, I thought she was going to try and hit me. Instead, she turned around and called out loudly as she started back to her car, “He’s got a five-inch dick!”

I let the door shut behind her and smiled as I started back to my desk. As awkward as it was to have her yell out my size, at least she was wrong about it as well. Sure, I wasn’t massive, but she never complained when we were together.

Hannah hurried over to me and unleashed a flurry of concerns, “Are you okay? You’re a woman, don’t let that bitch get to you. She didn’t get to you, did she?”

“Hey, it’s all okay. Hannah, she’s a nobody. All she wants is to make people bow down to her and kiss her ass. That’s it. I’ve given her more of my time than I ever should have,” I said as my lips curled into a grin.

She smiled down at me and put her hands on my desk, “Hey, whoever the girl is, tell her I said thank you.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve never seen you smile without looking like you were constipated. It’s a nice thing to see,” Hannah said.

I rolled my eyes, “Go back to work, Hannah.”

“Hey, we’re coworkers, you can’t just act like you’re my boss all of the sudden,” she said.

“Can too, didn’t you have some calls to make?” I asked, waving her away with that smile still present.

She rolled her eyes, “You’re lucky that I can’t let Mr. Nash catch me slacking off again.”

When she stepped away, I couldn’t help myself. I pulled my phone out and sent Jamie a text, “Rachael just came in. Don’t worry, I’m fine, I sent her away screaming. But this is absolutely too much information, if you hear a rumor that I’m five inches, it’s just a rumor.”

“Glad to hear you’re okay. And I felt it last night, pretty sure that was bigger than five, not that it even matters.”

“Want to hang out tonight?”

It was a long shot, but I could at least hope that she could spend some time with me. After having that conversation with Rachael, it made me miss Jamie even more.

“I can’t exactly give you an answer at the moment. I don’t know how long Madison is going to need me and I’ve got dinner with my parents tonight.”

“Tomorrow?”

“I can do tomorrow, what time should I expect you?” she sent back.

My heart beat against my chest as I sent back, “Six. I want to watch a movie, get dinner, and then watch a second movie. Can we do that?”

“We can just order dinner and stay at your place.”

“That would be amazing. Thank you for the chance,” I responded. It felt good to be back in the driver’s seat of my life. Finally acting instead of reacting. This was my opportunity to show everyone, myself included, that I could do more than be a robot just going through the motions.

Jamie was worth trying for. Why? I couldn’t put my finger on it. Not only was she gorgeous, she challenged me to grow as a person. Who else in the past few years had even tried?

Two years with nothing more than a casual conversation and out of nowhere, this girl had me craving another kiss. Another moment of looking into her eyes. Anything that would let me be around her. She made me feel whole.


Chapter Eight

I tapped my fork against my plate a few times as I listened to my brother talk to dad about when he should start campaigning for mayor. When that conversation fell into a lull, I looked across the table at my mom and spoke softly, “Do you think now would be a good time?”

“No time like the present,” she said.

“A good time for what, honey?” Dad asked.

This wasn’t going to be easy. My parents knew I was interested in women, but up until this point, I had no reason to really bring it up again.

“Given the nature of our town, I have something to say that might be a slight problem for the next election,” I said.

My brother looked at me, “What kind of problem?”

“The kind of problem that would be easier to deal with if it wasn’t a secret in the first place. That’s why I want to bring this up now. As I’ve mentioned before, I’m bisexual. That wasn’t a ploy for attention from you guys while I was in college,” I said.

Dad nodded, “We never said it was, sweetie. As uncomfortable as that subject is for me, I still love you as my daughter and I can’t tell you no.”

“And you know that we will stand by you and support you,” Mom said, continuing where dad seemed to leave off.

My brother remained silent. “I’d like to mention that I’ve found a woman that I think is interested in me romantically. This isn’t something that I’m asking for permission for. I know what I’d like it to be. That being said, I imagine that when you run for mayor, my dates with this person might be brought up, if we’re not dating or something more in two years.”

Brendon took a deep breath before nodding, “As your brother, I have to say that I’m excited about the prospect. That said, I do worry about what that might do to my political career.”

Dad chuckled, “Son, you don’t have a political career yet. Are you running for an electoral seat? Have you got dreams of being a governor? Looking to be a president?”

“Not yet, but one day, those things might not seem so far off, dad.”

“I think you’re missing my point, son. If Jamie wants to be with someone, are we really going to stand in front of her and tell her no because of our political agendas? Times are changing. This past year, I’ve heard of at least nine same-sex marriages. That might not seem like a lot, but three years ago, there were none. The year before, one.” Dad took a moment to take a bite of his steak and then continued, “What I’m getting at is that with the influx of people coming to Asheville, there are going to be more diverse communities. We poll the people, find out what their thoughts on things like LGBT events. If the polls come back with more support, then we use Jamie’s bisexuality as leverage. I don’t mean to sound too business minded, sweetie, but if we can spin this with a positive light, we will.”

I nodded my head, that was more acceptance than I expected. Mom smiled at me and my cheeks warmed. My family might not have been the most willing to hear about the people I was with and they told me bluntly that if I did bring someone to our house that we wouldn’t be able to kiss in front of them. They were as supportive as I could ask them to be. That didn’t mean they were perfect. But they were trying. That was all I could ask for.

“Thank you all, I really do appreciate it,” I said.

Brendon nodded, “It’s a road bump, but you’re my sister, if I can’t support you trying to find a little happiness in this world, what kind of brother would I be?”

“The kind that wouldn’t get presents for Christmas?” I teased.

Everyone laughed quietly and we went back to business as usual. Our family wasn’t the most conventional, but I loved them. Dad would do anything for me, mom made me feel like I was a positive force in her life, and my brother did what he could to show his support.

When my brother and I were about to leave our parents to their business, I paused at the doorway and spoke softly, “If this woman and I hit it off, would you three mind if I invited her for dinner next Saturday?”

Dad paused and slid his hands into his pockets. “If you and this woman are romantically interested in one another in a week’s time, then I would be willing to let her get to know us next weekend. It’s a family event, but should she be that important to you, she might be family at some point. I could do that for you, pumpkin,” Dad gave me the political answer, but it was still an answer.

Mom smiled, “I’d love to meet her.”

“So long as you two don’t start doing something disgusting in front of us,” Brendon said. “I don’t mind the idea of gay couples, but I’ll be honest, seeing them being all cuddly makes me feel a little sick.”

“Hey, Brendon, try not to make me feel like I’m some kind of monster in a horror movie, okay?” I asked.

He sighed, “Just trying to be honest with you.”

I rolled my eyes and waved goodbye to them all, “I’ll text you guys tomorrow.”

“Goodbye, pumpkin,” Dad said. “I really hope you two get along well. It’s about time you found someone that could handle all of you.”

“Yeah, I don’t know if she can handle me yet, dad. But I’m going to try with her,” I called back.

The following evening, Erin asked for my address and I gave it to her. She pulled up in her Kia and I hurried out to join her. As lazy and uninspired as my outfit was, Erin’s eyes were wide as saucers when I sat down in her car.

My cheeks warmed as I pulled my shorts down to try and cover a little more of my thighs, “Don’t stare too much. I know I look like a hot mess.”

“You call that a hot mess?” she asked. “You look great. And comfortable.”

“Definitely comfortable, I figured if we were going to be watching movies together that I better wear something casual. Shorts and a wife-beater is about as comfortable as it gets,” I mumbled. The top I had on barely hid my nipples. As terrible as it was, I still held onto the thought of her wanting me. All it would take was one chilly breeze and she’d have plenty to look at…

We went straight back to her house and I followed her inside. The place was pretty nice, even if a little barren. There were no pictures or decorations on the walls, something that I would change in a heartbeat if things ever got to that point.

“It really isn’t much. When I moved in, I kind of just did the bare minimum. After a year, I bought some furniture, but I still don’t have a decent living room set. So, if it’s all the same, I was hoping we could watch TV in bed?” she asked.

I shrugged my shoulders, “So long as you don’t mind me making myself at home.”

“I don’t mind at all.”

A smile lit up my face as I put my hand on her shoulder and got on my tiptoes to whisper in her ear, “I’m going to sprawl and take up the entire bed. Try and stop me.”

Just as I was about to slip around her and rush into her room, her hands gripped my waist and she pulled me back against her. Without so much as a warning, she pressed her hips against me and whispered right back, “You didn’t even put up a fight. Get in there and sprawl, but I hope you don’t think that you’re going to call all the shots tonight.”

