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Chapter 1

Shattered ceramic. Broken glass. Gravy dripping off the edge of the table. Remnants of the pumpkin pie caked on the wall, the rest in a heap on the floor, looking like the hump of an orange cat’s back. Mashed potatoes flung in every direction. Clarice slipped on some during the fight. Some of it was probably still on her ass. She didn’t care.

Beer cans everywhere.

Her hand rose to her forehead. The force of Clarice’s tears left her with a budding migraine and aching eyes. Without looking, she reached for the bottle of pinot gris in front of her, her hand trembling so badly she nearly knocked it over. She started to tip it into her wine glass, then decided to forego the middleman and brought it to her lips, forcing herself to only take a few long gulps before setting the bottle back down. Had to get out of there before Reed came back. Had to be able to drive.

She stood, and this time, she did knock the bottle over, staring at the golden liquid gurgling out and hitting the floor. Some part of Clarice’s brain thought she should clean it up, and she very nearly fetched paper towels to do just that. But fuck it. This was his house, after all. “Our happy little home,” he said to their guests that day before they vanished when Reed started yelling. Only it was never their home. He owned it, this place where he raised a family with his ex-wife, where he stayed after the divorce. Clarice thought of Melanie standing on the porch in the rain, telling her things about him, things she should have listened to, but she’d been so in love with Reed back then, with the man he pretended to be.

Let the wine flow.

She moved through the house in a daze, picking up a few of her things at random and trying to think through the fugue of her shock and heartbreak as to what she could take before he came back even more belligerent and drunk. And he would, she could see that now. Could see everything. Oh God, she’d been such a fool for him, sacrificed so many friendships for him, got rid of her apartment for him. True, it was a crappy apartment, but it was still hers, she could have retreated there now instead of… instead of…

Instead of what?

Clarice pondered that as she went through their shared closet for clothes, tossing work blouses, pants, and dresses on the bed. Her parents were a last resort. She could just hear her father’s condescension, the underlying question he might even dare to speak – “what did you do to deserve this?” Her mother checked out of reality a dozen years ago, back when Clarice was still in high school. She suffered a bad back injury, and spent her days cruising the cosmos on edibles and painkillers, when her doctor would prescribe them.

Her best friend Leah wasn’t an option either. She and her husband had a full house with three kids crammed into a two-room apartment. Clarice wasn’t sure Leah would say yes anyways. They’d been drifting apart for a couple years now. And for reasons related to Reed, her old friend Megan wasn’t an option. He hadn’t liked her intellectualism or left-wing politics, and Clarice cut those strings like a lovestruck fool.

She shoved her things into a suitcase, now feeling the clock ticking in that silent house. He might be ten minutes. He might be three days. She went into the bathroom and tossed her toiletries in her overnight bag, sure she was forgetting some things but unable to focus on anything but the need to be away from there.

A memory flashed as sharp as a razor.

Reed, a half inch from her face, screaming at Clarice as she pressed herself against the pantry door, crying, turning her head away from him when he put his fist through the drywall.

She sobbed out loud at the memory, the ghost of tears falling from her overworked eyes. Fuck it. He could have the rest. Only at the last minute, when she was reaching for the door, did she think about her laptop and phone. She rushed back through the house to get them, sure Reed would burst in at any moment, sure this time it would be her he smashed and threw around.

Clarice grabbed her things, and fled.

* * *

Her first instinct, as old as humankind, was to hide somewhere, but Thanksgiving meant little was open. Clarice suffered through the stare of a movie theater’s front desk girl in order to huddle in a dark corner watching some mindless kids’ movie, her eyes wide open but unseeing. Movies used to comfort her when she was younger, her imagination running away from her and diving headfirst into escapism. Now she retreated to the theater simply because of the welcoming darkness and the sense of familiarity the thought of popcorn and the cheerful lights and sounds brought on. Even if she didn’t really pay any attention to the movie, she could have stayed there all night, but a thickset teenager with braces told her she had to leave after the credits had ended.

Again Clarice drove, this time stopping only for gas and a cup of coffee so strong it felt like she’d been kicked by a mule, exactly what she needed. It snapped her brain out of the fugue she’d been in the last two and half hours, and finally she began to focus on how she could pick up the pieces of her life. She sat in her Sonata and scrolled through her contacts list. Reed called her and she nearly flung the phone out the window. Instead, she let it go to voicemail.

That he had a temper was no surprise. That was how they’d met. He managed a trendy suburban bar, the sort of place where they had whole menus dedicated to cocktail variations. Clarice went there with friends, one splitting off early to flirt with a guy in a nice suit down the bar, the other friend sticking with Clarice until she needed to make a phone call to her babysitter. That left Clarice alone at the bar, the perfect setup for a weaselly bastard to step right into her personal space and try to flirt with her. He got handsy, and she tried to politely get rid of him, growing more and more uncomfortable and eventually looking to Reed for help, who she only knew as the handsome musclebound guy who could sling a hell of an espresso martini.

Reed picked up what was going on and told the guy to back off. The asshole doubled down, wrapping an arm around Clarice and telling Reed they were just getting to know each other. Reed came around the bar and bodily threw the guy out. Literally threw him, sending him nearly into the street and bloodying his knees and elbows when he hit the pavement.

Clarice went home with Reed that night. For a long time, she thought he was her white knight. She lived for him, for his approval, for his love. She justified so many things because of that love. His ex-wife hating his guts? Melanie was a jealous bitch. His kids not coming around? Melanie must have poisoned their minds and convinced them Reed was a bad man. Giving up on working out and letting himself go? He was comfortable in their relationship. The first time she smelled perfume on his clothes? It was just her silly imagination getting away from her again. The second time? Well, he worked in a bar, and obviously women there wore perfume.

Now Clarice saw with the clarity of hindsight that she had been a complete fool. Reed never loved her. He found someone who bought into his bullshit completely and used her. Never again, she promised herself.

He called again, and she ignored it this time too. She pondered names, and even called up two old friends. Naomi said she would take her in but she moved to Dallas six months ago. They commiserated about asshole boyfriends but Naomi was celebrating Thanksgiving with new friends and Clarice let her go. Her friend Marissa’s number was no longer in service and she didn’t have social media.

There was one name Clarice thought about for a long minute. Dex Emerson. The thought of her work husband brought a faint smile to her face. Tall, broad-shouldered, good-natured, the most adored man in their office. And he would say yes, Clarice was almost certain of that. But there was just one tiny problem – he was married to one of the kindest, sweetest women Clarice had ever met. It would be way too weird and awkward to ask them if she could stay with them short-term until she found a place of her own again. She couldn’t bring herself to drive a wedge between him and Phoebe like that.

So, where to go, then? A hotel? Could Reed find her that way? She puzzled that over. He didn’t have access to her bank accounts, thank God, so he couldn’t jump online and see where she was using her debit and credit cards, but could he simply call around and ask if she was there? She wasn’t sure, and the thought made her feel panicky. No hotel then.

Again, Reed called. She answered it this time, fighting the tremor in her voice. “Never call this number again,” she said.

“You bitch, you fucking bitch, where are you, this house is still-”

“Never. Call. Me. Again!” she shouted, and ended the call.

There was no going back for the rest of her things. No going back to that life at all. She promised herself that right then and there. No matter how bad things got, no matter how desperate, she was never going to spend another minute with Reed.

That promise unlocked her heart. Clarice cried again, but these were good tears. Letting go tears. The chains that had bound her up for four years fell from her, and she drove, knowing where she was going. The office. She could sleep on the couch in her boss’s office and change the next morning in her car.

It would have to do, she told herself. And strangely enough, Clarice smiled an honest smile as she drove.


Chapter 2

“Morning, Harlow!” Dex said.

“Good morning, Dex,” Harlow said. “You have wayyyy too much energy today.”

Dex grinned at that. “Good food, family, Thanksgiving’s always one of my favorites. How was yours?”

“Good, up until five o’clock this morning,” Harlow said. “My sister-in-law and I went Black Friday shopping. I am going to be a zombie all day.”

“Find any good deals?”

“A nice hooded coat for Reggie. He needed one. I swear, that man would wear the same clothes until they fell off him if I let him.”

“Anything for yourself?” Dex asked. “Tell me some sexy lingerie and a nice new camera.”

She tittered at that. Harlow was in her early sixties and built like a linebacker. She loved the attention. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Oh, Dex?”

“Yeah?” he asked, already looking sidelong in the direction of the breakroom and the coffeepot. Harlow wasn’t the only one up early that morning. Phoebe tried to not wake him when she got up to go Black Friday shopping with friends from around the block, but he was a light sleeper and decided to get up with her to treat her – and himself – to some early morning loving, taking her in the bathroom while they both watched their reflections in the mirror. There was no falling back asleep after that, so he made an indulgent sandwich from leftover rolls, turkey, and mashed potatoes. He’d pay for the carbs for weeks, but it was so worth it.

Harlow looked around and leaned forward, concern now in her eyes. “Would you check on Clarice? She was here when I came in.”

“What’s the matter with her?”

“I don’t know. She looks exhausted. I thought maybe she’d been Black Friday shopping too and when I asked her, she said yes, that’s exactly it. But I’ve got a bad feeling she was lying. I know you’re her favorite. Maybe she’ll talk to you.”

“Huh. I’ll check on her. Thanks, Harlow.”

“Have a great day, hon.”

First things first, though. Coffee, and lots of it. The breakroom was nearly empty at that hour. The only other employee in there was big Ted Marsh, who looked about as half-asleep as Dex felt. They asked about each other’s Thanksgivings while they popped K-cups into the twin coffee machines. Ted griped some about having to come in the day after the holiday and Dex agreed absently. His attention was drawn to the garbage bin. There were an awful lot of K-cups in there for how few people were in the office. Interesting.

He tapped some dry creamer into his coffee cup and headed for his desk to turn on his computer and sign in for the day. That done, he took his coffee to Clarice’s small nook in the office. She was seated at her desk, and immediately, he understood why Harlow’s alarm bells had been triggered. Clarice was a startlingly beautiful woman, a thirty-year-old who could have easily passed for college-aged. Her soft eyes and smile were a buoy on bad days, her smile easy, her huge brown eyes and dark brows haunting him with uncomfortable regularity. She was slender everywhere but her obscenely busty chest, which made her a favorite among the guys and sometimes the ire of the women around the building. But anyone that talked to Clarice for any amount of time knew her to be a soft-spoken gentle sweetheart, not to mention intelligent as all hell. She had a sharp mind for numbers and probably would have made upper management by now if she pursued it. But she was not the type to chase a promotion, to her detriment as well as the office’s. She liked her little corner of the world, and Dex liked her for it.

But that day, something was clearly wrong. She’d put some effort into brushing her hair, but she’d missed a clump of something near the tips of her long tresses. Her face was free of makeup, unusual for her, and there were visible bags under her reddened eyes.

She saw him coming and smiled a genuine smile, but there was something to her eyes, some great pain there she couldn’t conceal. Immediately, Dex’s mind flashed on her asshole of a boyfriend, Reed. That musclebound meathead was the wrong guy for her. Even if Dex wasn’t wildly attracted to Clarice, he would have thought that. Reed was the sort of ex-sports stud who thought he had it made when he bagged a hottie one step removed from a stay-at-home wife, and the few times Dex had been around him, Reed told any number of racist and sexist jokes when it was just the guys hanging out.

“Morning, Dex,” she said. “How was your Thanksgiving?”

“Great. Do you have a comb?” Dex asked.

“Why?” Clarice asked.

“You’ve got something in your hair.”

She shattered. It was like watching a marionette’s strings be cut, the way she slumped, her eyes closing, all the energy gone out of her. She started to cry, and Dex went to her, guiding her to her feet with a hand under her arm. Her legs were shaky and she stumbled into him. He propped her up, and whispered, “No one’s looking right now. Let’s get you in the bathroom, okay?”

Clarice nodded, her tears falling in such force that it alarmed him. “My comb’s in a bag under my desk,” she said, her voice nasal.

He grabbed the bag and walked with her to the pair of unisex bathrooms. “Was it him?”

“Y-yeah.”

“Did he hit you?”

“No. But he got violent. T-threw dinner all over. Broke a lot of… a lot of my… my…”

“It’s okay. You’re okay now.”

“I’m glad it’s you that, t-that told me…”

“I know. It’s okay, Claire. It’s okay.”

“S-stop calling me Claire,” she said, sniffing and smiling. It was an old joke between them. When she first started working there in the office, he misheard her name as Claire, not Clarice, and being the quiet mouse of a person she was, she didn’t correct him for weeks. It finally took a coworker telling Dex that it was cute he was comfortable enough to call her Claire instead of Clarice for him to realize his mistake. He and Clarice got a good laugh out of that and it solidified their work friendship.

Clarice headed into the bathroom just before Harlow turned the corner on the cubicles and started towards Dex as fast as her short legs would carry her without running. She must have seen them. The concern on her face mirrored his. Before she could open her mouth, Dex was already speaking, low and quietly.

“She needs a makeup kit and some eyedrops. Can you help her out?”

Harlow’s head bobbed up and down. “I can do that. Is she okay?”

“I’m not sure how to answer that. No. But I think she will be. And Harlow, let’s keep this between us.”

She was a terrible gossip, but he had to trust her when she bobbed her head again. “I’m going to go in and talk to her. If you stand around here by the bathroom, she’s going to get even more attention than she needs.”

“Good thinking. Thanks.”

Not knowing what else to do, Dex headed back for his desk and sat staring at the wall, visions of pounding that fuckhead Reed into bloody pulp dancing through his head.

* * *

Clarice came to him at noon. She looked much more put-together, but still exhausted, still with that haunted look to her eyes. Dex stood. His hands ached from having balled them up so tightly off and on all morning. He nearly cracked the screen of his phone when he texted his wife Phoebe and told her he’d be having lunch with Clarice, just in case one of the office busybodies texted her. He told her he’d explain later, and bless Phoebe, but she knew immediately something was wrong. I hope she’s okay was her immediate response. She isn’t was his.

“I’m treating you to lunch,” he said. She opened her mouth to protest, but he shook his head. “No argument. We need to talk and I know you don’t want the attention here.”

Her expression changed to one of gratitude. They got their coats and met at the elevator, standing with a few of their coworkers. Thankfully, no one asked where they were going to lunch or if they could tag along.

They took Dex’s car to a family chain far enough away from the office that no one would think to eat there. On the way, Clarice melted again, leaning against the door and the cool window.

“I’m so tired,” she said. “I think I’m on coffee number five today. Or six.”

“I saw the mountain of K-cups you left in the trash this morning. Tell me what happened.”

“It was supposed to be us, his sister, and her family for Thanksgiving,” Clarice said after a long moment. “But he started drinking early. He always does, on the holidays. I didn’t say anything, but he knew it was upsetting me. He’d come into the kitchen while I was cooking, grab another beer, and get angrier and angrier with me. Only he was happy about it, like he wanted the excuse to fight. To be loud and… and…”

“It’s okay. Take your time.”

She nodded and composed herself. Her voice was so distant it hurt him to his core. “His sister showed up with her kids and her husband, and right off the bat, Reed, he made it difficult for everyone. Loud and laughing at his own jokes and offering the kids a beer.”

“Jesus,” Dex said.