A cold shudder danced down my spine. My nipples hardened, but it wasn’t because of the temperature. Things were heating up and while I wanted to make her fight a little harder to get me out of these shorts, there was more on my mind than comfort when I put them on. As much as I wanted this to be about a relationship, I couldn’t deny that I wanted to have sex with her.

It was on my mind at the dealership. It was on my mind Friday. Erin needed to be a more stable woman for me to give myself to her in such an intimate way, but that didn’t mean she needed to be perfect or have a ring on my finger.

“How about you let me go and I might just let you be the big spoon later,” I purred.

Her hands slid away from my waist, but I didn’t pull away. My hips ground back against hers and through my thin cotton shorts, I could feel the thickness of her cock pressing against me. Definitely not five inches.

I stepped away from her and went into her bedroom. Moments later, she followed me in and grabbed the remote for her console. She started the movie and even though I’d already seen it, I didn’t care. This wasn’t about the movie, not for me.

Erin made a few steps that I wanted her to, and as she joined me on the bed, I rolled onto my side and patted my hip. She didn’t hesitate to get into bed behind me. Her jeans made things slightly uncomfortable as far as the teasing went, but I didn’t much mind that. That was an active decision on her part. She could have dressed more liberally, but she didn’t.

It was clear to me that she didn’t expect me to do anything sexual with her tonight. That didn’t mean I wasn’t in the mood. If anything, that choice made me want her even more.

I pressed myself against her and called out, “Turn it down a little bit.”

Erin did as I asked and put the remote back down on her nightstand. Her hand slid back over my stomach and I asked quietly, “The stuff with Rachael earlier, how did that make you feel?”

“Pretty good, if I’m being honest. If you don’t believe what I said, you can ask the woman that works with me, Hannah.”

“I trust you, Erin. I don’t think you’d want to lie to me just to get me in your bed.” I rolled onto my back and looked into her eyes, “I don’t know if I was too harsh on you Friday or not.”

Erin let her fingers twirl and dance over my exposed stomach. The tickling sensation was almost enough to make me ask her to stop. Almost.

“You were harsh, that much I won’t deny, but I think that I needed a bit of a wake-up call. Jamie, you said a lot of things that I didn’t want to hear, but I needed to. And you’re here now, aren’t you?” she asked. “If I hadn’t at least tried that, you wouldn’t be.”

I nodded and slid my hand around her neck and then let my fingers push into her hair. “You’re right, but I want to hear you tell me what you want from me.”

As I lightly scratched her scalp, she let out a quiet sigh and smiled at me, “It’s hard to talk when you’re doing things that feel good.”

“Tell me about it, your fingers are driving me up a wall.”

She let her hand fall flat against my stomach. I stopped scratching her head and just held her. For a moment, the only thing that mattered was the intense desire in those blue eyes.

“If you’re fine with me being a little on the bold side, I want you to be mine. I don’t want to control you, but I don’t want anyone else to be able to pull you into their bed either,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry about that. Erin, I might not be the easiest person to be around all the time, sometimes you’ll probably get sick of how much I’ll push you to reach for your goals in life,” I said before pulling her closer to me. “But, if you can deal with that, I’m more than willing to make sure you’re the only person I get into bed with.”

As I leaned in to kiss her, she pulled away just slightly and kept me waiting a few moments longer. I needed this kiss, but she was more than ready to make me wait for it.

“I don’t want you to leave here tonight thinking we’re just friends,” she said.

“Then why aren’t you kissing me?” I asked.

Erin’s lips curled into a smile and she rolled on top of me. Her thighs pushed my shorts up toward my waist and I could feel the cool air kiss my inner thighs. I desperately wished it was her kissing my thighs, but I’d settle for any kiss at this point. Anything to tame the raging desire within me.

Her soft lips pressed against mine and I moaned quietly. Erin’s hands pressed against either side of my shoulders and while I was trapped underneath her, I was right where I wanted to be.

Erin kissed me passionately, her tongue only teasing me, making me want to beg her to kiss me more deeply. But I didn’t beg. I wouldn’t. Would I?

She had succeeded where many others had failed. Erin made me want to know more about her. Knowing that she’d been through hell and back emotionally, I knew that she would be able to support me and help me when I needed it. All she needed was for me to help her see that she was infinitely stronger than she thought she was.

When her tongue finally pushed into my mouth, another moan poured into our kiss and she let her hips grind lightly against mine. I could feel that warm, thick bulge in her pants as it pressed against my thigh. If not for the slight sense of self-control I was clinging to, I would have asked her to take me.

I wanted her. I needed her. But I knew better than to have her. Didn’t I?

My hands moved down to rest on her ass and when she didn’t stop kissing me, I let myself pull her against me. Her cock pressed firmly against me, her tongue dancing with mine, and the fire of passion burning hotter inside my heart, I couldn’t stop now.

I had to know if it would feel as good as I imagined it would. If her cock could make me scream her name.

As my hand slid around her waist and moved to grope her shaft through her jeans, she finally broke the kiss. She panted heavily and looked down at me before groaning, “Jamie, we don’t have to do anything tonight.”

“We don’t have to, no. But I want to,” I said.

She shook her head, “We can’t. I can’t let sex ruin tonight. That’s not all I want from you, Jamie, and just getting you to come over feels about as good as I could imagine feeling.”

“Why does sex have to ruin anything, Erin. It’s natural. It’s healthy. It’s pleasure.”

My eyes met with hers and I let my thumb graze over the head of her cock. Her eyes closed and she bit her lip to stifle a moan. She was trying to show restraint, but I could see it as clear as day. Erin wanted me.

“It’s a lot of things, but I don’t want you to think that the only thing I wanted you to come over here for was something like this,” she said, her eyes unable to meet mine as I continued to tease her cock.

“I’m the one that wants this, Erin. I hope that you want me, but I can’t make you do this. If you really don’t want to, I’ll stop. But if you think that you’d enjoy it any at all, then please don’t keep me waiting,” I said.

She shook her head, “T-Then let me get you off. I don’t need to finish to have a really good time.”

It was my turn to bite my lip. I didn’t want her to think that my pleasure was all that I cared about, but damn I needed something right now. We hadn’t even eaten dinner yet and I agreed to two movies. That didn’t mean that plans couldn’t change, but I didn’t want to cut our time short so that I could go home and masturbate.

“Promise to let me return the favor if you’re feeling up to it after?” I asked.

She nodded, “I’m not the most confident person about a lot of things.” Erin kissed my cheek and then whispered in my ear, “But I bet that I can make you finish with just my hands.”

“Y-You’re on,” I said. As much as I’d have loved to have her tongue work its way up and down my pussy, I wasn’t going to push this too much.

Erin quickly sat up and got off me. She moved to lean against her stack of pillows and spread her legs, “Come here.”

I didn’t hesitate. Leaning back against her, I could feel her cock against my lower back and I didn’t care. It was wonderful to be held by someone again. College was the one time where I experimented, but outside of a few dildos and a few awkward nights with some of my friends, I didn’t really have much to go on.

Her hands started at my shoulders and she gently massaged them while she whispered, “If you feel uncomfortable at any point, just say something.”

“I will,” I said.

She leaned further back into the bed and used her hips to push us forward. Reclining against her, I spread my legs and rested them on top of hers. As silly as it was, I let my feet play with hers as her hands moved over my shoulders. Fingers found sensitive flesh around my nape and I had to force myself not to shrug my shoulders to get them away from there.

I wanted her every touch, even if it felt amazing and tickled at the same time. Then those hands fell to my breasts. Hard, perky nipples fell victim to her gentle tugging and twisting through my shirt as she gently ground her hips against mine. For someone that was doing the pleasuring, Erin seemed pretty excited to do this and that took a little weight from my shoulders.

She slid one hand under my shirt and cupped my bare breast, “I was a little shocked when you came out with no bra on, Jamie.”

“You were on my mind a lot this weekend. I figured that I’d either be really comfortable tonight or we’d have a little more fun. Either way, I didn’t want a bra on,” I said quietly.

Her other hand slid into my shorts and then into my panties. The damp cloth was pulled away from my pussy as her fingers slid down my sensitive lips, “It feels good to know that you didn’t write me off.”

“Yeah, well your fingers feel good,” I purred. Didn’t I already explain to her that it was hard to have a conversation when she was doing things that felt good?

She chuckled and pressed her palm firmly against my mound. My clit sent a jolt of pleasure through me and I lifted my hips slightly from the bed, though my position wasn’t letting me do so easily.

“Someone’s especially sensitive,” she whispered. Erin’s finger curled and pulled her fingertip through my labia before she let her fingernail slide back down my slick folds. A sharp gasp fell from my lips and she giggled. “You have no clue how excited you’re getting me.”

“I-I can feel it,” I said.

She kissed the top of my head as she pushed the tip of that finger into my soaked entrance, “No. You feel my cock against you, that’s physical. I need to get you off, Jamie. The way you sound right now, it’s enough to make me want to know what’ll happen when I stop teasing.”

“F-Find out.”

Erin’s palm pressed against me again as her finger pushed deeper into me at the same time. A loud moan ripped out of me and she whispered, “Watch the movie and let me have my fun, baby.”

Hearing her use a pet name with me only made me wetter. She was confident when she was talking to me about what car I’d be best suited for. She was confident enough at the Italian restaurant. But since then, up until those words she just uttered, she was on the fence.

Erin sounded like she knew exactly what she wanted in that moment and I was lucky that she wanted my pleasure.

Her palm lifted away from my pussy, pulling my shorts and panties away from my hips enough for me to catch the occasional glimpse of my smooth sex when the light from the TV was bright enough. A second finger joined the first and the tip of her thumb pressed against my clit. She rocked her entire hand, using the thumb as an anchor. Each time she pushed into me, she ground my clit into me and her fingers curled inside to press against my sensitive inner walls as well.

Within thirty seconds, Erin had me moaning and writhing in her lap. My hips begged me to buck against her fingers, but when I tried, I just made her thumb slide away from my clit. I learned quickly to just let Erin do what she had to do. Anything that I tried just took away from my pleasure and as powerless as I felt, it only felt better to let her control me like this.

Most of my orgasms had come from my own fingers. I should have known how to pleasure myself better than she could. And yet, my panties were drenched, her fingers were coated with my juices, and all I could do was moan her name.

My toes curled and my thighs tried to snap shut, but she lifted her legs so that I couldn’t close mine. Even as my walls clenched around her fingers, she didn’t stop. Instead, she just purred, “I told you so.”

As much as I wanted to say something back to rebuke what she just said. I couldn’t. All that I could do was gasp and try to keep from screaming out in ecstasy as my juices flooded out of me. The burning desire that built up before was slowly ebbing out of me as her fingers continued to push in and out of my depths.

When I finally stopped twitching, Erin pulled her fingers out of my entrance and slowly rubbed them through my folds for a few moments before pulling her hand away from my crotch.

Even in the low light, I could see my feminine nectar glistening on her fingers. The hand disappeared over my head and soft sucking sounds met my ears. Just as I turned to look at her, she pulled the fingers out of her mouth and shrugged her shoulders, “What?”

“Y-You weren’t kidding about enjoying yourself, huh?”

She smirked and shrugged her shoulders again, “I wasn’t. It’s been so long since I’ve done something like that, but I missed doing it so much. There’s nothing like making someone you care about squirm.”

I rested against her. Being in her bed with a pair of soaked panties clinging to my sex didn’t quite cross my mind when I left my house earlier. Maybe being in her bed without said panties, but not with them still on. I expected her to want to have sex with me. I would have let her… But this was so much nicer.

The little guilt I felt about not getting her off was much better than the possible awkward tension that would have lingered if we had sex.

Looking up at her, I mumbled quietly, “You’re good at it.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself, Jamie. So, what would you like for dinner?” she asked.

“If we’re getting delivery, Chinese. Pizza isn’t huge on my list of favorites,” I said.

She kissed the top of my head and wiped her hand on the cover before returning them to my breasts. “I’ll order something after this movie goes off.”


Chapter Nine

My mind kept replaying that Sunday over and over. Three weeks later and I still remembered it like it was yesterday. I should have asked her about the job then, instead of visiting her while she was working to talk about it. There were so many things that I could have done better. But I did plenty right as well.

Every so often, she’d text me that she wanted to do it more often than once a week, but our schedules were conflicting at the moment. She didn’t start work until the afternoon and I usually got off work later during the day. As much as I wanted to spend more and more time with her, we had to settle for a few hours on Sunday for our pleasure and I’d hang out with her at the bar between her making drinks during the week.

Tonight wasn’t much different. She stepped back over to me and smiled warmly, “So, what do you want to do tomorrow?”

“I was hoping we could go shopping together? It doesn’t sound very romantic, I know, but I need to start keeping some things you enjoy around the house,” I said. “Besides, I’d love to make you a nice dinner sometime.”

Jamie sighed and pointed to my glass, “Want another?”

“Not right now, one is plenty,” I said.

Madison stepped past Jamie and chuckled on her way through, “First one is always free.”

“I’d pay for it if you let me!” I called out after her.

Jamie leaned forward on the counter. I knew it was because customers tipped sexy bartenders better, but seeing her in a skirt and a tight-fitting shirt drove me wild. What I’d give to just bend her over the bar… The thought was one that I couldn’t give much thought to.

The past three Sundays, I limited our sexual activities to fingering her. As much as I wanted to do more, I didn’t want to feel like she was only hanging out with me because of the sex. If there was one thing I could thank Rachael for being picky about, it was the lessons she taught me about pleasuring a woman.

Looking back on it, Rachael was a complete bitch about how she taught me, but Jamie was very, very, very appreciative of the talent I had. I wanted to show her what I could do with my tongue. Even though it was more selfish, I wanted to be inside her. But I couldn’t. Not until I felt like she was ready to settle down with me.

After that first weekend, she mentioned that I was invited to go over to her parents’ house for dinner. But we both got cold feet about that. Meeting her parents would make whatever this was much more real. While I truly felt like what we had was something beautiful and heartwarming, I didn’t want to force her to be with me because her parents expected us to continue dating.

“How was work today?” she asked.

“Same thing, different day. I managed two sales. That was really nice, but it doesn’t feel that great when I can’t take you out and celebrate,” I said.

She sighed, “Yeah, as much as I love this job, it’s definitely taking a lot of the time I’d love to spend with you.”

Madison stepped back through, “I could hire someone else, but you’d have less hours.”

Jamie shook her head, “I need the hours to pay my bills. Car insurance, rent, savings, and food money.”

“I offered,” Madison grumbled. “I’m still trying to find someone to help me with this place. A bartender is great to have, especially one that helps wait tables, but getting a manager with actual work experience would be nice. I keep getting guys that are fresh out of college that just want to party as applicants.”

Jamie looked at me curiously, “Would someone like Erin fit the bill?”

I chuckled, “Don’t put her on the spot like that. My job is just fine.”

“As long as she could handle the responsibilities and give me a nice resume, I could probably work with her. Maybe,” Madison said.

“Yeah, but what would I even do? And on top of that, could you afford to hire a manager?” I asked.

Madison laughed and shook her head, “We sell a lot of drinks here and I’ve got a friend that’s going to be helping me put in a kitchen soon. I’m going to need someone to help out around here at some point. Not pushing you to quit your job in hopes of getting one with me, but if you wanted to link up your schedules, I’m all about that. I’ve got a baby on the way, I need to be able to leave this place in capable hands so I can spend time with my wife and child.”

I tapped my fingers on the bar and spoke softly, “Could you make sure that Jamie and I had at least one off day?”

“Fuck, pick a day and you’ve got it off,” Madison said.

“Monday,” I said. “I’ll get a resume in, but I’d like to see your job posting.”

“It’s online, but the gist is pay starts at twelve-an-hour with potential to go up to sixteen, if you’re good. Overtime is possible, but I can’t afford to go broke either,” Madison said.

Jamie smiled at me and whispered, “Bet you can’t guess what I’d want to do on Mondays.”

Madison winked at me and leaned in as well to whisper, “I’ll give you a few days to think about it. I still expect a formal interview and you’re going to have to promise me that you’re not going to quit within a few months. At least give me time to find someone to replace you.”

“I’ve been working at that car lot for about ten years. I can handle a crummy job, but I feel like this would be an improvement,” I said.

“Looks like the bar is going to go from being run by one lesbian couple to another,” Madison said before laughing quietly. “Once the first few months after my wife gives birth pass, I’ll make sure to keep your mandatory hours under thirty-four. That should give you both plenty of time to spend together. If you can’t afford to live on that kind of wage around here, you’re fucking up somewhere.”

I nodded, “I mean, just throwing this out there, you could always move in with me, Jamie.”

She tensed up and shook her head, “Not yet, baby. This has been amazing so far, but I don’t think I’m ready to take that step just yet.”

Madison tapped her knuckles on the counter and nodded to the end of the counter, “You’ve got some drinks to make, Jamie. Erin, I don’t meant to run you off, but if you’re not going to be drinking, I can’t have you pestering my bartender right now.”

“I see how it is, Madison, your bar gets busy and all of the sudden, I can’t be here,” I said teasingly.