“It got worse. A lot worse. His sister didn’t put up with him for long. They left and I wanted to beg them to let me go with them because I could see where this was going, Reed screaming and passing out early and…” She closed her eyes, shuddering. “Only it was worse than that. I tried to tell him we’d have a nice dinner, just the two of us, and I set the table and got everything ready, but I overdid the turkey and that set him off. He screamed at me. I kinda… disconnected. I just sat down and started eating, because who else was going to, and he started grabbing food and plates and flinging everything everywhere. I thought he was going to hit me too. He p-p-punched the drywall r-right next to my head and I thought this was it, he was going to hit me.”

“He didn’t, though?”

“No. But he would have. I think he would have. He hit the wall and I think it made him sober up for a moment. Realize what he was doing. He grabbed his keys and told me he was going to the bar. I don’t think it was to calm down. I think it was… kind of to rev himself up. To recharge for round two. For a long time I couldn’t do anything but just sit there and stare at everything. Then I finally woke up and got out of there. I forgot so many things, but Dex, I’m not going back there. Never again.”

“Good,” Dex said, his voice hoarse. His fingers were locked in a death grip around the steering wheel and he forced them to relax.

“I didn’t know where to go. I couldn’t go to my parents. My dad would side with him. Reed is like a son to him. And Mom… well, you’ve met my mom.”

He had. She was a flighty woman, her brain addled by addiction. Not a bad person, just gone to the world.

“I thought about a hotel but I didn’t know if he could find me at one. And I had friends in town but I didn’t know who could take me in, so I spent the night in the office.” Clarice sniffed and smiled. “I slept on Linney’s couch. Don’t tell her.”

“Of course not,” he said. Their manager, Linney Donovan, was a corporate cutout, who spoke only in business jingo and who would be moving on soon to a bigger position within the company. But her couch was not exactly the most comfortable thing in the world, more a loveseat.

Dex called Phoebe. Clarice watched him with a look of confusion, her sleep-deprived mind not connecting the dots until Phoebe’s voice came over the car speaker.

“Hey baby! Was Clarice okay?”

Clarice’s confusion turned to irritation. He got it, he did, but she could get angry at him later. For now, he ignored her. “Hey, Phoebe. No, things aren’t good for her right now. I’ve got her in the car and she’s listening to this. And along that line, I have a favor to ask you. She needs a place to stay.”

“I… Dex, you can’t just…” Clarice protested weakly. “Phoebe, I’m sorry, I didn’t know he was going to tell you…”

Phoebe hesitated only a second, “Of course she can come stay with us.”

“Thank you,” Dex said.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I won’t cause any trouble, I know this is so weird, but I promise, you have nothing to w-worry about and I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Clarice said.

“Don’t you apologize for a thing. I trust my husband. Honey, you might get home before we do. You’ll need to clear out the extra bedroom. And whatever she needs, you get for her.”

Dex thought he couldn’t love Phoebe any more than he already did, but his heart apparently disagreed. “Thank you. I’ll see you tonight and we’ll explain everything.”

“Of course. And let her loose on the leftovers. If she can help me not eat every carb in that fridge, even better.”

Clarice went pale at that, and Dex winced. “We’ll talk about that. See you tonight.”


Chapter 3

Phoebe ended the call, worry twisting her stomach into knots. It wasn’t so much a fear that something was going on behind her back between her husband and Clarice, the work wife he would never admit was his work wife. If he wanted to cheat on Phoebe with Clarice, he would have already. The woman obviously adored him, and Phoebe knew he found her attractive. They had every opportunity to sleep with each other so Dex calling her and flat-out telling her his coworker was going to stay with them would be too weird a way to announce infidelity.

No, Phoebe was worried about Clarice herself. She liked her quite a bit, despite a mild case of jealousy sometimes when Dex would come home and mention her. Clarice was a gentle soul, one of those people who were too good for this world. Not naïve, exactly, but unflinchingly kind and optimistic.

Phoebe was almost certain whatever happened was related to Clarice’s boyfriend, Reed. They had dinner with the couple a handful of times over the last three or four years. Clarice was always a model guest or host, polite and charming, and willing to help whenever she was at their house. But Reed was a different story. He was polite enough the first time but it carried with it barely-contained contempt, and a few times, when no one was looking, Phoebe felt his eyes linger on her long legs and perky breasts. Subsequent dinners and functions saw him even more naked in his asshole antics. Dex deflected his petty barbs and racist and sexist jokes handily, never stooping to the guy’s level and never giving him ammo to take out his drunken aggression on Clarice. But even so, if the “let’s get together!” invites hadn’t dried up sometime in the last year or so, things might have gotten ugly between the two men. Dex had a lot of patience but it wasn’t infinite, and Reed was obviously jealous of the attention his wife gave to her work friend.

“Is everything okay?” Phoebe’s friend and neighbor Emmanuelle asked. She was a gorgeous young woman of Latina heritage, twenty-five or so and glowing from her first pregnancy, only beginning to show but already giving off a mom vibe Phoebe adored. She’d just moved back to the block a year and a half or so ago after college and a short stint in Idaho with her ex-boyfriend. Phoebe knew her before college, but being four or five years older than Emmanuelle, their friendship was more of a neighborly thing back then. Now that Emmanuelle was a full-blown adult member of their tight-knit little community on the block, the friendship blossomed, and she quickly became one of Phoebe’s favorite people.

“My husband’s bringing home another woman,” Phoebe said cheerfully, drawing every eye in the SUV to her.

Tia, Emmanuelle’s mother and another good friend on the block, gave her a quick look over her shoulder from the driver’s seat. “He’s what?”

“Oh, honey, do we need to go stab a dick?” That was Ashley, thirty-six, a single mom, and a veritable force of nature when it came to the Black Friday shopping expedition, with lists, QR codes and online coupons at the ready for the best deals, healthy snacks in her purse, and a folding baton Phoebe wasn’t entirely sure was legal, “just in case the crowds get rowdy.”

“No no no, it’s okay.” Phoebe frowned and thought about that. “I think it’s okay. It’s Dex’s work wife. I think her… oh, I shouldn’t say.”

“We’re not going to tell,” Tia said, but apart from Emmanuelle, who Phoebe was pretty sure she could trust, she knew damn well Tia and Ashley were the biggest gossips on the street.

“Let me talk to Dex tonight and find out what’s going on before I blab,” Phoebe said. They clearly weren’t content with that, but she wasn’t going to put Clarice’s dirty laundry on full display.

At their next stop, a crafting store Tia wanted to hit for fabric for blankets for her grandchildren, Emmanuelle and Phoebe had a moment alone as they browsed the Christmas section. “Is everything okay?” Emmanuelle asked quietly.

“If I tell you…”

“You can trust me.”

Phoebe glanced around, then said even quieter, “It’s his friend Clarice from the office. I think, and I’m not certain about this, but I’m like seventy-five percent that it was her asshole boyfriend. I think he must have done something really bad and she finally left him.”

Emmanuelle’s expression hardened. Phoebe had never seen her look angry before and the transformation was kind of adorable. She had a sweet, youthful face and seeing it stormy only made her cuter. “If that’s the case, good for him for getting her away from that.”

“That was my thought too,” Phoebe said.

* * *

Although her house was not the first on the street when they turned onto it, Tia drove past the house Emmanuelle shared with her husband Thomas as well her own home to go straight to Phoebe’s. Their offer to help her in with her bags was heartfelt and came from a good place, but she also had no doubt it was to get a look at her houseguest, whose name Emmanuelle hadn’t mentioned to anyone other than Emmanuelle.

Clarice’s Sonata sat at the curb, and from the house spilled lights. Dex and Clarice would have been home about half an hour by that point. The four women carried Phoebe’s things inside through the front door. Dex was hauling Christmas boxes in from the hallway leading to the garage and gave Phoebe a broad, grateful smile.

“Are we broke? Did you buy enough doubloons and diamond earrings to satisfy you for another year?” he asked.

“I only maxed out one of the credit cards and we now own an ice cream truck, so mission accomplished. Clarice?”

“Right behind him,” Clarice said, a note of false cheer to her voice. Tia and Ashley, bags still in hand, crowded behind Phoebe to get a look at her as she rounded the corner.

“Oh, you’re a pretty one,” Ashley said.

“Um. Thanks,” Clarice said. “So are you.”

“I’m Ashley. And this is Tia and Emmanuelle.”

“I’m Tia, hi,” Tia said.

Right on cue, Emmanuelle followed that up with “Which must make me Emmanuelle.”

Clarice gave them a smile that couldn’t hide her exhaustion. “Clarice. It’s nice to meet you.”

“We’re neighbors and friends with Phoebe and Dex,” Emmanuelle said. “And Tia’s my mom.”

“Oh, nice. I work with Dex. I’ll be staying here for a little while.”

Dex gave Phoebe the tiniest shake of his head and she got the message loud and clear. Get the audience out of here. She turned, smiling wide. “Thank you, girls, for the best day. If you want to just leave the bags on the kitchen table, I’ll deal with them.”

“Of course,” Emmanuelle said. She set her bag down and came to Phoebe to give her a hug. Into her ear, she breathed, “Let me know if she needs anything.”

Phoebe nodded, and hugged the other two women. They left, and Phoebe closed and locked the door behind them before turning to Clarice and rushing her. Clarice flinched when Phoebe came in for a hug, and Phoebe knew she was right. It was that goddamn boyfriend of hers.

“Are you okay?” Phoebe asked.

Clarice nodded and tried to smile, but it broke fast, and it broke hard. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry, I know this is weird but I’m, I’m, I’m not going to, to try and steal him away from you, I swear, I just… I had nowhere else to go and…”

Phoebe clutched her tight again, her tears trying to rival Clarice’s. “It’s okay, honey, it’s okay.”

She made tea while Clarice told her everything. It came out of her slowly at first, a hint of the wounded woman in her tone, expecting judgment or criticism. But when she realized Phoebe meant her no ill will, her voice strengthened until she was audibly angry by the end of it.

“I always knew better,” Clarice said. “I know it’s not my fault but it’s what pisses me off about the whole thing. I knew he had a temper and I knew someday he was going to use it on me, but… I loved him.”

“Love is complicated,” Phoebe said.

“It really is.”

“I should tell you, word’s going to get out at least around here fast. There are good people on this block but my friends, they knew something was up.”

“Work is going to get weird too,” Dex said, the first words he’d spoken in a long time. “But if you don’t care, neither do I.”

“I don’t,” Clarice said. “It might be better that people know in case he shows up. If he got violent with anyone else, I’d never forgive myself.”

“What he did and what he does are not your fault,” Dex said emphatically. “Not ever.”

“Thanks,” Clarice whispered, staring into her mug of tea. There was silence for a minute, then she said, “I’ll start looking for a place soon.”

“You stay here as long as you need,” Phoebe said.

“You’re too good to me,” Clarice said. “If Reed had ever brought home one of the other bartenders, I think even I would have said no.”

“Dex isn’t Reed, and I know you. You’re a good person, Clarice, and you need help. That’s enough for me. And Dex has always, always, always been fond of you.”

“Well, apart from the time you microwaved that ham bake and the whole office reeked for a week.”

“That was not me!” Clarice protested with the first honest smile Phoebe had seen from her all night.

“Wait, how can ham possibly reek?” Phoebe asked. This was a story she heard before, but she played along, knowing Clarice needed the normalcy of the banter. “That’s the best smell.”

“Not if you have to smell it for five days,” Dex said. “It clung to the room.”

“It really did stink,” Clarice said. “We used plug-in air fresheners, the canned stuff, candles, nothing helped.”

“Oof. We’ve got a salesman at the dealership who will spray himself down with canned deodorant if he’s running late,” Phoebe said. “But you can totally still smell his BO, so it’s double the stink, double the fun. My boss has talked to him about it but he keeps doing it. I think he might actually get fired for it. The smell lingers in the cars.”

“Gross. How old is he?”

“Forty-something, I think. Maybe his fifties.”

“Oh, I was thinking, you know, college-aged, maybe he thinks that’s the smell women want, but in his forties, ugh, there’s no excusing that.”

The Christmas decoration boxes, still in the hallway, caught Phoebe’s eye, and Dex saw her looking at them. “I figured I’d get an early start,” he said.

“I don’t think he knew what to do with me here,” Clarice said with a strained smile. “So he made up some busywork.”

“That’s not true,” Dex protested. “I saw Thomas out decorating today and thought if we’re going to give him and Emmanuelle a run for their money on the decorations this year, I’d better get it going this weekend.”

“Honey, I love you, but there is no way we’re beating Thomas when it comes to Christmas.”

“Beating him at Christmas?” Clarice asked, amused.

“Thomas is our street’s big Christmas guy,” Phoebe said. “He and his first wife used to do up these great light shows and crazy decorations and he’d stand out on the street and pass out candy canes in his Santa suit. The whole thing. We used to laugh that it was a pain because the whole city would line up for blocks to come see. But then his wife passed, and for a while, Christmas kinda died on the street.”

“Oh, that’s so sad.”

“But it has a happy ending,” Dex said. “Emmanuelle, she and Thomas hooked up just before Christmas last year.”

“It was the sweetest thing. She and her mom and dad, they decided they were going to get Thomas to love Christmas again. Along the way, Emmanuelle dragged him out of his shell, and now they’re married and she’s pregnant.”

Clarice held a hand to her breast. “The best Christmas story I’ve ever heard.”

“They’re the heart of this block,” Dex said. “But now I gotta figure out how I’m going to make his Christmas decorations look like amateur hour.”

“Of course you do, honey,” Phoebe said, patting his hand. Her phone buzzed and she looked at it. “Oh, now that’s an idea.”

“What?” Dex asked.

“That’s Tia. She said to invite Clarice to the Snow Drop next weekend.”

The Snow Drop was a Christmas stroll on steroids in a small town across the Harpy Mountains. It was a long drive but worth it, with lots of local and traveling vendors alike selling handmade goods. With live music, sleigh rides, all sorts of good food, and enough hot cocoa to give an elephant diabetes, it was a great time, and most the block invited themselves along when they discovered Dex and Phoebe intended on going.

“Ooh, I haven’t been to that in years. Since I was a teenager,” Clarice said. “If you really don’t mind me tagging along…?”

“Not at all,” Phoebe said.

* * *

That night, in bed together, Dex spooned Phoebe and kissed her shoulder. “Thank you. You are the most unbelievably wonderful wife.”

“No one deserves that. Especially not her. She’s a good person.”

“She really is. I’ll help her find a place as soon as possible.”

“Don’t rush her. I think she needs friends in her life right now and if we can give her a safe space to be, then we should. Plus, it’s the holidays, you know?”

He kissed her shoulder again. “I wish she’d come to us last night.”

“Me too.” Phoebe twisted around and faced him. She kissed him properly, putting a little tongue into it, surprising him and maybe herself a little too. Her hand snaked down to stroke him. He liked to sleep in the nude, she liked pajama bottoms in the winter.

“Baby, she’s right downstairs,” he said, but there was a huskiness to his voice and his cock definitely approved.

“I know. Isn’t it kind of hot?”

His eyes widened and he couldn’t help a chuckle. “It is,” he said, and kissed her back.

“She’ll just have to get used to the idea that my man and I are wildly,” she stroked his cock faster, and he grunted, “madly in love and lust with each other.”

His hand went to her ass over her pajama bottoms and squeezed. His lips grew more insistent, his cock hardening into a steel bar between her palms. The transformation Dex underwent from easygoing, playful giant to the intense, dark-eyed man who could pound her into a mattress until she nearly blacked out from orgasms was and forever would be one of the most fascinating light switches in Phoebe’s life, because that was exactly what it was like. The two sides of him were always ready to be turned on.

They moved together with feverish but near-silent intensity, Phoebe’s mouth open in a naughty grin, Dex so much more serious, his eyes scalding every inch of his wife as his hand moved around to the front of her pajamas and back in. She clamped his hand between her thighs as he stroked her pussy, always so needy for him. When Phoebe was wet, Dex slid his fingers into her, knowing her body so well and going right for what she liked, teasing her spot as he slid on top of her, pinning her to the mattress and kissing her again and again.

“Dex,” she moaned for him, the loudest either of them had been in minutes.

He kissed her to quiet her again, their tongues lashing together, her hands on his firm muscular ass, squeezing and kneading. He slid down her body, and her back arched when he played his tongue against her slick folds and her sensitive clit. He was merciless that night, seeking her pleasure and right the fuck now, and she loved it, loved him, her knees spreading, her hands going to his head, clutching his hair until she was close, so close, and she brought a hand back up to her mouth to try and stifle her cry of pleasure. It wasn’t enough. The sound escaped the room, but her orgasm was on her and she couldn’t bring herself to care, not as he kept licking, kept teasing, kept driving a finger into her a taste of the fucking that was about to come.

He pulled back, and with almost no effort on his part, he flipped Phoebe over. Her jaw dropped as he took her on her belly on the mattress, driving into her from above, his cock filling her world and making her cry out again, softer this time but no less urgent. His breathing was too loud too, harsh and hard and interspersed with grunts of her name.

“Phoebe… Phoebe… fuck… Phoebe…”

“Hard just like that, oh my God, oh fuck, Dex, gonna make me come again so fast…”

“Come for me, come on my cock, let me feel that pussy throb around me.”

“Fuuuck…”

Her second orgasm hit her like a tempest, her head twisting away from the bedroom door. But as she came down from the cresting of her body, she thought she heard a squeak from the hallway. No. Not her imagination, because she heard it again, knowing the sounds intimately. It was the flooring in front of the bathroom, the double-squeak a constant presence in their lives whenever they came to and from the bathroom. It was usually as comforting as Dex’s breathing, that little notification in the fugue of night that her man was coming back to her, to fill the void he would leave even for just a minute or two. But now, now it meant someone else was out there.

Clarice.

Emotions swirled within her, embarrassment and pleasure fighting for control. Someone was listening to them having sex. It had happened before, and she’d even once thought about bringing home a friend to surprise him on a birthday or their anniversary, but she’d chickened out. And now, now a woman Dex was obviously attracted to was outside their bedroom door, listening to Dex fuck Phoebe, listening to the married couple try to contain their eagerness, their love.

Dex pulled Phoebe to her knees and she immediately started rocking back against him, her head dipping, her long light blonde hair brushing the mattress. Her slender ass clapped against his hips, and she moaned loudly when Dex gripped her waist and her shoulder, powering into her harder, faster, his big cock filling her so good.

“She’ll hear,” he muttered, but she ignored him, moaning again, imagining Clarice out there, head tilted towards the door, maybe her hand in her panties or her sweatpants, rubbing herself, imagining it was her that her work husband was fucking, and oh God, the thought was so good that her head rocketed upward, her mouth wide open, eyes sightless.

“Fuck!” she cried out, and Dex’s hand was there, covering her mouth, keeping her head pulled back as his cock slammed back and forth inside her. She came again, and in the dizzy comedown, a thought crossed her mind, a delicious one, one she would contemplate long into the night after Dex fell asleep.

Was he as turned on by the possibility of Clarice hearing as her?


Chapter 4

Clarice only listened in on Phoebe and Dex for a minute or two, standing outside their door, mouth agape, cheeks burning as the married couple fucked. And it sounded like fucking, not lovemaking. Oh God, to moan the kinds of moans Phoebe was making! The vision of the tall, lithe blonde in powerful Dex’s arms was so vivid she nearly whimpered. She wondered what it would look like, his cock sliding between the vee of Phoebe’s long legs, the expression the other woman would make. Stormy? Sweet?

Then the guilt kicked in, and she hurried back to bed, ashamed and more than a little turned on. She fingered herself to two fast orgasms, the second coming as the noise from her hosts’ bedroom died down. Sleep came fast after that, and though she slept through the entire night without waking, her dreams were strange things, twisting from visions of Reed turning his hands on her to comforting, inane moments spent with Dex and Phoebe at the dinner table or in the living room. Her mind couldn’t decide whether she was safe or not and she woke confused and alone.

When Clarice emerged from the bathroom, Phoebe called from the living room, “Morning!” Clarice smiled and headed that way, quickly funning her fingers through her hair. She had taken a moment to dress in a pair of sweats and a tee shirt, although she was painfully aware she hadn’t put on a bra yet. She thought about dipping back into the bedroom for one, but let it go. Unless Dex was up too, in which case she might actually sprint for the bra.

She’ll hear.

Fuck!

A little thrill shot through Clarice at the memory. Then she caught sight of Phoebe on her hands and knees on a yoga mat and nearly moaned. She had never really explored her bisexuality before, apart from some pretty heavy make-out sessions with a friend in high school, but Phoebe was going to make it hard not to fantasize about her every single night. The tall, athletic blonde’s stunningly long legs were on full display in tight black leggings. Every inch of her tight little ass was outlined, and Clarice wondered if she could find a way to circle around the other woman to see if her pussy lips were just as prominently featured. The sports bra was cute too, and bared enough of her toned tummy to give Clarice a little twinge of envy.

“Good morning,” Clarice said, smiling sleepily.

“I didn’t wake you up, did I?”

“No, I didn’t even hear you.” But I did last night.

As if Phoebe could read her mind, a tiny smile crossed her face as she raised one long leg and made circles with it, her form precise and slow.

“I’ve never done those before,” Clarice said.

“Knee circles? They’re great for the butt. Want to join me? I just got started.”

“Um. Sure. I think I left all my exercise clothes at home.” Clarice caught herself and grimaced. “I hate calling it that. The minute I left, it stopped feeling like home. Maybe it did months ago.”

“Then consider this your home. However long you want.”

“Aw, Phoebe… thank you. I know how weird this has to be for you.”

“Shush with that. I’m glad to have you. And what you’re wearing is fine. I have an extra yoga mat in the closet behind you there.”

Clarice looked inside and found a yoga mat. The two of them worked out together, Phoebe guiding her gently through some butt and leg exercises that stretched muscles Clarice didn’t even know she had. Her eyes wandered frequently to her friend. It was easy to pass it off as studying her form for affirmation, and that was even what she told herself it was, but the truth was, Clarice was definitely attracted to the blonde. She was so fit and beautiful, and that elfin face with her light blonde hair tied back was so gorgeous.

“You should have been a model, you know that?” Clarice asked. “You’re so beautiful.”

“Aw. But you are too.”

“Thanks,” Clarice mumbled, blushing.

“I mean it. You’ve got such a sweet face. And my God, those boobs. I’d kill for those boobs.”

Clarice grinned. “Thanks. Um, again.”

Phoebe looked like she might say more. She held Clarice’s gaze for a long moment, her face contemplative, her smile going almost shy. But soon her eyes shifted forward again, and whatever it was that she meant to say never escaped her lips.

At least for the moment.

* * *

“Ready for the next set,” Dex said, his face drawn in grim determination.

“Sir, yes sir,” Clarice said. She handed up an end of the next strand of lights, and Dex sighed theatrically.

“The male end,” he said as though he’d long suffered the foibles of his friend and coworker.

“Ah. Right.”

When they had it right, he strung the multicolored lights through clips along the roof’s rain gutter. He leaned out precariously far, and Clarice tensed.

“Be careful. If you fell and broke something, Phoebe would kill me.”

“Are you kidding me? She’d probably throw a party in the hospital waiting room. Maybe have people pay to sign my cast.”

They weren’t the only ones out decorating for Christmas that weekend. Several neighbors up and down the street were doing much the same. One man took note of them decorating and ambled over. He was an older gentleman in jeans and a parka, and as he walked, he pulled off his gloves and blew into his hands.

“Getting a late start, Dex!” he called cheerfully as he tugged the gloves back on again. “I’ve been out since eight.”

“Looking like the street might be responsible for a blown transformer or two,” Dex called back.

“Doesn’t it? Glad to see everyone out decorating. The place has really come alive again. Who’s this? Phoebe finally get tired of you?”

“Who could ever get tired of me?” Dex asked, coming down the ladder. He put a hand on Clarice’s back. “This is Clarice, a friend of ours. She’s going to be staying with us a while. Clarice, this is Lance Raymond.”

“Pleasure!” Lance said.

“Same, Mr. Raymond,” Clarice said.

“Lance, please. Spare my ego and make me feel a mite younger. My dear God, though, I’m so sorry you’re stuck with these two,” Lance said. “This house of depravity and hoodlums.”

“They’re corrupting me already,” Clarice said.

“How long are you staying?”

“We’re… working that out,” she said, her smile more strained now. “I’m trying to find a place of my own but…”

“In this economy, the prices are insane,” Dex said.

“Isn’t that the truth,” Lance said. “So, you just move to the area then? What brought you here?”

Stupid bitch!

Clarice couldn’t help an instinctual flinch. Reed’s words were as clear as if here were shouting them an inch from her face. Lance saw and blinked, and again, Dex stepped in.

“She’s a paleontologist.”

“A… what?”

“A paleontologist. Up on the big dig in the Harpies.”

“A paleontologist,” Lance said.

“They found one of those ones with the big balls on their tails, the, uhhh…” Dex turned to her and frowned. “What are they called again?”

Clarice tried to smile but it was a weak effort. “Dex is being kind and trying to cover for me. My long-term boyfriend, he… he put me in a situation on Thanksgiving where I needed to move out.”

“Oh,” Lance said. “That, uh… he sounds like an asshole. Excuse my language.”

“You’re all right,” she said. “He is an asshole.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried.”

“It’s all right, sir. Really.”

Lance nodded, but still looked ashamed of himself. It wasn’t long before he started away, apologizing again and giving them a look over his shoulder when he trotted back home.

“What did I just do?” Clarice asked.

“Basically told the whole block your story.”

“Most of them probably know anyways. Phoebe told me she talked about Reed with Emmanuelle.”

Dex shook his head. “Emmanuelle’s one of the few people on this street I’d trust with just about anything. Her husband too.”

“That’s good to know.”

Dex squeezed her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get back to it. Got the next box of lights ready?”

“I do,” she said.

They continued on, talk shifting towards their family Christmas traditions and less serious things. If the good cheer was forced at first, it evolved eventually into genuine banter soon enough. More neighbors came by to introduce themselves. Word must have already spread. A couple gave Clarice knowing looks and pitying smiles, but no one brought up her ex-boyfriend. She was grateful for that, though she thought sometimes she might prefer if they addressed the elephant in the room rather than try to sneak around it.

Dex wasn’t satisfied with just lights hanging from the eaves, but climbed up on the roof itself to lay down rows of colorful lights. Phoebe came home halfway through, stopping in the driveway rather than pulling into the garage. She stepped out, staring daggers up at her husband.

“You told me you were just going to do the eaves,” she growled.

“Oh right. Yeah. I lied. Sorry.”

“You could break your neck!”

“It’s not a steep slope, baby, I’m all right.”

Phoebe gave a long-suffering sigh, then turned to Clarice. “Him and his Christmas war with Thomas.”

Clarice grinned at that. “It is kind of fun, though, seeing all these people out and decorating. There were maybe three people on my old block who decorated and that was usually just a tree and a string of lights around the window or something.”

“It took us moving here to really enjoy it.” Phoebe gestured down the street at a family positioning reindeer in their yard. “It’s like a fever, you know? One person gets into it, then another, and pretty soon, you’ve even got people like old Mr. Pierce who decorate even if they don’t celebrate.”

“That’s wonderful. It’s like something out of a Christmas movie.”

“It really is. I love our little community here.”

“Ankylosaur!” Dex called.

“Uh… what?” Phoebe called back.

“The dinosaur with the balls on its tail. Not, like, testicles. At least… I don’t think they were testicles.”

“Did he maybe touch a live wire or something?” Phoebe asked Clarice.

But before she could answer, Clarice’s phone rang. She pulled it out and glanced at the caller ID. It was her father, a call she should have expected but hadn’t thought about in the chaos and pain of the last couple days. Her dad almost never called her, except when he was angry with her. There was only one reason he would call now. Reed had gone to him, because of course he had.

Phoebe must have seen something inn her expression, because she laid a hand on Clarice’s arm. “Is it him?”

“No. My dad. Would you mind taking over for me? I need to take this.”

“Sure. Whatever you need.”

Clarice smiled weakly and headed for the house as she answered the phone. “Hi, Dad,” she said.

“What’s going on, Clarice?” her father asked in a brusque tone that told her he knew exactly what was going on, and he already had opinions on it. She deflated, shoulders slumping and her head tilting forward as she opened the front door and stepped inside, never noticing Phoebe watching her with a clouded expression on her face.

“I’m helping a couple friends with some Christmas decorating,” she said with false cheer. “Has Mom put up the tree yet?”

A pause. She could imagine her father’s expression in that moment, his big lips pressing tightly together, his ever-cold eyes narrowing. He would be sitting in the office, his sanctuary, and he would be seated in his big man’s chair in front of his big man’s desk. He would have an old-fashioned at hand. The cocktail was another constant whenever he had to deal with the daughter he never wanted.

It never once crossed Clarice’s mind that he would support her.

“Don’t be flippant. You know I’m talking about what’s happening with you and Reed.”

“What happened is he got abusive. Yelling and throwing things and punching the wall beside me hard enough to go through the drywall.”

“Did he lay a hand on you?”

She was proud of herself that she felt no urge to cry. Instead, anger welled up inside her and she gladly let it loose. “So you think it’s okay for him to scream and destroy our things and be horrible to me so long as he doesn’t actually hit me. And you know he would, if I stayed.”

“Couples fight. Don’t be so naïve as to think they don’t.”

“Healthy couples argue. Drunk abusive assholes do what he did.”

“Relationships take work,” he said. “Do you think your mother and I haven’t fought like cats and dogs? But we come together afterward. We mend bridges and move forward.”

“I hope to God you never treat Mom the way Reed treated me.”

“I am trying to have an adult conversation with y-”

“He nearly hit me, Dad!” Clarice shouted. “He threw around the food and the, the nice plates and serving stuff and he screamed at me and he nearly hit me and you are taking his side. Why? Why won’t you defend me? Why won’t you even try to see this from my perspective?”

“I am only encouraging you to listen to him. He came to me very apologetic, and he just wants to say much the same to you. I’ve been there. Every man has.”

Clarice ended the call. There was no point in arguing with him. Nothing to be gained. He’d always liked Reed. Liked the working-class nature of him, the charm he could ooze when he turned it on, the way he could help out around the house with handyman work. He liked him more than his daughter. Then again, her father had always liked every guy in her life more than his daughter.

Well, she was done with that. She ended the call, and turned, and there were Phoebe and Dex, coming through the door. Clarice could say nothing, but they knew, they must have heard, and they were there, hugging her tight, the two buoys of her life, and she loved them in that moment, then and forever. Not just as friends, but whatever they wanted from her. Whatever this became. She loved them, and she clung to them, and when Phoebe asked what they could do, Clarice thought about it.

“I need a new phone number. But right now? I kinda just want to do this. Christmas stuff. Be with friends.”

Phoebe took her hand. “That we can definitely do.”