“Damn straight, that’s exactly how I run this ship. Now, fuck off before I put you to work carting drinks around,” Madison said and then smiled at me. “I’ll talk to you soon about the job, I hope?”

“I can come in tomorrow, but that’s usually the time Jamie and I spend together,” I said.

“What time could you be here?” she asked.

Jamie was down at the other end of the counter and I bit my lip as I pondered her usual schedule. She had to work in the evening and she slept in pretty late.

“Ten?” I asked.

“God damn that’s early, I can swing it. I usually don’t wake up until ten, but yeah, spending time with your girl is important. I hate that I’m here working while Emily is as home with nothing but a furball that keeps getting bigger,” Madison said.

I nodded, “Tomorrow, then.”

I waved goodbye to Jamie since she was busy and headed back to my house. Darren’s Dive was pretty busy on Saturday, but I tried to spend as much time with Jamie as I could before the crowd really got thick in there.

The idea of quitting my job at the dealership was definitely scary. It was the one constant I had in my life, but at the same time, I’d been there for years. I wasn’t going to get a raise. I wasn’t getting a promotion. It was stagnant.

Jamie was teaching me to embrace change and I felt like this was the kind of thing that would give me the chance to grow. At the very least, I’d be able to spend more time with the woman that was making my days worth being excited for.

Sure, if we didn’t work out as a couple, I might have to find another job, but that was something I didn’t imagine happening. This past month with Jamie was the best I’d had in years and it only looked like it was going to get better.

The next morning, I had my interview with Madison and while I didn’t know too much about the business of running a bar, she seemed confident that she could teach me. We ended up agreeing on a two week trial period, just coming in and learning what I could on my own while I gave the dealership time to try and replace me. If I was forced out the door by my previous employer, then she would just bring me in earlier.

It wasn’t a perfect situation, but if I didn’t take the chance, I might never. Once I finished there, I went to a fast food chain to grab a meal for Jamie. With all of my important business taken care of, I headed over to her place and knocked on the apartment door.

There was a loud thump from inside and then a series of thuds as she dragged herself to the door. This wasn’t the first time I had to listen to her zombie shuffle. My girlfriend wasn’t a morning person.

She forced a smile on her face when she let me in and that smile widened when I handed her the bag of food. “Good morning, baby.”

“It’s not even noon yet,” she grumbled before waddling over to the bed to sit down.

Her ass looked great in the panties she had on. It looked great in anything she put on, but that wasn’t the point. I joined her on the bed and got comfortable. “It’s not, but I didn’t want to go home for twenty minutes until you woke up and I had to leave the house again.”

“What’d you find out about working for Madison?” she asked.

“That I’ll be given some time to learn the ropes before I’m officially hired, so you’ll see more of me at the bar.”

She nodded her head and pointed to the fridge. I got up and grabbed her a drink before sitting back down, “Thanks. Do you think working together is going to be weird?”

“I don’t think that it will make things impossible, but I do know that we’ll have to be somewhat professional. Madison said that she and Emily did just fine. Keep your hands away from the sexy bits and wash them often was kind of her thing when she talked to me about it.”

“Wash your hands or the sexy bits?” she asked.

“Both, I assume,” I teased.

She chuckled and leaned against me while she ate. “When do you think you’d want to come see my parents, Erin?”

“That’s a little random, but whenever you want me to. If we’ve both got time, then it’s probably something we need to get out of the way.”

Jamie nodded, “It’d be nice to get that out from over my head. They ask about you occasionally, just thought you’d want to know.”

“I imagine they would. Nothing bad, I hope?”

“My brother keeps pestering them about figuring out if we’re going to get serious or not.”

I chuckled and put my arm around her waist, “I thought we were already a little serious.”

“It feels like we are, but I’m not going to pretend that we’re super devoted. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I don’t think that this isn’t serious. Fuck, this is a hard conversation to have,” she said.

There were conflicting feelings within me. I was happy to know that she thought we were kind of serious, but at the same time, if this wasn’t what serious looked like, what did I have to do to prove myself?

“I guess that makes sense. What would serious look like in their eyes?” I asked.

She shrugged, “I couldn’t tell you if that was moving in together, having sex that I wouldn’t tell them about, or getting engaged. I really don’t know what they want to hear from me.”

“You’d think that for people that don’t want to see us even kiss that they wouldn’t care,” I mumbled.

She put her trash in the bag that the food came in and balled it up before tossing it at the trash can. Jamie missed, as always, but it was closer than it was before and out of our way.

“What do you think that serious would be?” she asked.

“I think that we’re already kind of serious. We spend most of our time together when we’ve got time to spend. Short of taking more drastic steps, I don’t know what we can do. You shot down the idea of moving in together pretty quickly,” I said.

She sighed and tapped her fingers on my knee for a few moments, “I guess I did. It’s not because I wouldn’t want to, I just don’t want to impose and I don’t know if that’s a step we should take right now. Let’s say that things don’t work out between us. I’d have to find another apartment on short notice or go move in with my parents for a little while. That would be pretty shitty.”

“Do you think that we wouldn’t work out if we were living together?” I asked.

“I can’t say for sure. People get different when you’re around them literally all the time. We’re going to be working together as is. How about we see how it feels to be around each other when we can’t really be sexual or anything? If we can do that for a few weeks, I imagine that we could be roommates,” she said.

That sounded reasonable to me. A smile crested my lips. Had she said that to me a few weeks ago, I probably would have taken it the wrong way and assumed that she didn’t want to be with me.

“Sounds fair, but for now, what are you in the mood to do before you’ve got to go to work?” I asked.

She yawned and leaned against me again, “Maybe I could touch you while we watched something on TV?”

“That sounds a little unfair to you, I don’t mind getting you off if you’re in that kind of mood, baby.”

“Yeah, but you always get me off. It’s been the same thing every time and I don’t mind at all, but I’d also like to do something for you,” she said.

I kissed her cheek and whispered, “Think you’d be fine with doing it a little differently? I don’t mind the idea of you being behind me, but I’m pretty sure your wrist would hate you.”

“Anything you want, babe. I mean, if I’m honest, I’d be down to just go all the way,” she said.

As appealing as the thought was, I’d much rather meet her parents first. It might not mean much to her, but I was still of the mindset that if her parents couldn’t approve of our relationship that we probably needed to reassess at that point. She had a large amount of respect for her parents, as did I.

“Not yet. We’re building up to that, Jamie. It’s, uh, it’s kind of a big deal for me.”

“It’s a big deal for me too. Maybe not if I wasn’t with someone romantically, but when there are emotions involved, it’s a lot harder to expose myself. Literally or emotionally,” she said.

I smiled at her and leaned back onto the bed before unbuttoning my jeans and pushing them and my panties down to my ankles. After kicking them the rest of the way off, I spoke softly, “I’m not going to give you play-by-play instructions, but I really enjoy blowjobs. And, uh, I might not last long.”

Jamie’s eyes couldn’t pull away from my cock. As many times as she’d felt it and toyed with it through my clothes, this was the first time she got to see it in its full splendor.

“F-Five inches my ass,” she whispered. “N-Not an offer.”

I smiled and let my hand move to rest on her lower back. “You don’t have to do anything with your mouth if you don’t want to. I just wanted to let you know what I liked.”

“Fuck that,” she said, finally turning to look at me. “I want you to eat me out while I blow you.”

“Well, that’s one very romantic way to put it,” I said.

She shrugged her shoulders, “Look, you’ve had your fingers in my pussy enough times to make that part easy for me. I want something new, I love when you finger me, but it’s like eating at the same restaurant over and over. The food might be delicious, but sometimes you just need to throw something new into the mix.”

Her blunt language was a little shocking considering that she usually used more tact, but I wasn’t going to worry about that. She wasn’t wrong, at all. While I loved getting my partner off, I did keep things pretty limited up to this point.

Sex was one of my favorite things in this world, but only when it mattered. With Rachael, it used to matter. Then it got to the point where all she thought of me as was a glorified dildo.

The thought of Rachael made me sigh and Jamie asked, “Something wrong with that?”

“I’m just a bit nervous.”

“What would make you more comfortable?”

I tapped my fingers on her lower back, “Meeting your parents before we did something more than what we’ve already done?”

“Seriously? We’d have to wait at least a week and that’s if Madison could let me miss work on Saturday. I want to cum, babe.” Jamie reached for my cock and slowly stroked it.

“If you want to cum, I can get you off. I’m just not sure how I feel about asking you to do these kinds of things when you don’t think we’re that serious yet,” I said.

She paused, “Fuck.”

“What?”

“That feels like a little bit of a low blow.”