Chapter 5

It was quite a crew they rounded up to drive to Pike Bridge the following weekend for the Snow Drop. Dex, Phoebe, and Clarice rode together behind Emmanuelle, Thomas, and Emmanuelle’s parents. Two more families from the neighborhood decided to make it a veritable caravan, and when Dex and Clarice talked about it at work in the breakroom with several of their coworkers, a few of them decided it sounded like a great time. All in all, about six cars from their neck of the woods drove together that morning.

Some years, the snow came so early and fiercely that traversing the Harpy Mountains on the interstate became impossible. This year though, the weather was pleasantly mild. Not quite tee shirts and shorts weather, but the temperatures stayed well north of freezing, though that would change soon. Snow was on the horizon, but thankfully, not yet.

It made for a pleasant, relaxed drive, one filled with fistfuls of homemade party mix and Christmas music. Dex and Phoebe sang along to their favorites, and after a while, even shy, quiet Clarice joined in. Those minutes were, in Dex’s mind, the best part of the day. She was healing, and it warmed him to see it.

The drive was always a beautiful one. The peaks of the Harpy Mountains were capped in snow most of the year, and at the highest points in the drive, the roads were lined with it. Pine forests yawned for hundreds of miles north and south. A few deer made their presence known, darting across the road and keeping Dex on his toes.

Pike Bridge itself was a small riverside town on the other side of the mountains. The Snow Drop and Christmas tourism were its claim to fame but it was a beautiful little place even outside of winter. A bit frayed around the edges and in need of some serious roadwork, but it was on an upward economic climb, bolstered by its embrace of the holiday season.

Parking was always problematic, since the town wasn’t really equipped to deal with the amount of people who came on a good year, and it was a terrific year for the vendor fair. Dex and the rest of the drivers had to split the caravan of cars up, and met up blocks away from the event, which was taking place that year in the city’s biggest park. Some years, the weather meant they would have to do the event indoors, but that morning, Dex saw several teenagers wearing hoodies and shorts and looking perfectly comfortable.

Thomas, a tall, lean man with serious but handsome features, noticed where he was looking and grinned wryly. “Remember being young and immune to the cold?” he asked.

“Like it was yesterday. We were all invincible once. I’m glad you came with us this year.”

“Me too,” Thomas said, looking around contemplatively. “I haven’t been here since well before Cara died. Even before the cancer, the weather kept us home a couple years.”

“Treat you to a bratwurst?”

“If I’m not full up on free samples, I’ll take you up on that.”

The women walked ahead of them, Emmanuelle and Phoebe looking over their shoulders. The contrast in their beauty would have made for an amazing picture in that moment, Emmanuelle’s light brown skin and cherubic face always so naturally playful while Phoebe was tall, lithe, and fair-skinned outside the warmest months of summer. With Clarice bookending Phoebe, it felt like a third of the picture had finally been revealed. She slotted into the trio, her smile more pensive, perhaps, surrounded by all these people she barely knew, but she was as uniquely beautiful as the other two women, a kindly girl-next-door appeal to her, and Dex’s heart skipped a beat taking in her warm eyes.

“Beautiful woman,” Thomas said. They were far enough back that they couldn’t be overheard.

“She is,” Dex said.

“I am supposed to find a natural way to ask if the three of you need anything this season. But there’s no way to dance around that one, so I’m asking flat-out.”

“Nah. We’re okay. She’s hurting, but I think she was ready to move on in her heart and she’s doing a good job of it.”

“You’re coworkers, right?”

“That’s right.”

Thomas nodded and fell silent. He was a nice guy, and a genuinely kind man, but the loss of his first wife nearly broke him mentally and he was not great in social situations. Dex took it upon himself to ease some of the awkwardness.

“Gold lights. I’ve never seen gold freakin’ lights.”

Thomas grinned. “They’re nice, right?”

“They’re gorgeous is what they are. And pairing them with those white lights, that’s a hell of a nice touch. Here I thought we had you beat this year for sure, and you go and outdo yourself again.”

“Aw, hey, your display is killer too. I saw just as many people taking pictures of your house as mine.”

“We both know that’s not true, but thanks. Good turnout by the whole street this year. One of the best we’ve had.”

“I think so too,” Thomas said.

“I heard the O’Toole family blew a fuse with theirs.”

“Sean told me the same thing. And he’s already lost three of his inflatables to the wind, poor guy.”

“Oof. Those aren’t cheap.”

“No, they’re really not. I tried to warn them they’re a bad idea unless you can sit out and babysit them every night, but…”

“It’s Sean.”

Thomas chuckled. “Exactly.”

Pretty soon, they caught their first glimpse of Santa at the event, riding in the back of a horse-drawn carriage surrounded by excited kids. Sometimes, if there was plenty of snow, he would be pulled in a real sleigh, an old-fashioned thing one of the ranches brought in special for the event and the various “meet Santa” events in the small town.

The Snow Drop itself was even more sprawling than the previous year. Pavilion tents stretched from one end of the park to the other. The smells of frying meats wafted to them on the breeze, making Dex’s mouth water. A stream of people moved along the vendor stalls, loud, cheerful, merry. A live band belted out popular Christmas songs from the center of the park, with several people singing along as they browsed.

Right off the bat, Phoebe stopped at a booth offering up canned vegetables and fruits. Dex roped an arm around her and kissed the side of her head. She smiled up at him, and held the jar up. “Pickled beets?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Further away, Clarice watched them as he handed over a ten-dollar bill to the vendor and was given a bag to put the beets in. They rejoined her a moment later. “I think I’m going to swing back for some of the pickles when we get ready to leave,” she said. Dex reversed course immediately, and Clarice hastened to him. “No, no, Dex, I didn’t mean-”

“Hush,” he said gently, and dug out his wallet again. The vendor watched this curiously, but took his money without comment. Clarice had been holding it together well up until that moment, and she stared at the jar of pickles he picked up as though she might start crying again. “Hey. Hey, it’s okay, Claire.”

She nodded. “I just… I don’t know how I ever repay you or Phoebe.”

“You don’t ever have to,” Phoebe said.

Beyond them, Emmanuelle took Thomas’s arm, beaming at the trio. Her own parents watched too, curious smiles of their own on their faces. Tia nudged Curtis, and he nodded. They slowly moved away, not to be seen again by Dex, Clarice, or Phoebe until they met up again for lunch later.

Thomas and Emmanuelle weren’t long in getting lost themselves, and soon their neighbors and work friends disbursed as well. But Dex, Clarice, and Phoebe stuck together without ever vocally planning to. It felt natural and right.

They moved from stall to stall, not always stopping but looking everything over, saying hello and merry Christmas to the friendly vendors and the silent ones alike. Lots of vendors offered free cookies or meats and cheeses to entice customers into stopping by their booths, and by the end of the first row of vendors, they were pleasantly stuffed.

“This is the best day,” Clarice said.

And it really was. Dex bought Phoebe a reindeer-emblazoned decorative cutting board for their kitchen. There were a lot of independent book writers, all of whom suckered Clarice in. She must have bought ten books along the way. Dex made it his mission to find her something special there at the vendor fair, something to match her calm, beautiful spirit and give her a little Christmas cheer while he was at it. While the ladies took a break to find the bathrooms and cups of coffee, Dex met back up with Emmanuelle and Thomas, the latter of whom had several bags dangling from his fingers.

As they meandered, Dex told them, “I want to find Clarice something special. Something to remind her she’s not alone this Christmas. Ornaments, maybe, or something for her room. And maybe something for her desk too.”

“She means a lot to you, doesn’t she?” Emmanuelle asked.

“She’s just a friend. I’d never cheat on Phoebe. But yeah. She’s…” Dex frowned, trying to think how to describe how he felt about Clarice. “In all the turmoil of her life, all the bad, all the pain, she’s held onto being kind. People like that, they’re rare. And they deserve the world.”

“That’s how I feel about my Emmanuelle,” Thomas said. “Just better said than I ever could.”

Emmanuelle’s hand went to his. “You’re right. She does deserve something special. And I think she got that when you and Phoebe took her in. That’s your real Christmas present to her. Your love and kindness.”

“I hope so,” Dex said quietly. “All I know is, the next guy she’s with had better deserve her.”

Emmanuelle hid her secretive smile by looking over another vendor stall, squeezing Thomas’s hand to send him the sort of message only lovers can telepathically understand. He squeezed back, and when she glanced at him, his smile mirrored hers.

Dex found something special for Clarice twenty minutes later. A woman stood at the entrance to her stall, sipping something from a thermos and smiling and conversing with passing customers. Inside her stall was framed art, and here, Dex paused. It was bright, colorful, and cheerful stuff, and drew him in. He stepped in to take a look.

“I love these,” he said to the woman. “Did you paint them yourself?”

“I did,” she said.

“They’re like something from an old-timey magazine.”

That lit her up. “That’s exactly the aesthetic I was going for.”

One of the paintings drew his eye, that of a snow-laden Christmas village, but then he saw it, tucked down in a corner so low it almost escaped his notice. He leaned over and plucked it off the rack it was hanging from. It was a beautiful oil painting of three deer, one a buck, the other two does. They stood in front of a pine tree, looking towards the silhouette of Santa and his reindeer in the sky.

He held it for a long minute, thinking about a simple moment that week, of Clarice and Phoebe before work sitting together on the couch, cups of coffee in hand, grinning at one another. He’d taken a picture of them like that, not the best picture, but a good moment, a sweet moment.

“I’ll take this,” he said. “But do you do custom work by any chance?”

“For the right price I’d paint just about anything you wanted,” she said.

He laughed. “Perfect.” He dug out his phone and tapped away until he brought up that picture, then held it out. “Think you could immortalize this with some Christmas embellishment? Mistletoe, presents around the edge, something like that?”

She grinned. “I can absolutely do that.”

* * *

“It’s beautiful,” Clarice said, standing in front of the painting. Dex hadn’t let her look at it until it hung on her bedroom wall.

“It really is,” Phoebe said, standing beside her and giving her husband an odd, appraising look.

“It reminded me of us, I guess,” Dex said. “Especially the horns on the buck.”

“Yeah, I totally get that,” Clarice said. “The hooves too.” She hugged him again. “Thank you, Dex. This means the world to me.”

“You’re welcome.”

The women had some wrapping to do so Dex cooked dinner that night, feeling mellow but more than a little troubled. He realized something that day, something that might fracture his rock-solid marriage if he let it. Of course he’d always been attracted to Clarice, and he’d always cared for her as a friend, but there was now something else there, something he didn’t want to consciously admit but which was no less true.

He wanted her. Was, maybe, even in love with her.

The odd part was, he didn’t love Phoebe any less. Clarice took nothing away from their marriage. If anything, she amplified his love for Phoebe because his wife was so good with their houseguest. It surprised him to no end how she nurtured their friendship with a minimal amount of jealousy, save for the teasing kind.

That night, when Phoebe was undressing for bed and changing into her pajama bottoms, she asked, “Are you all right?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You’ve been quiet tonight.”

“Just in my own head. Listen, the painting is only half of a gift. I don’t want to spoil it but I spent a little bit of money today.”

“A gift for us or for her?”

“The two of you.”

“Okay, I’m intrigued. Do you need me to transfer some money from my account?”

“No, no, it wasn’t that expensive. I just didn’t want it to take you by surprise. And I didn’t want to seem secretive.”

She came to bed and crawled on top of him as he set aside his Kindle. His cock was already half-hard and had been most of the night. It made him feel guilty, since the cause was half a household away.

Phoebe kissed him slowly and sweetly, her hands on his furry chest. “I love you, you sweet, adorable man.”

“You’re not mad?”

“About you buying that painting for her?”

He nodded. “I know it’s strange, but…”

“It is. But I love you and I love that you’re taking care of her. That’s strange too, but I don’t really care. Do you?”

His big hands went to her slender ass and squeezed. With more of a growl than he intended, he looked into her eyes and said, “I just want you to never have to worry about us.”

“I want you to tell me something and I want you to be honest with me. Are you attracted to her?”

He swallowed. “Yes, but you knew that already.”

Phoebe smiled down at him, tossing back her long blonde hair. She didn’t assure him with words, but by dipping down his body, kissing his bare chest, the ripple of muscles along his abs. Dex tensed and groaned when she teased all around his belly button with her tongue before going further. When she reached his tip, he stroked her face.

“I want you… to pretend it’s her, doing this to you,” she whispered.

“Jesus, baby,” he said hoarsely. What was she saying? What was she telling him?

“Clarice, taking this big cock and kissing it just like this.” She kissed the base of his tip, looking up at him with sparkling good humor. Her kisses roamed the length of him, her lips delicate, her breath hot against his bare skin. His hand went to her head, and in the throes of the fantasy, he thought he heard a creak from the hallway, as though Clarice might be listening in at that moment.

“Your Claire, taking your balls in her mouth and tonguing them like this,” Phoebe said, her voice louder, breathier. Then she sucked one of his near-plum sized balls into her mouth and gave it a gentle tongue lashing, her eyes still feasting on his.

“Suck them, suck my balls, Phoebe…”

“Ah ah ah, I think you mean Clarice.”

He lifted his head up and looked down at his wife. She was rocking back and forth, her hand between her thighs as she alternated between his balls.

“It’s okay, baby, let go, pretend tonight,” she encouraged him as she curled a finger against the delicate skin in between his balls, teasing it, tickling his seam. Christ, she was going to make him pop in record time.

Dex glanced towards the closed door and back at her. “Suck them… Clarice.”

“I’m yours to command.”

She took his balls again with a growing hunger that told him this was exciting her as much as it was him. Her body moved faster and faster, her hand working between her thighs, her moans and slurps so loud that he should have warned her.

But Dex didn’t. He wanted this, this fantasy. He imagined it was Clarice as his wife returned to his root, her long tongue lapping up and down his base, driving him utterly fucking feral for her. “Suck it, suck my cock, Clarice,” he moaned, and Phoebe obeyed, taking him into her mouth and driving up and down his first few inches, breathing hard through her nose, her fingers making soft wet noises as they drove in and out of her pussy.

She came up off him and let his cock thwap her cheek. “You want me to do this to you at the office?” she asked breathily.

“Oh, fuck, yeah.”

“Tell me, tell me how you’d take me there.”

The fantasy swept through him, as vivid as the first time as he’d imagined it. “Take you into the breakroom, fuck you, then come in that pretty mouth…”

“Anyone could see,” she whispered, and sucked his cock hard now, going for his finish.

“I wouldn’t care, ah, ah fuck, Phoebe., Clarice, I want them to know, to know who fucked you so hard you can barely walk, ah shit, ah, leave your makeup a little smudged, mark you, mark you ah-as mine, ah, fuck, fuck, baby, now, coming right… goddamn… now!”

He erupted inside his wife’s mouth – Clarice’s mouth, in his mind – and she swallowed him down, blinking away tears from her need of oxygen. She’d taken him as deep as she could, nearly to his root, and what she wasn’t sucking, she jacked with her hand, draining every last drop out of him. But she hadn’t gotten hers yet and he did not hesitate, pulling free of her and getting her on her back on the edge of the bed, flinging her legs over his shoulders and burying his mouth against her cunt.

“Nnnngh, yes, yes, Dex, eat me, eat your Clarice, take me, take me here or at the office or in the car, mmm, get my big tits out and suck them and drop my panties to the floor and eat me, make me come, make me come so hard on your mouth.”

“Fuck!” he groaned, and shoved his tongue against her clit as he pushed three fingers into his wife. She wasn’t just wet but soaking the bed, a damp spot forming on the fabric beneath her. And Phoebe only got wetter as he pistoned the fingers in and out of her, making her kick and cry out so loud that even across the house, Clarice probably heard them.

In that moment, he just didn’t care. His mind was singularly locked on his wife and the release she’d just given him, the fantasy of taking Clarice at the office pulsing in his mind, not easing its grip even past his orgasm.

“Oh, oh Dex, make her yours, make your Claire youuuurs,” Phoebe cried out, and she came, her legs rising to bicycle kick the air in slow motion, her head twisting towards the door, hand rising to her mouth. It was as powerful an orgasm as he’d ever brought out of her, and she was a long time coming down, gripping his hair and pulling him up to kiss her.

He was hard again, and sank into her, their movements frenetic. There were no more words between them. Husband and wife alike were locked in their fantasies of the woman standing just outside their door, hand in her sweat shorts, head tilted back, trying not to dare that this could be real, that they wanted her as much as she wanted them.


Chapter 6

Phoebe glowed as she stirred yogurt and blueberries into her oatmeal. The sex the night before left her ginger in the best possible way. Dex was still loopy too, grinning to himself in the mirror the last time she saw him before heading to the kitchen to eat breakfast. Not that sex had ever been bad with him, but it felt like they were entering into a second honeymoon phase, and Phoebe loved it.

As she heard Dex start up the shower, a tentative voice said, “Good morning.”

“Morning!” Phoebe said. Clarice came into the kitchen dressed and ready for work in a long skirt, blouse, and knitted cardigan. “Oh, that cardigan is lovely.”

“Thanks. It’s one of my favorites. Getting a bit old and frayed but I plan on hanging onto it as long as possible. It’s my comfort blanket sweater.”

“I hear you. I have a knit turtleneck that’s honestly kind of ugly but the warmest, comfiest thing ever. I wear it when I’m having a downer day.”

Clarice gestured towards the fridge. “May I?”

“Stop asking. Our home is your home, Clarice.”

“Thank you.” She started towards the fridge, and said without looking back, “I had so much fun yesterday.”

“At the Snow Drop, or listening in on us last night?”

Clarice whipped around, her mouth opening, eyes wide. “I… I…”

“As loud as we were, I think you probably could have heard us from the garage. But that floorboard squeak is pretty noticeable. I’ve heard you out there most every night.”

“Oh my God,” Clarice whispered. Then, louder, she said, “I… I’m sorry, I, there’s no excuse, I just…”

“You just got out of a bad relationship, you heard something sexy going on, and you investigated.” Phoebe had to admit, she was enjoying the other woman’s consternation. She took a big bite of oatmeal, grinning around it and watching the crimson spread from the other woman’s cheeks seemingly all the way to her neck. “So… did you enjoy yourself?”

“Was that for me? To tease me? The… the…”

“The roleplaying?” Clarice nodded. “No. I mean, it was fun knowing you were out there, but that was definitely just as much for our benefit. He’s always found you attractive. So have I, for that matter.”

“You…”

“Yes. I’m bisexual.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Really? I haven’t exactly been subtle giving you looks when we’re working out.”

Clarice abandoned whatever she intended to grab from the fridge and moved to Phoebe’s side, leaning against the counter. “I guess I thought it was, um…”

“What?”

“Wishful thinking.”

Now it was Phoebe’s turn to be pleasantly surprised. “You’re bi too?”

Clarice nodded, not meeting her eyes. Phoebe set aside her bowl and turned to the other woman. She took Clarice’s hand in hers and squeezed.

“Listen to me, love. I do not want to pressure you into anything,” Phoebe said. “But what I told Dex last night, about how he should take you…”

“It was so hot,” Clarice whispered. “Oh my God, I thought for sure you two would hear me come out in the hallway.”

“Did you?” Phoebe asked.

Clarice nodded. “Three times.”

“God, I wish I could have seen that.”

“I was afraid I left a puddle.”

Phoebe giggled and elbowed her. “Anyway, what I was saying is… if it happened between you and Dex, I wouldn’t be mad. Not in the slightest. You have my permission.”

“Phoebe, I… I’d never want to come between you two.”

“That’s exactly what I do want from you someday, if ya catch my meaning.” At Phoebe’s waggled eyebrows, a genuine smile broke through Clarice’s nervousness. “I’m not saying we all jump into bed right this moment. I know you’re still hurting from Reed.” Clarice nodded, staying quiet, and Phoebe squeezed her hand. “And if it’s really not something you want, I won’t push you. But all I’m saying is, the next time you overhear me and Dex, you feel free to do more than listen at the door. And if you two are alone, and you’re feeling the vibe… see where it goes. Either way, I want you here. No new apartment. No place of your own. If it’s as our friend or something more, you belong here with us. And I’m sure Dex feels the same way.”

Clarice threw her arms around Phoebe. It would have been a lie to say that their connection in that moment was purely platonic. Both women were acutely aware of the soft press of each other’s bodies, and they both thought about kissing the other. But they weren’t ready for that step yet, not quite, and they clung together more out of friendship and plain human need than desire.

“Thank you,” Clarice whispered.

“Ooh, now that’s a sight,” Dex said, coming into the kitchen, his button-down open over a white tee. “The two most beautiful women in the world hugging it out. I want some of that action.”

“Then get in here, dingbat,” Phoebe said, making Clarice laugh. He did, although at a distance, giving Clarice and his wife a contemplative look before stepping back. He didn’t ask what had happened between them, though, and instead went to the fridge. “Eggs and toast?” he asked over his shoulder to Clarice.

“Sounds perfect to me,” she said, giving Phoebe one more blast of her smile before turning her attention to him.

“Oh, yeah,” Dex said. “Office party this Friday. You two want to be my dates?”

“I can’t make it,” Phoebe said glumly. “Brian-” here, she glanced at Clarice. “He’s my coworker and the other finance person. Anyway, he gets his kids for a week so he’s taking it off to spend an early holiday with them. But if you two want to be dates to mine, it’s the week before Christmas.”

“How dressy for yours?” Clarice asked.

“Not exactly black tie, but a nice excuse to wear a little red cocktail dress. Free drinks, good food. My boss Hal always hooks it up.”

“I left all my sexy dresses behind,” Clarice said, but she looked more thoughtful than pained at the idea. “I think that’s a good excuse to go shopping, don’t you?”

“The perfect excuse,” Phoebe agreed with a solemn nod. The doorbell rang, and she pushed away from the counter. “I’ll get it.”

She headed that way, smiling to herself about the conversation she had with Clarice. Knowing the other woman was just as interested in her wasn’t exactly a surprise, but it was a relief. For however long Clarice stayed with them, this was going to be fun. She was hoping more and more that leaned into the “forever” side of things.

At the door were Melanie and Javonte Sinclair, two of their neighbors from down the street. Javonte was a big, broad-shouldered Black man, a newly minted professor who just turned thirty, while Melanie was a beautiful white woman ten years his senior, a programmer and their neighborhood’s resident green thumb, with a vegetable garden Phoebe envied. Melanie held a green-and-red gift bag up, and for a split-second, Phoebe thought they were already bringing by their usual Christmas candies and goodie bag, which they usually did the week before the holiday.

“Melanie! Javonte! Hi, how are you? Happy holidays!”

“You too,” Melanie said. “And your lights are something else this year.”

“All Dex. Especially the part where he acted like a damn idiot climbing onto the roof.”

“I heard that!” Dex called, and a moment later, he appeared, Clarice following with a smile.

“This is Clarice, our houseguest for the foreseeable future. Clarice, these are our neighbors Javonte and Melanie.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Clarice said. “Seems like the whole neighborhood is best friends.”

“We’re all pretty close,” Melanie said.

“Wait until things warm up,” Javonte said. “Endless barbeques and potlucks. You’ll get sick of potato salad and coleslaw.”

“Is that even possible?” Clarice asked, and there were polite chuckles at that but Melanie’s smile disappeared fast. She held out the gift bag.

“Actually, Clarice, this is for you. Word kind of got around the neighborhood you were… well, you were having a time of it, and we wanted to make you feel welcome. I got in the baking mood and there’s some candy and such in there you three can share, but we weren’t sure what you might need so what we did was to get you some gift cards from our favorite places around the area. It’s a little impersonal but this place really does have a small-town feel once you get to know it and it’s a way to show you that.”

“Oh, thank you,” Clarice said, smiling broadly and taking the gift bag. “That’s really sweet. It means the world to me how kind everyone around here has been.”

“Do you want to come in for coffee?” Dex asked.

“No, we better get going. We’ve both got to get to work,” Javonte said. “But thank you.”

“Are you coming to Tia and Curtis’s Christmas party?” Melanie asked.

“Absolutely, yes. We were just talking about Christmas parties,” Phoebe said. “Two work ones to go to.”

“My department is throwing one next week. Free food, I guess,” Javonte said.

“That’s my thinking too,” Dex said.

They said their goodbyes, and once they shut the door on them, Clarice dug through the bag, looking thoughtful. “In all the time I lived with Reed, I don’t think we ever did any sort of potluck or barbeque or any of that on the street. There was a family or two there I’d exchange cookies and stuff with, but this place… it’s really something special, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Dex said.

“It’s the people here that make it that way. We almost lost that connection,” Phoebe said. “I’m so glad to see the spirit back this year.”

“I’d like to commandeer your kitchen one of these days and make everyone some cookies and candy as a thank you. Javonte and Melanie and Thomas and Emmanuelle. Everyone here has just been so…” Clarice lost her words and shook her head.

Phoebe embraced her. “Only if you let me help.”

“I’d love that.”

* * *

That night, while Dex showered, Phoebe took a picture of the bedroom door cracked open and sent it to Clarice.

Take a peek tonight or any night, if you want

A minute later, she got a text in return.

Are you sure?

I’ve never been more sure about anything other than him

I should tell you something first. It might complicate things

That you love him?

A long minute of silence, then a flurry of texts.

Yes

Oh my God, I can’t believe I just admitted that

I mean it when I say I’d never want to hurt what you two have. I love you too. I hope it doesn’t make things too weird

Phoebe smiled. Dex came into the room, rubbing his head with a towel. “What’s got you smiling?” he asked.

“You. Clarice was telling me how good a guy you are.” She sent back a text as fast as she could type it.

I love you too. And I’m looking forward to finding out what that means for us. He’s here. Come watch. Or join us, if you want

Not yet… but soon. I promise

Good

Dex eyed her curiously when he slid into bed, but any questions he might have died on his lips when she climbed on top of him. She wasn’t wearing her pajama bottoms that night, and by the time she heard the telltale creak, she was ready for him and he was ready for her. Her man stared up into her eyes as Phoebe took him inside her, hands on her slender ass as she rocked on top of him, then bounced, aware of the show she was putting on, aware of eyes in the darkness of the hallway. Once, Dex’s head turned in that direction, but Phoebe leaned down and kissed him gently.

“Not yet,” she breathed into his ear.

He stared back up at her, puzzled, but his wife only gave him an enigmatic smile, and soon he was lost in her again.


Chapter 7

Clarice was of a mind that even a bad Christmas party was a good Christmas party. It was an odd philosophy, to be sure, but even the worst Christmas party generally at least had sugar cookies or meats and cheeses, and how could a party be bad with sugar cookies and meats and cheeses?

The yearly office party was reliably bland. Their boss, Linney, did the parties out of a sense of corporate obligation, and so the parties were always quiet, boring affairs, usually with a party sub or pizzas as the main event. To Linney’s credit, she varied it up that year with pans of catered pasta and salads. Vegetable lasagna, spaghetti, a veggie tray, and Christmas cookies. Definitely nothing wrong with that.

As she did every year, Linney wore a blisteringly awful Christmas sweater, the one thing about her boss Clarice truly loved. She left her own small collection of them at Reed’s, but she put together a cute and festive-ish outfit out of a red silk blouse and a black skirt. The blouse was a little tight, but given the way Dex had been side-eyeing her since breakfast, it was totally worth it.

When Linney called everyone to the conference room, Dex came to Clarice’s desk, a pair of felt antlers on his head. His eyes crinkled and warmed Clarice to her very soul, and she beamed back at him. He was so damn handsome in his blue shirt stretched taut over his tall, powerful frame. And his black slacks hugged his terrific ass just right. She thought about that ass bare and poised above Phoebe, her long legs bent, her head rising and falling as she cried out her husband’s name.

“You all right? Your cheeks just went nuclear.”

“Yeah. Fine. Just… warm in here today.”

He cocked his head at that, but a coworker walked by, Secret Santa gift in hand, and Dex said, “Crap, right, forgot my gift. Meet you in the conference room?”

“See you there. I am ready to drown in carbs and marinara.”

“Same.”

Clarice logged out and stood up to collect her own Secret Santa gift, a ceramic bobblehead moose in a Santa cap for their coworker Debra, who loved moose. She lucked out on the name draw because she had no idea what to get half the office, Dex included.

Her coworkers shuffled into the conference room, a few actually warm and cheerful, a few pretending, most indifferent. That was all right. Clarice wasn’t going to let the office atmosphere get her down, even when Harlow dropped into the seat she hoped to reserve for Dex.

“How are you doing, hon?” Harlow asked none too subtly.

“I’m great,” Clarice said, aware every eye in the room was now on her. Pitying looks, smiles, worry, their faces ran the gamut, but there was nothing fake about her own smile. “Living with Dex and Phoebe has been a blast.”

“The two of you always have so much fun here at the office,” Harlow said, taking her hand and squeezing it.

“Talking about our illicit love affair?” Dex asked, breezing into the room. A coworker chuckled, and the tension in the air deflated.

“I was just about to tell them about the juicy stuff,” Clarice said, turning her smile on him.

“The things she has made me do would give you all nightmares. Except you, Harlow.” He winked at their coworker, and Harlow tittered.

Linney cleared her throat. No sexy talk on her watch, but then again, the joke had run its course. Everyone listened to her words about what a wonderful year it had been and how proud she was to be captaining their ship – her actual words, and Clarice fought down a fit of the giggles when Dex gave Linney a mock salute – and told everyone to enjoy the food and the Christmas gift bags she’d prepared for all of them. These each had hats and gloves, along with peppermint non-pareils and gingerbread bites, classy but nothing that would break the company’s preordained holiday budget. Still, the selection was nice, and Dex dove right into his candy, popping a gingerbread bite into his mouth while he waited for everyone to get a plate of food before following suit. He caught Clarice’s eye, and his warm smile again left her a pile of goo, a feeling that didn’t leave her the entire party.

The food was good and the gift-giving went as well as she’d ever seen it in the office. Dex and Han slapped hands when Dex gave the other man a new baseball cap, and Debra loved her moose, even going so far as to stand up and hug Clarice for it, drawing an “awww” from their audience. Clarice herself wound up with a hot sauce set. She’d never mentioned liking hot sauce around the office and the gift came from notorious office grump Jenny, so she would have bet everything it was a regift, but she didn’t actually care. She did like hot sauce.

Afterward, Clarice volunteered to help dole the leftovers out into takeout containers to be put into the fridge for anyone who wanted to take some home. Dex volunteered too, drawing some chatter and well-meaning jokes aimed in their direction, but Clarice didn’t care. She was floating on good vibes that day, feeling safe, feeling comfortable. Dex even put on some Christmas music and they listened to the classics while they worked, talking about little things and eyeing each other with the sort of sparks that could have lit dynamite.