I sat up and eased her hand away from my cock, “It wasn’t meant to be a low blow. You know what I’ve gone through in the past. I hope it’s at least understandable that I might want to feel a little more involved in your life before we start doing things that are this intimate.”

“But fingering me and making me cum isn’t intimate, got it,” she said defensively.

“I never said that.” I took a deep breath and got up so that I could put my clothes back on. “What I was saying is that I don’t want to do things with you and make you feel like this is all I want. Haven’t we already had that conversation?”

“Erin, we’ve been dating for about a month. How long are you going to make me wait to have sex? Why does it have to be so damn complicated to just get fucked? You know that I care about you, you know that I’m trying, so what’s the problem?” she asked.

I let out a deep sigh, “The problem is that I think I love you.”

Her mouth was already open, ready to fire back something else until my words sank in. She looked at me with wide eyes before turning to look away from me. “That’s not what I expected,” she whispered.

My stomach knotted up. I regretted saying those three words. Only a month in and I was already telling her something that I should have kept under lock and key until she said it first. But how could I berate myself for admitting how I felt?

That went against everything she’d been trying to get through to me. Instead, I buttoned my pants and sat down beside her again. “I actually know I do. I care about you for more reasons than I care to list, but for starters, you got me out of a bad situation. I was circling the drain, waiting to give up on life. But you wouldn’t let me.”

I smiled at her and kissed her neck, “You made me feel like I had a reason to keep going. Gave me goals to shoot for and you made me stop being such a child about how I was acting.”

I kissed her cheek. “You made every day more exciting than the last and I always went to sleep dreaming that I’d wake up to have you beside me some day.”

My hand curled under her chin and I pulled gently until she was looking into my eyes. “So I’m here to chase that dream. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that you want to come back to my place after work every night and snuggle up beside me. I want you to know that when I hold you, it isn’t because you’re the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever met. I want you to know that it’s because I love you.”

I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers. She didn’t pull away from me and after a second that felt like a lifetime, she kissed me back. Her hands slid around my sides and she dug her fingers into my back as she climbed into my lap without breaking the kiss.

She leaned forward and I let her weight carry me back onto the bed and she didn’t hesitate to deepen our embrace. Jamie’s hips pressed firmly against mine and I put my hands on her waist. After a few moments, she broke the kiss and whispered, “I’ll wait until next Saturday. After that, no matter what they say, I want you. Promise me.”

“I promise, Jamie. I just want to do this right,” I said quietly.

“Then let’s go shopping, you wanted to do that, right?” she asked.

I nodded. “Thank you, Jamie.”

“You’re welcome, but I think I should be the one thanking you. You’re treating me like no one else has, Erin. I appreciate the lengths your taking to make me feel like I matter as something more than a piece of ass you can call up for a quick fuck,” she said.

“To be fair, you do have a wonderful ass that I tend to think about a fair bit,” I mumbled.

She rolled her eyes and leaned in to bite my lower lip gently, “You can think about it while we’re in the store then. But you’re not putting your dick in it.”

“Fair enough.”


Chapter Ten

She loved me. At least, she said those words and she didn’t cover them up. That meant a lot coming from her, but I still didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t repeat those words, not without lying to her. I really cared about her, more than I’d ever cared about anyone else that was intimate with me.

The friends I fooled around with, that was casual. The couple guys that told me they loved me, they just wanted in my pants. But Erin? She told me she loved me as a reason to not get in my pants, yet. If that wasn’t hard to process, I didn’t know what would be.

As we wandered the aisles in the grocery store, I noticed that Erin got a little less talkative. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why. There were only two grocery stores in our town and if she got broken up with in one, it was a fifty-fifty chance to be this one.

I decided against pestering her too much. What good could come of it? She’d just get hurt and have to reopen old wounds that I’d rather not expose her to. Not after what just happened in my apartment.

“Do you want to try making some chicken spaghetti?” I asked. “I’d love to help you with it. I don’t know, I think it’d be sweet to make the dinner that we kind of bonded over.”

She nodded, “Yeah, that sounds nice.”

“Great, to the meat section!” I called out cheerfully and turned our empty cart around. Having been in the store for about five minutes, it wasn’t hard to tell that Erin was a little distracted. Maybe I was the reason for that distraction? I did ask her to promise me something that might be a little unfair to her. After not telling her I loved her.

As I turned the aisle, I nearly slammed into another cart and stopped just short, “Sorry.”

“For what? Walking out on your job and leaving me with the store to manage during one of the busiest periods of the year?” came a voice that I would have been happy to have never heard again. Rachael. I turned my cart, content to not say anything, but Erin came around the corner and Rachael chuckled, “Oh, you two are still hanging out? That’s cute.”

“Don’t you have something better to do, Rachael?” I asked.

“She doesn’t,” Erin said.

Rachael put a hand over her mouth and cocked her hips to one side, “Well, I’ll be. It’s alive. You know, Jeffrey, I honestly never thought I’d see you in here again.”

“We’ve bumped into each other in here plenty of times,” Erin said.

“But not when you have a new toy with you. Is she half as good as I was in bed? Who am I kidding, we both know the answer to that.”

I rolled my eyes, but before I could say something smart, Erin said, “Actually, we don’t. See, you taught me a lot, Rachael. While you were out whoring around and sucking anyone’s cock as long as they’d give you a shiny new present, I learned what love really looks like. It’s not about the sex or what I can do for that person in the bedroom. It’s about feeling something beyond lust. I know that you wouldn’t understand that, so that being the case, you can kindly fuck off now.”

Rachael’s face twisted and contorted as her face and neck turned a light shade of red. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the cart harder and glared daggers at us. “Well, maybe if you were half the man you thought you were, you’d have been able to provide for me like I needed!”

“And maybe if you weren’t such a vain, narrow-minded bitch, you would have realized what you had before you gave it up,” I said.

Erin put her arm around my waist, “She’s right. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand that, Rachael. Go find someone else that cares about what you have to say.”

Rachael’s husband came around the corner and looked at his wife, “These people bothering you? Oh! Hey, Erin. I’m loving the car, it’s just as nice as you said it would be, but thanks for the heads up about the transmission. After I got that looked at, it ran so much better than it already did. Still, can’t argue with the price you gave me on it.”

Rachael’s hateful stare turned to her husband, “These pieces of shit were just talking bad about me and you’re going to come over here buttering up to that asshole?”

“Darling, I can’t pretend that Erin is an asshole. You’re just upset that you can’t get me to do some of the things she used to,” he said casually. “It’s not like you’re not getting it elsewhere.”

Erin snickered under her breath. Rachael looked back and forth, “N-No, I’m not. I’ve been loyal to you.”

“Oh, don’t give me that shit. My buddy at work showed me a video of you sucking off three guys in the truck stop’s parking lot. Why do you think I haven’t fucked you in over a month? I’ve been talking to a lawyer, it’s a little uncomfortable to have my last name associated with someone that’ll do something like that for twenty bucks,” he said.

What he was saying was cruel and almost inhumane. To put someone down in the middle of a store for anyone to hear. Then again, he had a genuine reason for telling her what he was saying. Unlike someone else I knew that did something equally as horrible to someone that didn’t deserve it…

Rachael rolled her eyes, “Whatever. I don’t need you anyway, faggot.”

“Are you fucking done?” Erin asked. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what, tranny?” she snarled.

Erin chuckled and gave me a pat on the back, “Never mind. She’s literally not worth speaking to. Let’s go, babe.”

I gladly took her up on that offer. All the while, Rachael stood there, screaming for Erin to come back and say what she had to say. Then the screaming turned to her husband. Then came the random yelling at people that weren’t even involved.

Erin handled that situation better than I could have imagined she would. Just a few weeks ago, I doubted she would have even been able to walk away, but she’d taken leaps and bounds to get where she was now. And it was for me.

The thought warmed my heart. I wanted to hug her, to kiss her, and to tell her how proud I was of the change she made. But she would probably get embarrassed given what just happened. So instead, I followed her through the store and away from the attention whore behind us.

Erin shook her head when we were mostly out of ear shot from that train wreck, “I know I made a scene when it happened to me, but damn.”

“You had a reason to make a scene. She’s just desperate for any attention she can get,” I said.

“As long as it’s coming from you, so am I, honestly,” Erin said.

I chuckled at her and whispered, “Looking forward to next Sunday already?”

She nodded, “Believe it or not, it isn’t easy to tell you no to something like what you’re offering. I’ve just got to do things right this time.”

“You really don’t have to worry, baby. I’m not in a hurry and I understand that you’re a little hesitant,” I said.

Erin tossed a few ingredients into the cart as we continued walking, “It’s not so much that I’m hesitant. When we do have that moment together, I’d like to think that it would be the start of the next step in our journey.”

“I think it will be, Erin. I really do think you’re amazing, but after seeing what Rachael just did when she didn’t get her way, I really do understand why you’re making sure everything is right before you devote more to me and get hurt again. I don’t want to hurt you, but better safe than sorry.”

She nodded her head and headed for the checkout counter. As I stepped around the cart to start putting items on the conveyor belt, she giggled and I looked over at her, “What?”

Erin shrugged her shoulders, “Just remembered what you were telling me to think about before we left. I love it.”

It took me a few moments before I realized she was talking about my ass. My cheeks flushed and I rolled my eyes, “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m not saying sorry.”

I bent further over the conveyor belt and gave my hips a little shake. “I’d hope not.”

During the week, I was excited to see Erin come into the bar. While we didn’t get to chat about little things as much as I would have liked, she picked up on making drinks quickly. The work she and Madison were doing behind the scenes wasn’t something I could attest to, but Madison seemed very happy to have her around.

When Saturday came, I was happy to only have to work a couple hours before Emily came in to take over. The couple ushered me out of the door and I hurried over to Erin’s house.

She was already outside in that same black dress she wore the first night we went out. A flood of memories swarmed me and I reveled in the moment while she walked over to my car to get in. Once she was inside, she reached across and put her hand on my thigh, “Ready to get this over with?”

“Not really, but we’ve got to do it,” I said.

Erin nodded and gave my leg a gentle squeeze, “Then let’s get this over with. Remind me what their names are again?”

“My dad is Harvey, my brother is Brendon, and my mom is Janet.”

She repeated the names a few times to try and commit them to memory. The drive was only ten minutes, but those were a long, tense ten minutes. As ready as Erin seemed to be to meet my parents, I didn’t want it to happen.

At first, it seemed like a great idea. I was even the one to bring it all up. But now that it was about to happen, I could only think of all the things that would go wrong and that terrified me. My dad might hate her. What if my mom asked her about her past and set Erin off?

So many things could happen, but I had to hope that the woman beside me loved me enough to make it through tonight without incident.

When we pulled up to the massive three-story colonial house, Erin’s jaw dropped. “T-This is where you lived?”

“Yeah, it’s a really nice place. It was my grandfather’s before he signed it over to my dad,” I said and opened my door. “Hey, if things get too rough in there, let me know. We can always do this another time if you’ve got cold feet.”

Erin chuckled and got out of the car before looking over at me, “I’m fine, babe. If they don’t like me, I can only hope that you don’t want to leave me because they don’t approve of me.”

“I wouldn’t do that to you!” I said and hurried over to her. I slid my hand down her forearm and let my fingers entangle with hers, “Let’s do this.”

She nodded, “No kissing or anything like that, right?”

“Right.”

“Wonderful, but you’re coming back to my place tonight, you know that, don’t you?” she asked as we made our way up the long brick walkway.

The warmth between my thighs burned hotter, “I-I was hoping so.”

When we got to the door, I opened it without knocking and let Erin shut it behind us before I drug her into the dining room. The large rectangular table could seat twelve people and there was a second one further away that could be butted up against the first if needed for seating even more people. My father was the kind of man that liked to entertain guests.

My brother was already at the table and we sat down on the opposite side of him. “How are things going?” I asked.

He smiled at us and stood up and leaned forward to extend his hand to Erin. She got up and shook his hand, “Erin.”

“Brendon, I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said before letting go of her hand. The two sat back down and he continued, “Things are going well. From what I hear, the apartments are just about ready to move into and that means a few more projects will be starting. There is a rumor floating around that we’re going to be getting a new strip mall soon.”

“That’s good news. Jamie was telling me about the recent growth of the town, that’s got to be exciting for you,” she said.

Brendon nodded and smiled warmly, “Yes, it is. If everything goes the way I’m hoping it does, Asheville will be a city before long. If we strike while the iron is hot, it’s possible that we’ll be a very influential family in this city. Should that happen, we would be set for life, as well as our children and their children after them.”

“Building a legacy,” she said and nodded her head. “That is respectable and admirable.”

“Glad you think so, Erin,” came my dad’s voice. I turned to see him carrying a large platter that he sat down in the middle of the table. Mom was steps behind him and put the second platter down. The delicious aroma of steak and mashed potatoes reached my nose first. Then the chicken with hints of lemon, green beans, and various other side dishes mingled with the other scents.

“Jamie keeps bringing you up every Saturday that she can make it to our family dinner. We’ve heard quite a lot about you, it’s long overdue that we get to introduce ourselves to you,” Dad said. He offered his hand to Erin and she stood up to shake it.

“The pleasure is all mine, sir,” she said.

“Would you prefer wine or a soft drink with dinner?” Mom asked.

“A glass of wine would be wonderful, ma’am,” Erin said.

I chuckled and gave Erin a gentle pat on the back, “They’re just people. You don’t have to sir or ma’am them if you don’t want to.”

Erin laughed and sat back down, “They’ve earned that respect.”

“And what makes you say that, Erin?” Dad asked.

Even I was curious to hear what she had to say.

“Well, sir, you’ve provided me with a woman that had turned my life around. She’s given me hope for the future and that’s more than I had a few weeks ago,” Erin said. “And that means that she learned how to be that kind of woman because of the people that raised her. So, sir, ma’am, I feel like I owe you more than a little respect.”

My mom smiled at us and nodded her head, “I like her already. I’m going to grab drinks for us, I’ll be right back.”

Dad nodded his head, “You’ve got a way with words, Erin.”

“When I need to, sir. I know it isn’t the most glamorous, but for the past ten years, I’ve sold cars to people that weren’t sure that they needed them. I don’t tell lies, but I’d like to think I can give a good pitch, much like you when you offer ideas to your contemporaries,” she said.

This wasn’t quite the Erin that I was used to talking to, but I had to admit that she was making the right call. My family would appreciate a more direct approach. They didn’t like the smoke and mirrors, but she knew that. It wasn’t like I was going to let her go into the lion’s den without giving her more than a little warning.

Mom came back with the drinks and a few plates and silverware on yet another platter. They really were pulling out all the stops for tonight. Whether that was to intimidate her or show her that they were just as excited to meet her as she was nervous to meet them, I couldn’t say.

As mom poured our drinks, I called out quietly, “Could we get away from the political stuff for tonight? Please?”

“Of course, pumpkin,” Dad said. “So, Jamie, do you think Erin could potentially be the woman you’re looking for in your life?”

I regretted asking to get away from the political conversation. “Uh, well, I mean, she’s been really good to me so far, but I don’t know how I feel about making the call that it will be for life yet.”

“Erin, same question,” Dad said.

“Jamie has been a blessing in my life and while I can’t say that I’d be proposing any time soon, I could see her being my wife, if she’d have me,” Erin said.

The lack of hesitation there made me uncomfortable. Why was I struggling so hard to just give up on being independent?

I knew the answer. Because my entire life, I’d been associated to someone else. In school, I was given a lot of slack and opportunities because of who my dad was. Even before he ran for mayor, he was an important figure in the community. In college, I probably only got in due to my family name. Even though I ended up changing my major to art, there was no denying that I wasn’t the best student.

There were others that were more competent than me. Since I got out of college, I made it my point to work hard to start earning everything that I had. The training wheels were off.

Admitting that I wanted Erin in my life would mean that I’d have to depend on her for things as well. I’d want to move in with her at some point. That would mean that people could suggest that I wasn’t doing my part in the relationship or that I might have only wanted to date someone older than me because they were more stable than I was.

I hated that even being an option for someone to say. Granted, the only people that would say things like that were the Rachaels of the world.

A sigh escaped me and I mumbled, “I’d say yes if she asked, dad.”

The room went silent. I meant what I said, but I didn’t want to repeat myself. Erin had conquered her fears for me. She’d become a better person, one that I could rely on. How could I hold onto the need for independence when Erin depended on me now?

It wouldn’t be a horrible thing to let her have some sway in my life. So long as she remained as respectful and understanding as she’d been up to this point. I did love her. I just didn’t know how to tell her that without feeling like I was opening myself up to being her subservient partner. That’s what people would expect down here in Georgia, even if Asheville was growing more liberal by the day.

But she’d done so much improving herself just so that she could be with me. And every day, she made me wish I could be even closer to her. Hence why I was able to offer her body before I could offer her my heart.

“Well, that’s good to hear, pumpkin, but you might want to pick Erin’s jaw up,” Dad said in a light tone.

I looked over at her and all she could do was stare at me in blank amazement. “We’ll talk about it later, Erin,” I said quietly and reached over to pat her thigh.