They took the containers and the catering dishes to the breakroom, the only ones in there as everyone else got back to work. When Clarice put the leftover containers into the fridge, she bent over much further than was strictly necessary, giving Dex a view of her ass outlined nicely in her skirt, or so she hoped. He stared for the briefest of moments, then looked away, blushing. Dex was blushing. She’d done that to him. Cute.

“Dex.”

He looked at her again. She glanced over her shoulder at the open breakroom door and stood upright to come to him.

“Thank you,” Clarice whispered. She came in for a hug, and he held her close, his powerful, long arms wrapping around her. From outside the breakroom, someone bellowed a “ho ho ho!” and they both ignored it, lost in that moment, staring into each other’s eyes.

“I’m happy I c-”

Whatever Dex meant to say never escaped his lips, because Clarice leaned up to kiss him. His eyes widened and he let her go immediately, taking a step back. “Claire, I… I love Phoebe. I care a lot about you but…”

“Oh God. Phoebe didn’t tell you yet. I… I’m an idiot.”

“Tell me what?” Dex asked.

Clarice didn’t know whether to giggle or cry. “I’m sorry. I never would have… oh God. This is embarrassing.”

“Tell me what?” he repeated, a smile playing at the corner of his lips. He had to suspect what she was going to say, only she never got the chance.

“Sir, you need to leave,” Harlow said loud enough they both shot looks at the door.

“The fuck I do!” a man said. “I’m Santa Claus, and I’m here for the party.”

“Oh no,” Clarice gasped. “Reed?”

“Shiiiit,” Dex said. “Stay here.”

But she was already going for the door. He was right behind her, and in the main office, he put himself in front of her. Standing in front of Harlow’s desk was Reed in a cheap Santa suit, his hat askew. One of the building’s security guards, Eddie, stood there too, hand on his baton.

Reed saw Claire and Dex and yanked down his beard. “Hey, babe!” he said. “I heard I missed the party.”

“Get out of here, Reed,” Clarice said.

“Pretty clever, right?” Reed asked. “Security wouldn’t let me in the building last week to say hi to my own goddamn girlfriend, but who’s going to say no to Santa Claus when there’s an office party going on?” He grinned, and there was a hint of the charming guy she fell for years ago. But now, instead of making her feel butterflies, it angered her.

“It’s time to go,” Eddie said.

“You’re right about that. It’s time to go, Clarice,” Reed said. “Come home, baby. Let’s make this right.”

“Reed. Hey. How’s it going?” Dex asked. His tone was so normal and friendly that it startled Clarice.

“My man Dex. Doing good, brother, now that I can finally talk to my girlfriend. You want to give us a minute?”

“Can’t do that,” Dex said. “You and her alone, hey, it got volatile the last time.”

Reed’s smile took on a strained quality. “Ah, she’s been telling people that, huh? Baby, we don’t need to talk about our little… problems to our friends.”

“Just go, Reed, please, go,” Clarice said.

“All right, you heard her,” Eddie said, starting to slide his baton free. But despite having packed on the pounds in the last couple years, Reed was still quick, still strong. He whipped a right into Eddie’s temple so fast and so hard that Clarice barely saw the motion of his arm until Eddie was falling, out before he hit the floor. Harlow yelped reflexively, and the whole office came alive with shouts.

Dex started towards Reed, and Clarice grabbed his arm. “Dex, no!” she begged.

“Come on, Dexter. Sexy Dexie. Come and get some if you want it. But I’m not leaving without my girlfriend.”

“I’m not your girlfriend anymore!” Clarice shouted. “Please! If you loved me, then go!”

The elevator door out in the hallway opened and two more of the building’s security guards stepped out. That would be all of them on duty, Clarice thought with numb horror. If Reed beat them up too…

But one of them was already slipping free his baton, and the other said something into a phone, unintelligible through the windows and the glass door. Reed looked back over his shoulder, annoyed, then at Clarice again.

“Come home, Clarice,” he said, his voice cold now, shades of his anger from Thanksgiving. “I’ll forgive you if you come home with me right now.”

“She doesn’t need to be forgiven. She didn’t do a damn thing wrong,” Dex said, and his voice matched Reed’s measure for measure, his fists balled. “That is one of the kindest, gentlest women I’ve ever met and you went and fucked up what had to be the best thing in your life. You want to be pissed at yourself for that? Go on ahead. But you loved her and she loved you. Respect that and go.”

The guards stormed in. Reed whirled on them, the two seeming to move in slow motion while Clarice’s ex bore down on them. Reed tackled one to the floor, the other guard snapping his baton down across his back, making Reed grunt with the pain. The next shot took him across the cheek, and he was back on his feet, grabbing the guy and throwing him into one of the reception area’s chairs. It was a bad fall and the guard grunted in pain, but the other one got Reed around the knees and dragged him down, straddling him and pinning him.

Reed turned his head towards Clarice. “Goddamn bitch! Goddamn uppity fucking whore! You think you’re better than me? Huh? You think you’ll ever do better? Fuck you.”

Clarice couldn’t respond. She wrapped her arms around herself, then Dex was there, holding her, guiding her away, back to Linney’s office, where there was a lock. Linney let them in, looking shellshocked and as horrified as Clarice, and all Clarice could think to do was sob, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” over and over and over again. Dex held her tight, kissing the top of her head and rocking with her.

“I’m sorry I tried to kiss you,” she whispered. Her eyes felt grainy and she was so tired all of a sudden.

“It’s okay. It’s okay.”

“No, I… it’s not okay, it’s not okay, Phoebe and I talked, but I should have waited, I… I… I never want to hurt the two of you, I shouldn’t have done that, I’m sorry, Dex, I’m sorry.”

He didn’t say anything after that, only holding her, trying to give her what warmth he could, but she was so cold and numb by that point, so far gone that all she could think about was escape. About not bringing any more pain to the people she loved, and she was sure that was what she was doing.

The cops came for Reed fast. Clarice gave a teary-eyed statement. When they got Dex aside to talk to him too, Clarice walked away on shaky legs. Dex was standing near a cubicle, talking with his arms folded across his chest. Clarice headed towards the exit, leaving her coat, her lovely little hot sauce gift set, the man she knew in her heart she loved, just as she loved his wife, loved them enough to know she was poisoning their lives. So too did she leave behind the feelings she just held half an hour ago of joy and acceptance and warmth and safety. She didn’t deserve those things. All she did was make people miserable and angry and confused. She wasn’t worth loving.

She left all of it behind, and Clarice fled.


Chapter 8

“Oh no. Oh no, no. I should have told you I talked to her about us,” Phoebe said, echoing Clarice’s words. She and Dex were seated at the kitchen table. Her hands folded and unfolded in front of her, her horror written all over her face but her voice distant and wounded. “She’s been listening to us at night. Outside our bedroom, I mean.”

“She has?”

“Yeah. Since the first night. I heard her and it got me excited. I was having fun with it, you not knowing she was listening in, her not knowing I knew she was out there. A few days ago, I told her I knew what she was doing and she should watch and join us when she felt comfortable about the idea.”

“You… what?” Dex asked.

“Oh Dex, let’s be honest. We both want her. She wants us too. I’m glad she finally made a move but I should have told you she was interested. Instead, I was playing a silly game and I thought maybe it would be fun to surprise you on Christmas Eve or something but now…” Phoebe shook her head. “Where is she, do you think?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think she’d go back to Reed’s but I’m going there just to make sure.”

“Dex…”

“I have to know she’s not there. It would haunt me if I didn’t.”

“Okay. But I don’t want you going there alone.”

He thought about that and pulled out his phone. Quickly he scrolled through his contacts list and came up with Javonte Sinclair’s number. He dialed, and Javonte picked up quick.

“Hello?” Javonte asked.

“Hey, it’s Dex.”

“Oh hey, Dex. Wife’s just getting the baking planned out for this weekend. We are going to hook everyone up this year.”

“That’s great,” Dex said, trying to hold back his impatience. He wanted to hit the ground running, to find Clarice. “But listen, I need a favor. A big one.”

“What’s going on, man?”

“Clarice’s ex-boyfriend Reed showed up at work today.” Dex quickly filled him in, and Javonte’s response was immediate and as angry as he could have hoped for.

“Fuck. What can I do?”

“I want to go by Reed’s place and make sure she didn’t go back there. The cops arrested him but just in case, Phoebe doesn’t want me going alone. I agreed, and you’re the biggest, scariest dude on the block.”

“Aw, that’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me. Need the giant Black man watching your back?”

Dex chuckled. “I do. You up for it?”

“I most certainly am. How soon?”

“I’m on my way out the door now.”

“I’ll get my coat.”

Both Dex and Pheobe stood. Phoebe, who rarely cried, let a few tears trickle down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Dex. At least a part of this is my fault, but I meant well. I really did.”

“If we’re laying our cards on the table, baby, then I need to say this. If we hook up with her, if I bring her home again… I want her to be a permanent part of this. She belongs here. With us.”

“Yes,” she gasped, and threw her arms around him. He held her tight, kissing the top of her head. “Bring her home.”

* * *

Javonte waited at the curb, and he wasn’t alone. Thomas was there too, looking just as grim as Javonte. Truth was, Dex was grateful. Though Thomas was thin by nature, he was intimidating in his own right, with some seriously wiry muscles. They worked out together sometimes at the same gym, and his natural strength never ceased to surprise Dex.

The two men slid in, Javonte up front, Thomas in the back. “Hey, Dex,” Thomas said. “I was taking a walk and saw Jay. He filled me in. Figured three was better than two.”

“I appreciate it,” Dex said. “But I gotta warn you guys, this guy is really dangerous and there might be some breaking and entering going on.”

“Should’ve brought my crowbar,” Javonte said cheerfully. “If there’s a door that needs to be kicked open, can I be the guy? I always wanted to try that.”

“Me too,” Dex said. “But since I asked, yeah, it’s all on you.”

The good humor fell away as they drove across the city to the home Clarice once shared with Reed. The three men rarely spoke, except for Dex calling Phoebe to try and pin down what street Reed lived on. They narrowed it down to the generalities, remembering a good Chinese restaurant they went to not too far from there, and then Phoebe had an idea. She went to Clarice’s room and found a small stack of mail she had forwarded to their address, and soon had an exact house number for Dex.

The house was deserted. Dex was pretty sure the cops wouldn’t have let Reed go, but he had never been arrested or involved in a situation like this and had no idea if they could have released him on bail with a violent crime like attacking the building’s security team. Word was Eddie was in the hospital with a bad concussion, just from the one hit to the side of his head. Reed was a dangerous animal, and Phoebe was right to not want Dex to go to his house without backup.

But it proved unnecessary. When Dex, Javonte, and Thomas went to the front door and knocked, no one answered, and the house had the feel of being empty. Dex wanted to be sure, and tried the door. Locked.

“Let’s split up. Thomas, stay here and tell anyone who asks the truth. We’re looking for Clarice, that we’re worried about her safety and that Reed assaulted a few people today.”

“Got it.”

Dex and Javonte headed around the side of the house. The gate was locked, but with Javonte giving him a boost, Dex scaled the fence and dropped to the sidewalk beyond. As he walked towards the back of the house, the first fat flakes of wet snow hit his face, and he turned his head up towards the clouds he hadn’t even realized were rolling in. Silently, he prayed Clarice wasn’t out in this, that she was tucked in somewhere safe with a cup of cocoa and a book or something, but he didn’t really believe she was.

The backyard might have been beautiful in the spring or summer when it was greener, but that late in the year the grass was dead and the flowerbeds devoid of color. The porch was old and creaky but serviceable, and it was easy to imagine Clarice seated at one of the wicker chairs, a glass of lemonade or iced tea in hand, reading or scrolling on her phone.

Weathered French doors led into a dining room, and again, Dex had the feeling no one was stirring inside, but that need to be certain pulsed inside him. The thought of Reed coming home to her, to hurt Clarice or worse, sickened him. He looked all around for something he could use to break the glass on the door, but before he hefted a ceramic bullfrog and tossed it through, he checked the door. This one was unlocked.

“I’m going in,” he called.

“Unlock the front door first thing,” Javonte called back.

“Will do.”

He headed inside, but froze almost immediately. The stench of food rot hit him like Reed hit Eddie earlier and his hand shot to his nose to clamp his nostrils shut. “Jesus,” he muttered. Reed had cleaned most of the Thanksgiving mess, but traces lingered. There was a stain on one wall, orange-ish, that must have been from pumpkin pie. A streak of something unidentifiably gray spattered another wall. Flies buzzed around the dishes piled high in the sink and on the countertop, including several pieces of chinaware Reed apparently hadn’t gotten around to breaking yet. A half-dozen pizza boxes were heaped near the garbage can, and empty beer cans and liquor bottles dotted every surface.

Thumping startled Dex, but it was just Thomas pounding on the front door. Dex realized he’d been standing there, mouth agape, for the better part of a minute, and hurried through the house to unlock the door and let them in.

“We were getting worried,” Thomas said.

“Sorry. The state of the place jammed me up.”

Javonte nodded towards the TV. “Yeah, she can’t stay here.”

Dex hadn’t seen it on his way through, but he did now when he turned. The TV had several huge holes beaten into it, the screen cracked and plastic littering the floor. “Jesus,” he muttered.

He made a quick trip through the house, but Clarice wasn’t there, thank God. He did see traces of her, in the clothes Reed had cut up or torn up, shreds of fabric littering the floor and hallway, broken picture frames, torn-up pictures, an empty jewelry box on a bathroom counter. But amidst all the carnage, there was one image that would stick with Dex forever, that nearly made him pity the other man. In the master bedroom, the bed was still perfectly made, both corners turned down as if its occupants were coming back any time. It gave him pause, but when Thomas said quietly down the hall, “Gotta go before we get the cops called on us,” Dex gave the bedroom one more long look, then turned to go.

They moved through the living room, Javonte getting the door. But a picture frame on the wall caught Dex’s eye. In it, a younger Reed smiled with a few people he assumed were family, and it made Dex groan.

“Shit. I think I know where she is. And it might be as bad as this place.”

* * *

They got a text from Clarice the next morning explaining she was okay and she was sorry she’d come onto Dex without having talked to both of them about it. Dex and Phoebe both tried to assure her with voicemails that there was no harm done and that they wanted nothing more than for her to come home, but received nothing but silence in response.

Phoebe took that morning off from work, and told her boss Hal there was a chance she might not be able to come in at all. At first he was understandably upset, given that they were short-staffed in the financial department at the dealership, but he went ahead and gave her the full day off when she explained it was an emergency regarding a friend’s well-being, to her immense gratitude. She rode with Dex, casting uneasy glances at the sky. The weather, which had been mild that season up to that day, was supposed to take a turn for the worse.

They didn’t know who Clarice’s parents were or where they lived, but Dex came up with a plan. It could potentially get them and a coworker of his in trouble, but he didn’t think it would and he didn’t care anyways. He just wanted Clarice back in their lives, safe and warm and loved.

Loved.

He thought about that as he and Phoebe drove to his office. How Clarice’s smile had come to mean as much to him as Phoebe’s. How her tears shredded him just as much. How he would do anything for her. He thought about the first time they met, and how he called her Claire for weeks on end. He thought about the time they went out for drinks with their coworkers after a particularly hellish couple of weeks, and about how tipsy she got, singing from her barstool to a crowded house, about how most everyone joined in and how delighted it made her.

Dex took Phoebe’s hand, and pressed it to his lips. “We have to find her,” he said.

“We will.”