Mom insisted that she fix our plates for us and I happily accepted the offer. Anything to distract everyone from what I just said. I wasn’t embarrassed that I’d said it. The embarrassing part was that I admitted it in front of my family. But Erin could be a part of this family very soon. They could judge me all they wanted, but I wanted to be happy.

Erin made me happy. If they couldn’t accept that, then I wouldn’t bother coming over on Saturdays when I had time. Being with Erin was more important than what my family thought about me.

Much to my surprise, Brendon smiled at me and nodded his head, “I think she’s as good a person as any to get married to. No rush though, I’ve still got to run for mayor.” His playful laugh disarmed the uncomfortable tension that started settling in. “Joking, if people couldn’t accept my sister being in a lesbian marriage, then I wouldn’t want to run for mayor in the first place.”

“So long as you two at least look into adopting a child, I’d be happy,” Mom said with a grin.

Erin reached up to scratch the back of her head, “Well, that might not have to happen.”

My cheeks flushed and I looked away, “You’re going to tell them?”

“I’m pretty sure they already knew,” Erin said.

Dad nodded his head, “Janet, you don’t have to play coy over there. Erin has been a part of this town for her entire life, even when she wasn’t going by Erin.”

“Damn it, Harvey, I was trying not to think about them having sex!” she said.

It was Erin’s turn to blush vividly. I reached over to hold her hand and grinned, “Welcome to the family.”

“Y-Yeah, not what I expected at all,” Erin said.


Chapter Eleven

Dinner went better than I could have imagined, but I was thrilled to be back in Jamie’s car. “Did you really mean what you said back there?” I asked.

“I’m not going to pretend that I wouldn’t marry you. I just really, really hope that you don’t use what I said as an excuse to propose to me before we’re more comfortable together. Like, you know, not having to have stipulations around when we can have sex,” she mumbled.

“We’ve got all night and you don’t have to be in to work until around noon,” I said.

She turned into my driveway, “I know. Why are you still sitting there? You’ve got a dress to get out of!”

I opened the door before she could turn the car off and I hurried inside. By the time she met me in the bedroom, my dress was already throw across the room. Sitting on the bed, I started taking off my heels and looked up at her, “What are you waiting for?”

Jamie rolled her eyes and spoke softly, “I know that this might be confusing, but is it okay if we take tonight slow?”

“I’m fine with that, baby. I wouldn’t want to rush anything tonight.”

She smiled and walked over to join me on the bed. After wiggling out of her skirt and pulling her shirt off, she moved to sit behind me, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Jamie, I want you. I know it’s not the most romantic thing to say, but you turn me on in ways that I didn’t know were possible. Just seeing you smile makes my heart race,” I said.

That wasn’t a lie. When we spent time alone, even if it was completely harmless, I found myself aroused and desperate for her touch. Showing restraint with Jamie was the hardest thing about my life as of late. She meant more to me than I could ever put into words. But I had three words that could at least try.

“I love you,” I whispered.

She smiled at me and her hands moved to my shoulders. Jamie pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top of me. Her lips pressed against mine and she sat up slightly so that her hips rested firmly against my stiffening cock, “I love you too, Erin. But I’ve needed you since I met you. We don’t have to go fast, but we don’t have to make it last all night either.”

I moved my hands to her waist and let out a quivering breath, “Then what are we waiting for, baby?”

Jamie giggled and kissed me again, “We’re still in our underwear. You know, I’ve never seen you fully naked.”

“That’s something we should fix then,” I said and reached behind her to unclasp her bra. “Do you want me to go down on you tonight, baby?”

“N-Not tonight, I want you inside me. Maybe another time, Erin, but right now I just want you to make love to me and take me to places I’ve never been before,” she purred.

Jamie got off the bed and let her bra slide down her arms before she pushed her panties down her legs. I couldn’t tear my eyes from her sun-kissed skin. Her lower lips were inviting, but it was her adorable blushing cheeks that made my heart beat wildly.

I stood and whispered, “Mind helping me out of these?”

She shook her head and unclasped my bra. Her thumbs hooked into my panties and she slid to her knees, gently kissing my lower abdomen as she pulled my underwear down to my ankles.

My cock sprang free and I let out a quiet moan as she kissed the base of my cock. “Just a little taste?” she asked.

I nodded my head and Jamie kissed her way up my shaft. When her lips finally pressed against my crown, I had to bite my lip to keep from asking her for more. This was her treat to me and I wasn’t going to ruin it by getting greedy.

Her tongue swirled around my cock’s head and she looked up at me as she took my tip into her mouth. As her tongue flicked along the underside of my cock, she never once looked away from me. Her hazel eyes burned with a desire that I was honored to be the source of.

Jamie started slowly sinking lower onto my shaft and I had to hold back the urge to ask her to get on the bed. I needed her desperately, the lust that I’d kept contained for over a month was boiling over. My hand slid to the back of her head.

She nodded her head and the bobbing around my shaft sent a wave of pleasure through me. “You don’t want me to do that, baby,” I said softly.

Jamie’s teeth gently pressed against my shaft and she pulled away slowly. When she crossed over the lip of my crown, I gasped as the sensation threatened to get painful.

She stood up and whispered in my ear, “I know you love me, but I don’t mind if you want to be a little rough with me.”

“But I do mind. Not tonight, baby,” I whispered as I slid my hands down to cup her ass. “Tonight, let’s keep things simple. You wouldn’t want to scare me, would you?”

Jamie smirked and let her hips press against mine. My cock was trapped between our stomach as she whispered, “Simple doesn’t have to mean vanilla, but I get it. Tonight is supposed to be sweet. Just don’t forget that I don’t mind a little sour to highlight that delicious sweetness.”

My fingers dug into my girlfriend’s tight ass and I pulled her tighter against me, “Just try to remember that you asked for this, baby.”

She smiled at me and kissed me gently on the lips. Before she could try to deepen the kiss, I picked her up and put her on the bed. The rush of air around her carried the scent of the rose perfume she wore.

Our eyes locked and she ran her tongue over her lower lip and nodded her head. Without so much as a warning, I pressed my cock against her entrance and pushed my crown inside her.

Jamie let out a loud groan and nodded her head, “That’s better.”

“Is it?” I asked as I pushed deeper into her depths. She once again nodded her head. A soft moan escaped me as I hilted myself inside her.

Her tight walls gripped my shaft and I had to take a deep breath to keep from letting the excitement build further. As wonderful as she felt and as much as I wanted to please her, it had been years since I had sex. Had she been a stranger, I probably would have been able to go all out and hold nothing back and be fine.

But she wasn’t a stranger. She was my lover. Jamie was the one person in this town that I wanted to do something like this with.

Jamie rolled her hips upward in an attempt to get me to thrust into her. I pressed my forehead against hers and whispered, “Stop. I’m already close, I know, pathetic.”

“Who said it was pathetic? I’m going to take that as a compliment, but I’m going to have to ask you to promise me something,” she purred.

I clenched my jaw as she continued to rock back and forth, “What’s that?”

“Promise you won’t stop until I cum,” she said.

“Without a condom?” I asked.

She laughed quietly and put her hands on my shoulders, “If I wasn’t on the pill, you’d have one on. Go nuts, baby, but don’t you dare stop until I’ve got my fill.”

I smiled down at her and kissed her before I pulled my hips away and slammed into her. Jamie turned her head away from me and let out a deep moan, “F-Fuck, that’s more like it, baby.”

“We haven’t even gotten started,” I said. She wanted me to be a little more aggressive, that much I could do. I missed the endurance I had when I was still with Rachael, but that wasn’t even important as it seemed.

I’d get back there. As much as Jamie seemed to want me to have sex with her, we’d quickly get back to the point where I could last as long as it took to make her finish two or three times. Her pleasure was all that mattered to me, but after a few moments, my balls tightened and I let out a whimpering moan as my first orgasm pumped deep into her.

She didn’t even roll her eyes. Jamie smiled at me as she rubbed my back, “F-Fuck, don’t you dare go soft on me, baby.”

I nodded my head, unable to get words out as I kept pumping my sensitive cock into her. Her soft moans made it impossible to lose my erection. And when I felt comfortable picking up the pace again, those soft moans turned into pleasured screams.

Her fingernails dug into my back and all I could think about was how I’d propose to her. I loved her. The physical pleasure was unbelievable, but that wasn’t why I wanted to marry Jamie.

The strong-willed, beautiful, driven woman beneath me was all I could ever want in my life. She was perfect. And she was mine as much as I was hers.

Sweat trickled down my back as I continued to drive myself into her. Time and time again, my pale hips crashed into her tanned core. As her hips bucked wantonly against me, she threw her hands onto the covers and squeezed until her knuckles were as white as my porcelain complexion. At the same time, her walls clenched around my cock and the initial rush of her juices made my cock more slick.

That added lubrication was all I needed to hammer into her while she came. Jamie’s shrill cries as she rode out her orgasm made my heart race in my chest. But it wasn’t even the sound of her bliss filled yelling that pushed me over the edge.

It her soft, near-silent whisper, “I love you.”

I leaned down and continued thrusting into her sex as I pressed my lips to hers. She wrapped her arms back around me, weakly clasping them together so that she wouldn’t lose her grip on me. As my second orgasm pumped into her, she continued rocking her hips back and forth to add to my pleasure.

After I finished, I broke our kiss and groaned, “I-I love you too, baby.”

Rolling off her, I fell heavily on the bed and greedily sucked in air. It had been far too long and I was somewhat out of practice, but my lover didn’t seem to mind at all as she rolled onto her side. She put her knee on my stomach so that she could pin me to the bed.

“That was worth the wait, baby,” she said softly.

I nodded my head, “I’ll do better next time.”

Jamie chuckled and whispered, “If that wasn’t your best, I’m looking very forward to next time. But, if it’s all the same, I’d love to get a shower because as much as I love feeling full of your love, I don’t want to fall asleep like this.”

As she got up, her legs quivered and she looked back at me, “But if you’re feeling a little extra peppy, I’ve always wanted to have sex in a shower.”

I didn’t need more encouragement. While I didn’t want all of our time to be filled with sex, I wasn’t going to complain about indulging the lust that had been on the back burner for the past month and some change. Not when I was indulging it with the woman of my dreams.


Epilogue

“Baby, another bottle of whiskey, please,” Erin called to me from behind the counter.

“On it,” I called back and hurried into the back room. The bar was busier than usual. As strange as it was, even Madison, Emily, and their child were present. That was odd to me, but Madison owned the place, who was I to tell her to not bring her kid in?

As I stepped out of the back room, the sound of a police siren rang out loudly. The chatter in the bar died down to a soft murmur, then it ceased altogether as blue and red lights flashed through the windows. Two squad cars were outside and everyone started looking out of the windows.

I looked around, slightly on edge as I got back behind the bar and offered Erin the bottle. She took it and smiled warmly, “Apparently, there was some kind of fight outside.”

“That really sucks. Were they drunk?” I asked.

“I couldn’t say, but—”

The door burst open and an officer called out “Jamie Rash?”

I looked at Erin with fear in my eyes before looking to the officer, “Y-Yeah?”

“Your brother is looking pretty rough out here, you might want to come with me if you want to ride with us to the hospital,” he called out.

I didn’t bother asking for permission as I bolted from behind the counter and rushed outside. As I looked around, the murmuring in the bar got louder. There was no sign of a fight, and the grin on the older cop’s face that was standing at the base of the stairs made me want to scream at him.

“Where is he?” I asked.

The door to the bar shut and the original officer that called me spoke quietly, “There’s no easy way to say this, but I lied to you.”

“W-What? Do you have any idea what kind of laws you’re breaking right now?” I asked, angry and ready to call my dad to get this piece of shit off the force.

“Actually, yes, but that’s not what you should be worried about,” he said.

“Oh, now you’re threatening me?” I asked.

He shook his head and smiled warmly, “I’m really not. Look, Madison called in a favor, why don’t you go talk to her about this?”

I sneered at him and snatched the door to the bar open. The voices in the bar went silent again and Madison was nowhere to be seen. Emily pointed to the storage room that I just left. I stormed across the bar and yanked the door open.

“Something wrong, pumpkin?” my dad asked as he stepped out from the room.

I shuffled back, “What the hell is going on?”

A hand fell to my shoulder and I twisted over to see Brendon smiling warmly at me, “Sis, you look a little frantic. Does work always get you wound up like this? I might have to have a conversation with the owner.”

“W-What?” I asked, confused and lost.

Madison cleared her throat, “Are you making people think that I’m not a good boss? Come on now, Jamie, I give you a job and here you are making me look bad.”

“I didn’t do anything! What’s this shit with the cops telling me that my brother got in a fight?”

Madison chuckled and pointed to the counter, “Why don’t you ask Erin? Oh, where did that little brat get off to?”

I stamped my foot on the floor, “Whatever the hell is going on needs to fucking stop!”

“Darling, you rarely ever swear. Is everything okay?” Mom asked as she got up from a booth. She wasn’t there when I went outside. I’d have seen her. The only answer I could think of was that she and the men of my family came in through the back door that was supposed to be reserved for employees.

Hot tears started dripping from my eyes. The frustration, anger, confusion, and disbelief were overwhelming. I couldn’t stand not knowing what was going on and this was some kind of prank that I wasn’t enjoying at all.

A loud knock at the front door of the bar sounded out. Then it came again. And again.

Madison tapped me on the shoulder, “I’m not paying you to stand around and look pretty. Go answer the door.”

I rolled my eyes and looked over at Emily. Someone was getting an earful later for letting their wife toy with me. As I stomped my way over to the front door, I snatched it open and yelled, “What?”

Erin smiled up at me from her position on one knee, “I love you too, baby.” She cleared her throat, “Harvey?”

I heard the heavy footfalls behind me and my dad reached around my side to hand Erin something. Once he pulled away, I saw the small box in her hand and I shook my head. Tears poured from me and the anger that was just coursing through me turned to shock.

“Sorry about the smoke and mirrors, baby. I wasn’t sure how to get you in the right mood for this, but I figured that getting on your nerves would at least be memorable,” Erin said with a thin smile. “And Mrs. Rash kind of hinted at what she wanted to see.”

I couldn’t turn away from her or I would have shot mom a dirty look. Erin opened the box and pulled out a very, very familiar ring, “And Mr. Rash and I thought that it would be better if his daughter had the same ring his mother had. Baby, I hope I know the answer to this before I ask, but I need to say a few things before I ask the question.”

She took a deep breath and did her best to keep her voice stable, “Over the past year, you’ve brought nothing but joy to my life. I’ve loved waking up beside you for these past nine months and as much as your mom has pestered me about when the baby is coming, I told her I’d have to put a ring on your finger before we had that conversation.”

My heart was lodged in my throat and it was hard to even breathe. Erin took a deep breath, it was nice to see that I wasn’t the only one struggling to keep themselves together.

“This is harder than I thought it would be,” she said as tears continued to drip down her chin. “Baby, I want to start the next chapter of our lives together.”

Erin lifted the ring, “Jamie Rash, I’d be the happiest woman in the world if you’d stand by my side until we’re old and senile. Baby, will you marry me?”

I didn’t even give her a chance to push that ring up my finger. Taking it from her, I put it on my finger and threw my arms around her. She stood up and whispered quietly so that only I could hear, “I saw the pregnancy test.”

My eyes widened and I tightened my arms around her, desperate for her to not pull away from me. I wasn’t trying to hide things from her, but I wanted to be absolutely sure that I was pregnant.

“I love you more than I could ever say, baby. But you might want to avoid the shots they’re going to offer you,” she said in that honeyed voice I loved so much.

I pulled away from her and kissed her. A loud cheer erupted from the people in the bar.

Dreams could come true. As impossible as they might seem, a little hard work and a lot of love could make them as real as the love I shared with Erin.


Message from the Author

Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoyed this and I want to let you all know I appreciate each and every reader. Please consider leaving a review, they are a huge help!

Want to join my mailing list? Click here!

If you enjoyed this story, you might also like:

An Unexpected Change

When my best friend who'd been away in the Army for the past three years showed up unannounced in the town I was in, everything got turned upside down. She didn't know I'd transitioned while she was gone and how could I be expected to tell her after what happened to me in our hometown?

That didn't make things easier, especially not when she invited me out for a date. Not only did my best friend not recognize who I was, but I also couldn't bring myself to tell her. If she knew who I was, would she have ever treated me so wonderfully?

I wish I knew how to keep her around without lying to her about who I was... But telling her the truth would rip this chance out of my hands.

Dedicated to Her

Hayley had been my best friend for six years. For most of that time, I was helplessly in love with her but I couldn't tell her that. She was too dedicated to trying to better herself and I knew that my feelings would just get in the way of her dreams. But she was my dream. Wasn't I allowed to follow my heart too?

--

Kara had pulled me from the dredges of humanity when I needed it most. She'd been there for me when I needed her the most and I was there for her as best I could. I supported her through her transition and I had no intention of not being her friend. If we could just make it through college, I could finally start paying her back for all of the things she'd done for me.
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