Ela Watts was the head of his office’s HR department, and matched Harlow for vivaciousness. It was the weekend, and she was home when they called ahead to ask if they could come talk to her. She answered the door in workout gear, smiling brightly if with a degree of confusion. She and Dex were friendly enough, but not “drop by someone’s house first thing in the morning” friendly.

“Dex, Pheobe, good to see you,” she said, ushering them into a living room so spotless Phoebe would later grumble about it. “Can I get you some coffee? Muffins?”

“No, thanks though,” Dex said.

“I know this is weird,” Phoebe said. “But it’s about Clarice.”

“So you heard, then?” Ela asked.

Dex’s heart thumped faster. No, no no no. Phoebe gripped his arm, the same fear written on her face. Don’t let that psychopath have gotten ahold of her. “Heard what?” Dex asked urgently.

“She sent Linney and I an email last night. She’s resigning, effective immediately.”

“Oh thank God,” Phoebe said, deflating. “I mean, that’s horrible, but I thought…”

“We thought that asshole might have got loose and hurt her,” Dex said. Phoebe nodded emphatically, unable to speak.

“No, he’s definitely in jail. I’m going to try to talk to her Monday. What happened wasn’t her fault. It was that jerk of a boyfriend.” For Ela, “jerk” was about as close to “fuckhead” as she was going to get. “But I thought she would have told you all this. Isn’t she living with you two?”

“She is,” Dex said. “But after what happened with Reed, it got complicated. She’s… well, not exactly gone missing, but she thinks she needs to stay away from us. For our own good.”

“And nothing could be further from the truth,” Phoebe said. “We need her back in our life and she needs us.”

“She has seemed so much happier since she came to stay with you both,” Ela said, clearly still puzzled as to why they were there. “But what can I do?”

Dex said, “I need you to get into her personnel files. To see if her parents are listed there as emergency contacts. I need to know where they live and their phone number.”

“I can’t do that,” Ela said automatically. “There are rules, and if she really doesn’t want to be found, that’s her prerogative. I know you mean well, but…”

Phoebe dug out her phone. “Her parents are nearly as awful as Reed is. And her father is his biggest cheerleader. Her going there, it means she’s at the end of her rope.” She held out her phone with the text message Clarice sent that morning.

Ela stared at it for a long moment, then handed the phone back. Dex could see in her eyes she was still on the fence, so he went all in. “I went to their house, Ela. Reed and Clarice’s. I broke in, thinking she might be there.”

“Jeez, Dex.”

“I know. But I…” He hesitated, glancing at Phoebe, then plunging forward, throwing the dice. “I love her. I’m learning how much. But I care about her as much as I do my own wife, and all I want for her is to be safe. If Reed gets out, her father will tell him she’s there. I think he has it in him to kill her. You saw that yourself but I saw the depth of the man’s psychosis. The house… it wasn’t a place a sane man lives in.”

Phoebe took his hand and squeezed. “I love her too,” she said, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “Please, Ela.”

Ela hesitated only a moment longer. “Let me get my coat.”


Chapter 9

“Well,” Phoebe said when they dropped Ela off again, the address to Clarice’s parents’ house programmed into her phone. “We both love her.”

“Yeah.”

“Holidays with our families are going to be so weird going forward.”

The comment caught Dex off-guard, and he laughed. “I thought you might be mad.”

“Did you really?”

He hesitated, then shook his head. “I guess not. I think I knew you were pushing for all of us to be together, but hoping for that was hard. I never would have cheated on you, Phoebe.”

“I know. I never would have either. When did you know?”

Dex gave that a moment’s thought. “The first night she came to stay with us. The way she slotted so well into our life, it felt like she’d come home.”

“You have to tell her that.”

“She’s obviously crazy about you too, baby.”

“I know. She and I… we maybe already exchanged some I love you texts. Please don’t be mad. We haven’t so much as kissed. But it was the day I told her I knew she was listening in and she wanted me to know she had feelings for you so I knew right up front where she stood. And she told me she felt the same way about me. I’ll show you the whole exchange later. It’s sweet and… yeah. Sorry.”

“I’m okay with that. All of us love each other or this doesn’t work.”

She twisted in her seat towards him, smiling. “So, we’re committing to this thing, right?”

“Damn straight we are.”

“Good.”

“But that asshole might come around again. Don’t answer the door for a while if we don’t know who it is, at least until we know he’s in prison. Where he belongs.”

“Agreed.”

The drive was a long one, clear across the city and out into the plains beyond. They stopped for gas and food, neither of them in a mood to do more than nibble at the breakfast sandwiches but knowing they needed to eat. Phoebe fell asleep at one point, huddled under a throw they kept in the backseat. It was her favorite defense mechanism whenever the snow was really coming down and making her nervous, and it was coming down in force now.

But the roads were manageable, at least that day, and on they drove into the plains, Dex feeling the unease inside him lessen. He didn’t know what they’d do if they were wrong about this, but if they were right, they weren’t going home until Clarice came with them.

She came from a small farming community in the middle of nowhere. It gave off an aura of being deserted, with barely any traffic on its main streets and only a few people in the drive-through at the lone Wich Barn. The phone’s GPS guided them to the edge of a residential area full of cheap-looking housing straight out of the 1950s.

“There,” Phoebe said, leaning forward, then shouting it. “She’s here. Oh, thank God she’s here.”

Clarice’s Sonata was parked at the curb. Dex let out a pensive breath. They’d found her. Now they just needed to bring her home.

* * *

The door swung open on a gray-haired woman who squinted at them myopically. She might have been beautiful with a little TLC, but her hair was an unwashed mess of tangles and her makeup was off, her lipstick applied too thickly and crookedly, her blush too heavy. There was only the faintest resemblance to Clarice, but it was there in the eyes, which even her disheveled state couldn’t make any less beautiful.

Her smile was quizzical, and she asked, “Yes?”

“Hi, is Clarice here?” Dex asked.

“Yes she is. Hang on.” The woman turned, starting to shout her daughter’s name, but there Clarice was, in sweatpants and a baggy sweater, gaping at them from the edge of the living room, hair mussed, free of any makeup.

“Oh my God,” she whispered. “You found me. I… I…”

“Ela helped us,” Dex said, stepping into the house past the woman who could only be Linda, her mother. Phoebe followed, smiling at the woman, then focusing on Clarice.

The house was a throwback, the couch and loveseat a matching green and fronted by a glass-topped coffee table. Bookshelves were lined with Christmas decorations and bric-a-brac instead of books, and a white Christmas tree stood in front of the living room window. The air was heavy with the scent of pine-scented cleaner and woodsmoke from a fireplace. The whole house mirrored Clarice’s mother, just this side of off, the ornaments on the tree favoring one side, the rug underneath the coffee table at an angle, the throws and pillows on the couch falling off to one side.

Phoebe had a whole speech worked out about what Clarice meant to them and how they wanted to explore what they had with her, but at the last moment, the words caught in her throat and all she could do was rush past Dex to the other woman to crush her to her chest and kiss her good and thoroughly for the very first time.

“What the hell?” a man asked from the direction of the dining room and kitchen. Judging from the long gray hair and trimmed beard, this was probably Carl, her father. He was more put together than his wife, but a beer gut and nicotine-stained teeth did him no favors. “Clarice, who are these people?”

Dex and Phoebe ignored him for the moment, Dex draping his arms around both women. Clarice and Phoebe barely noticed. Their souls were laid bare for one another with that connection of their lips.

“We need you back,” Phoebe said, her voice laden with emotion.

“I love you. We love you,” Dex said, and Phoebe nodded firmly.

“Phoebe s-said, but I didn’t think… I thought… you love me?” Clarice stammered.

“Clarice!” Carl said.

“Ohhh, are these the friends you were staying with?” her mother asked. “I’m Linda.”

Everyone ignored her. Clarice finally broke away from Phoebe and looked up into Dex’s eyes. “I shouldn’t have kissed you before Phoebe could talk to you. I just… I was feeling so warm and happy and, and, and safe, and-”

Dex let go of Phoebe, wrapped Clarice up tight, and kissed her. It was the sort of kiss Phoebe knew well, his needing kiss, the one he’d give her when they were apart for too long, when he was having a bad day, or she was. It was the kiss he’d given her on their wedding day, their friends and family forgotten about, the ceremony a mere backdrop to the love they shared as their tongues played gently. It was his love in physical form, and he gave it freely to Clarice, just as he’d always given it to Phoebe, and it warmed her heart to see it.

“Come home,” he said, his lips having barely parted from hers.

“She is home,” Carl said.

“Carl,” Linda said. “They’re having a moment. It’s sweet.”

“It’s depraved! I don’t know who the hell you think you are but she has a boyfriend.”

“Had, Dad,” Clarice said. To Dex, “I thought I had nowhere else to go. I should have never left. But I was hurt and scared and so horrified by what Reed did and that I kissed you without you knowing what was going on. It all just snowballed and I kinda… broke.”

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Dex said. He held her tight in his arms again, and looked towards Carl. “Her ex-boyfriend snuck into our office building to try to get close to her. He beat the hell out of two security guards, and I have no doubt if he gets out, he’s going to try to hurt her very badly. I’ve been to their home. I saw what he did to the place, what kind of mental state he’s in. Reed is not a well man.”

“You were at the house?” Clarice asked.

“Yeah, me and a couple guys from the block, looking for you. I was worried you’d gone back there and I went in through the back door to make sure you hadn’t.”

Pheobe turned her attention to Carl, who was looking angrier by the second. “Carl? Is that right?” The man nodded, his lips pressed tight, and she continued. “Your daughter and her closest friends are telling you her ex-boyfriend is a threat to her life. That’s not an exaggeration. It’s not being overly dramatic. It is the warning you need to hear.”

Carl clenched and unclenched his fists. He stared at the three of them coldly, but it was Linda who surprised them all. She’d mostly been forgotten about by Phoebe and Dex, but she crossed the room and touched her husband’s arm, and he absently draped it around her, such an odd, touching, out-of-place gesture that it pierced what anger Phoebe had for him when he didn’t defend his daughter against her abusive ex.

“It’s our baby girl,” Linda said, her voice thin as paper, but her smile was as brave as anything Phoebe had ever seen. “And these people make her happy.”

Carl let out a breath that sounded more like a snarl, then nodded towards the door. “Snow’s supposed to fall hard enough they might be closing the roads. Y’all need to get on the road if you’re going.”

“Dad,” Clarice said.

“Baby, I’m sorry,” he said. “I like Reed. I do. But if these two love you and make you feel safer… go with them. I don’t understand it. I don’t like it. But I don’t want you out of our life again.”

Clarice went to him and hugged him tight, pressing her head to his chest. Then she hugged her mom. Neither Dex nor Phoebe made a move to shake their hands or hug them. Then again, neither did her parents. They saw the trio out the door, and stood there on the porch, veiled by the falling snow, his arm around her shoulders again.


Chapter 10

Dex didn’t let Clarice go far into the living room before he took her hand. He was so tall, so powerfully built, and when she leaned into him, she felt safe. Loved. Secure. And Phoebe was his perfect complement, soft and beautiful and gentle as she whispered into Clarice’s ear.

“Please don’t leave us again.”

“Never,” Clarice said. Her free hand went to Phoebe’s, and she kissed them like that, still holding onto both of them, feeling the warmth pass from them to her. She hoped, in turn, they could feel hers, the joy bursting inside her, the love.

Phoebe was the first to let go, and nudged the two of them together. She moved behind Clarice as she looked up into Dex’s eyes. He brought his big strong hand to her face, caressing her cheek with a gentleness that spoke volumes to her about his feelings for her. She closed her eyes and sighed happily, then opened them again when Phoebe’s fingers brushed at the hem of her sweater. She turned her head, and Pheobe leaned in to kiss her gently, her lips so soft, her smile warm enough to melt the snow accumulating outside.

Then she helped Clarice out of her sweater, bringing it up and over her head and making her auburn hair spill down her back and across her plain cotton bra. Dex took account of every inch of her revealed to him, muttering, “Fucking beautiful,” before he crushed his lips to hers again. Husband and wife worked in tandem without communication, a stroke of sheer luck that Clarice confused for experience. His hands went around her back to her bra, Phoebe’s to Clarice’s sweatpants, and together, they shed her of her clothes once she’d kicked off her sneakers and socks.

“God, honey, he’s right, you’re so beautiful, so hot,” Phoebe said, and the low hungry thrum of her voice made Clarice shiver.

“So are you. Mm, the nights I laid awake thinking of you beneath him, on top of him…”

“I’m yours now,” Phoebe said. “And so is he. If you’ll be ours too.”

“Always,” Clarice agreed. They kissed again, and with her lips near Phoebe’s, she caught sight of the tree against the window, the one she’d helped Phoebe decorate shortly after coming to live with them. She smiled. “Can this first time be here in the living room? Near the tree?”

Phoebe and Dex looked at each other with grins to match her own. “That sounds perfect to me,” Dex said.

Clarice twisted in Phoebe’s arms, and helped her first out of her coat, letting it drop behind her before starting in on her knit sweater. Soon, tall, beautiful Phoebe was as naked as her, and Clarice ran her fingers down her slender sides, her nonexistent tummy, her pelvic mound, her hips, her slim ass. Something changed in Phoebe’s eyes, love and warmth giving way to desire, and their next kiss was more fervent, charged.

“Look,” Phoebe whispered. “See what he has ready for you.”

Clarice turned and whimpered. Dex was naked too, and hard, stroking his cock idly with one hand, his tip gleaming with precome. He took Clarice by the waist and kissed her, his cockhead pressing against her stomach, his hands going to her ass.

“I have condoms,” he said, staring into her eyes. “But I’m clean. However you want it, no judgment. No anger.”

Clarice felt a flush of heat at that. Oh, they would learn she was all sorts of dirty. “Bare, then. But you better pull out. I’m clean too. I got tested last week but I’m not on the pill.”

“I’ll pull out,” he promised her.

“Unless you don’t want him to,” Phoebe purred.

“Oh fuck,” Clarice said. “You’d… be okay with that?”

“Mm hm. My big Christmas present to him this year is that I’m going off the pill.”

Dex stared at her, his lips parting in shock. “You’re sure?”

“I’ve been doing the math. It’ll be tight, but I think the time is now, baby. I meant to tell you Christmas Day and stop taking them then then if you wanted it too, but why wait?”

Dex moved to her, clutching her face and kissing her hard. He turned to Clarice, and there was such a strange mix of joy and lust on his face that she couldn’t help a sweet giggle.

“Hope you’re okay with a fourth roommate,” he said.

“More than okay. I might already be thinking whether I want to join her or not.”

“Whatever you decide, Claire, we’re there for you. Always.”

“Never stop calling me Claire,” she whispered, and he was back on her, kissing her hard, hand dipping to her back, pulling her with him to the couch. She felt a trickle of good tears slip down her face, so happy her body couldn’t contain it, and he kissed her brow above her eyes, then her cheeks.

“We love you,” he whispered.

“I love you both too.”

With that, he dropped to the couch, and Phoebe came to Clarice. “Sit on him facing me,” she said. “I’ll get you ready for him.”

God, when was the last time Reed had eaten her out? Two years ago? Three? She sank onto Dex’s lap, spreading her legs to either side of his and moaning as she ground her pussy lips against his length. He roped his hands around her waist and pulled her back to him. She twisted her head and made out with him slowly, sweetly as Phoebe took her spot between their legs, kneeling and kissing first their houseguest’s thighs, then her mound.

“Your pussy’s so beautiful, my love,” she murmured. “But I wonder how it tastes.” Then she paused, smiling to herself.

“What?” Clarice asked, smiling herself.

“I’ve never done this before. I was just thinking how grateful I am my first time’s with you.”

“You’re my first woman too.”

“Really?” Phoebe asked.

Clarice nodded, biting her lip. “It’s silly, but it feels like this is the way it was always supposed to be.”

“That isn’t silly at all.”

And with that, Phoebe dipped to lap at Clarice’s pussy. The angle wasn’t quite right but Clarice got what she wanted and slid lower on Dex’s lap, still leaning back against him as she rested her hands beside his hips. Now his cock was pressed against her ass, and she wanted him there too, and in her mouth, and between her breasts, and in her hands. Anything her work husband wanted, she would give him.

“My work husband, I never thought we’d ever actually hook up,” she said to him over her shoulder.

He chuckled. “Me either.”

Phoebe commanded her attention then by sliding her tongue through Clarice’s pussy. She stared up at the busty woman on her husband’s lap and breathed, “Yum,” before diving in for more. She knew how she liked it from Dex and that was what she went for now, her tongue moving fast, sliding through her with quick flicks. Her fingers went to Clarice’s clit and pulled back her hood so her tongue could explore that too. That really set Clarice off, and she rocked on Dex, breathing Phoebe’s name, closing her eyes as the pleasure washed through her, cleansed her, made her a new woman.

She was theirs, and they were hers. Somehow, the worst holiday season of her life became the very best. Her eyes opened and focused on the tree, on the star on top. The lights were on, the foot pedal nudged by Phoebe at some point, and the lights twinkled as merrily as Clarice’s mood. She brought her hand to her lips and blew the tree a kiss.

“What are you doing, silly girl?” Dex breathed in her ear.

“Thanking the universe for the best Christmas ever.” She ran a hand through Phoebe’s beautiful silken blonde hair and looked over her shoulder at Dex. “Because I’m finally home with you two.”

He kissed her then, kissed her good, and she melted into him, breathing his name, breathing Phoebe’s when the blonde rose up to join them, kissing Clarice, then her husband, and whispering in his ear, “She’s ready.”

And she was. Clarice pushed upward, and Dex adjusted himself so he was pointed up towards where she so desperately needed him. “Big,” she breathed as she pressed her sex to him. “So big, oh my God, Dex, your cock is huge…”

“Take him inside you, love,” Phoebe said, and dipped back down again to watch his tip press inside Clarice, to spread her wide around him, to take her as she dipped down slowly onto him, her pussy convulsing around him reflexively, gripping his cock, flexing, releasing.

“Oh fuck, keep doing that with your pussy,” he moaned, and the need in his voice was almost enough to set her off alone, but that feel of him pressing inside her, deeper and deeper and making her feel so full, it was the most pleasure she’d ever taken from just a man’s cock, but he wasn’t alone. Phoebe began to lick again, focusing on the connection of their flesh, her eyes focused on Clarice’s with a solemnity unlike her. There were words being passed between the pair.

We’ll take care of you.

I’ll take care of you too.

“Deep,” Clarice moaned, “so deep, oh my God, you’re so deep inside me, f-filling me up…”

“Goddamn, Clarice,” Dex said, clutching her tighter. She began to lift up again, and he grunted when she dropped, taking him even deeper still until it felt like her whole body was contorting in its yearning to take every last inch of him, and she did, she did, her thighs slapping against his, his surprise drawn out of him in a single word.

“Fuck!”

“Every inch, baby, you took every inch of him,” Phoebe breathed.

“Every. Inch!” Clarice agreed, rising up again and dropping. And rising. And dropping. The feel of his cock against her g-spot and Phoebe’s lips and tongue against her clit and hood and mound, the release of the fear and tension, the realization of their love for her, they sent her soaring oh so fast, wings fluttering inside her, rising, rising.

“Dex! Phoe… Phoebe!” she cried out.

She came, bouncing hard now, her big breasts keeping pace. Dex brought his hands to them, cupping them, squeezing, his lips at her neck, and she cried out, “Yes! Oh God, yes!” and she bounced harder. Never had it been this good, not ever, and she wailed, “Phoebe, kiss me, kiss me please, I need you!” and her blonde lover was there, gripping her face as Clarice fell back against Dex, kissing her, tongues sliding together, and Dex took over, thrusting up into Clarice, grunting, his own need close, so close.

“Clarice… I’m there,” he warned her.

She twisted her head, cheeks on fire, her heart an inferno. She knew what she wanted. There was no need for time to think. Maybe that was foolish but it was the season for foolishness, for leaping, for hope and love and goodness. “Inside me, please, Dex, inside me, give me a family with you two, please, oh God, I need you inside me…”

“I have you,” he breathed, and brought a hand to her neck, driving his hips up against hers. And Phoebe, Phoebe dropped a hand to Clarice’s mound, playing, stroking, lips still near hers, taking them, claiming them forever and ever, and Clarice cried out just moments before Dex grunted, “Fuck!” and came inside her, an eruption, shot after shot after shot of him filling her, and if he didn’t get her pregnant that day, it was a promise that he would, soon, that she and Phoebe would be mothers, that he would be a father, that their Christmases to come would be filled with such light and love and joy.


Chapter 11

The three of them danced to the pop Christmas music, and everyone watched. There was some shock from the neighbors at Tia and Curtis’s party, but most anyone who knew the three got it almost immediately. The sparks had been fanning this fire for some time.

They kept it chaste, but there was no hiding the twinkling in their eyes, the occasional brush of lips against cheeks or fingers, the shared sweet smiles. They loved one another, and they didn’t try to hide it.

The party had never been so well attended, not even back when Thomas’s first great love Cara was alive. Tia and Curtis’s house was packed, with people talking and laughing and filling plates from buffets in the living room and dining room. Kids raced around the house and out into the snow. A handful of them prepared their lawns for a new idea Curtis had that year of hosting a snowman contest, the snowmen to be made by the kids around the neighborhood or younger family members here to visit for the holiday. Their prize was a S’mores kit and a sled. It made Dex wish out loud he could compete, which drew a lively round of discussion as to what kind of contest they could do next year for the adults.

At one point, Dex pulled Clarice to an unoccupied chair and sat with her on his lap, his arm roping around her. He nodded towards an overstimulated five- or six-year-old crying about something that sounded like he wanted more fudge.

“Going to be our house soon,” he said cheerfully.

“Regrets?” Clarice asked, grinning.

“God no. I’m so excited to be a dad. With you and with Phoebe.”

“Good,” she said, and kissed his cheek.

“You two look cozy,” Emmanuelle said, coming up on them from the side and pressing a hand to Clarice’s back. “Glad to see you finally got together.” She waved to Thomas across the room, who raised a glass of cranberry punch and started towards them.

“You knew?” Clarice asked.

“Oh honey. If you could see the looks the three of you gave each other at the Snow Drop, you’d know this was inevitable. I’m just glad to see it.”

That made Dex think about the custom painting under their tree he’d just picked up three days prior of his two lovers looking so happy together. It was gorgeous work, and he couldn’t wait to give it to them.

Thomas artfully dodged a drunken Mrs. O’Toole and joined them. “Punch?” he asked Emmanuelle.

“Ooh, yes please.” To Clarice, “Mom makes the best cranberry punch.”

“Can I get you two something to drink?” Thomas asked. “Punch, beer, wine?”

“I’d take some punch if it’s nonalcoholic,” Clarice said, blushing prettily. “We’re, um, we’re going to try. For a baby.”

Emmanuelle lit up and squealed as she hugged the other woman. Thomas chuckled and offered a hand to Dex, who shook awkwardly, since his natural hand was wrapped around his work wife. His real wife sauntered over, food in hand.

“Did you tell them?” she asked, and Emmanuelle threw her arms around her and pecked her cheek.

“Oh, I hope our kids are going to be best friends,” she said, fanning her face. “I’m going to cry, I’m so happy for you two.”

“Oh, I’m trying too,” Phoebe said, and if Emmanuelle looked happy at Clarice’s news, she now looked like she’d been hit with a sack full of joy and mirth.

“Oh my God, that’s amazing, that’s the best news. Ohhhh, Phoebe, I’m so happy. And you too, Clarice. And Dex. Gosh, this street, it’s going to be crazy with babies come next year.”

“Just wait until all of us go to war over who gets to hire the best babysitters,” Thomas said, earning him a grin from Dex.

Tia wove her way through the party to join them, and they repeated the good news. Like her daughter, she got emotional, and pulled Clarice to her feet to hug both her and Phoebe. “You three are going to make the best mothers,” she said emphatically. “The best.”

“The fact that you’re so accepting of us is kind of blowing my mind,” Clarice said.

“Eh. You three clearly love each other. That’s all a child needs at home. Love and attention. I already knew Dex and Phoebe would be good parents. Now they have you too. Your children will be blessed. And remember, Tia is the coolest of cool girl names. It might even work for a boy.”

Dex chuckled at that. But another neighbor, Miguel, called, “Hey, Dex? Phoebe? There’s someone at your house. And, uh, they seem really drunk and really pissed.”

Clarice froze. She and Phoebe looked at each other. Dex stood and pushed through the partygoers, who were now turning to look in Miguel’s direction or, in the case of those closest to the front window, Dex’s house.

Parked in the driveway at an angle was a car he didn’t recognize, and coming across the road was an all-too-familiar man. Dex whipped around, eyes narrowing. “Phoebe. Get Clarice out. Go out through the back door and the back gate. Someone, please call 911. Tell them we need cops here immediately.”

“Dex?” Curtis asked, coming out of the kitchen, concern on his face. Javonte and Thomas both pushed through the other partygoers, and Javonte asked, “That’s him?”

“That’s him,” Dex said. “Phoebe, please, go.”

“Come on,” Phoebe said. Clarice nodded, and they started through the party.

But Curtis came to them, and said calmly, “No. We have this.”

“Damn right,” Javonte said.

“Everybody, stay back,” Dex said, Thomas coming to his side wordlessly, his lips set in a grim line. “This guy is dangerous. Really dangerous. If he’s here, he’s out on bail and… well, you’ve heard about him and Clarice. So just… be careful.”

With that, he and Thomas led Javonte and Curtis outside. Curtis had a heart attack not all that long ago and while Javonte was big and intimidating, Dex wasn’t entirely sure how good he was in an actual fight, being an educator. But Curtis was right. This had to end sometime. Now was as good a time as any.

There were a handful of kids on the lawn, talking and ignoring the newcomer. “Kids,” Curtis called. “Go inside. Okay? Just go inside.”

The youths finally noticed something was up and looked towards Reed as he approached. He did not look good, pale with his hair sticking to his scalp in greasy clumps. He moved like he was drunk, which he probably was. Dex hadn’t heard about him getting out on bail, but he must have. Damn it, the court knew he was a violent offender, that he would probably go for his ex again, and they’d still let him loose. It did no good to get angry about that now, though.

“Where is she, Dex?” Reed shouted. The kids no longer hesitated, but hurried for the door, casting fearful looks behind them.

“Stay in front of the door,” Dex muttered out of the corner of his mouth. “We buy Clarice and Phoebe enough time for the cops to get here.” Louder, he called, “She’s not here. She’s with her parents.”

“Bullshit. She’s here.” Reed pulled something from his waistband, a long kitchen knife. Dex’s heart hammered in his chest. “Baby! Time to go home, or I cut up your new fucking boyfriend!”

The door opened. “No,” Dex said, but it wasn’t Clarice. Men from around the block and guests of their neighbors streamed out, as did burly Dinah McKay, a bartender who had seen some serious shit in her two overseas tours in the Army. She had a can in her hand. Pepper spray, Dex thought, but he wasn’t sure.

But they weren’t the only ones to come out of the house. Clarice said with a quavering voice, “Stop this, Reed. Please. Stop this before someone else gets hurt.”

“I’m not stopping until you’re at home, fixing… the fucking mess… you started!” Reed screamed, and then he was charging, the knife coming up. But he stopped short when something hit him in the face, something white and round and completely unexpected. Dex cast a quick glance behind him, and to his combination of shock and delight, it was his wife who threw it.

“Get out of here!” Phoebe shouted, and threw another snowball. It hit Reed square in the chest, and he actually stumbled backwards, more out of shock than anything else.

“This is our neighborhood, and she’s one of ours,” Curtis said. “You might cut up one of us pretty good, but the rest of us will make sure you’re no danger to anyone else. Make this easy on yourself, son. Get out of here.”

“Old man, I will cut your fucking balls off,” Reed said, grinning in a way that made Dex wonder if he wasn’t screaming somewhere on the inside.

Reed ran at them. Dex and Thomas stepped forward like one person, Javonte, Curtis, and a few others only a step or two behind. But Dex and Thomas hit him first, the knife whipping towards Dex and making Clarice cry out. It slashed through his coat and across his arm. He grunted in pain as red slicked the snow, but momentum was on his side and he barreled into Reed, making him stumble. Thomas hit him from the other side, a tackle that dropped him, and Curtis was there, kicking the knife away. Dex and Thomas worked to subdue Reed, not an easy task. He reeked of something pungent, something he might have smoked maybe, and he fought with the strength of three men, snarling and biting at them and screaming nonsense gibberish. But he shut up with sudden emphatic silence when Clarice came to them, looking serene, and kicked him as hard as she could in the balls.

* * *

Most the partygoers came to the hospital. Dex tried to protest that it wasn’t necessary, but Phoebe and Clarice both knew he loved the attention.

“Don’t you ever do something stupid like that again,” Clarice told him for the dozenth time. “He could have killed you, and our babies need a daddy.”

“I wasn’t ever going to let him hurt you again,” Dex said.

She kissed him for that, then Phoebe followed suit, unable to speak, tears in her eyes. Dex held her by the back of the head with his good hand. His other arm needed a lot of stitches and he would have an ugly scar, but appropriately enough, as the surgeon told him, it would look like a candy cane, so there was that to look forward to.

Reed was now going away for a long, long time. That much was certain. Clarice’s parents were even on their way, horrified at what their former favorite boyfriend of hers tried to do. Clarice wondered why they hadn’t come to that conclusion when he assaulted the security guards at the office, but she let it go for the sake of keeping the peace. It was done, and wonder of wonders, her father gave her a small Christmas miracle by apologizing for his behavior in defending Reed.

After the doctor gave Dex the okay to go home, they did just that. What they weren’t expecting was an entourage. The entire block, which stayed right there at the hospital, drove in a precession behind them, and when they pulled into their driveway, there was such honking and cheering that it made all three of them laugh. They stepped out to wave and shout out thanks. Thomas and Emmanuelle were near the rear of the pack and slowed. Dex nodded to the other man, and Thomas gave him a Santa Claus rub of the nose in return.

“This street is really the most amazing place to be for Christmas,” Clarice said.

Phoebe took her hand and kissed her cheek. “Come on. I’m looking forward to a few long, lazy days of doing nothing but watching romances and eating too much candy.”

“Sounds perfect to me,” Clarice said. She came to Dex, took his good hand, and leaned up to kiss him gently. “Thank you.”

“Merry Christmas, Claire.”

“Merry Christmas, Dex.”

* * * * *

Thanks for reading, and a very merry Christmas if you’re reading this around the holidays. If you’re not, hey, I hope the spirit of Christmas is still with you regardless. Find yourself a community. Be loved. And as always, thanks for reading.

Follow me all over the Internet here!
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