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1.

“You understand the difference between a salesman and a closer, Matty?” he asks me. This is Hamlet talking. That’s really his name. Well maybe it isn’t, but that’s how he introduces himself. Hamlet Ghazarian. What a name.

A massive desk sits between us, gleaming under recessed lighting, but it’s mostly for show. The office is bare except for a few neatly stacked papers and a state-of-the-art conference phone.

“A salesman is someone trying to sell a product,” I answer. “A closer actually sells it.”

“Okay, so you aren’t confused,” he says as he leans over and stares at me. His fingers drum against the desk in an impatient rhythm, his dark eyes locking onto mine with the intensity of a predator sizing up its prey. “Something else is going on.”

“I’m putting up numbers,” I say. “Patel, Heinz, Reyes, all this morning, Hamlet.”

“Those are small-unit sales,” Hamlet says, leaning back in his chair and spreading his hands like he’s expecting money to jump into them. “Bulk sales, Matty. That’s what we need. NSDs are the kind of proprietary technology that can set up a company like NovaCare and everyone in it for life.” 

“But that’s if we act fast and don’t hesitate,” Hamlet continues. “You aren’t afraid of getting aggressive, are you?”

“I never back down,” I say, letting him know from my tone that I mean it in more ways than one. “I’ve got meetings lined up that I know you’ll be impressed by.”

“Who?” he demands.

“Lennon at Kaiser Permanente,” I say. “We’re in talks for him to buy devices for three of his patients.”

“Three!” he practically leaps out of his chair to throttle me. I wish he would try it, believe me. “What about Patel? Did you follow up with him about getting more NSDs into more patients?”

“Patel?” I say, “Since this morning?”

“What you only sell to one doctor named Patel?” he says, trying to laugh off his error. “I mean there’s gotta be hundreds of practicing doctors named Patel in this state. It’s like, why split hairs, ya know? Him or whoever, you need to follow up with them. Don’t be a salesman, here Matty. That’s what I keep trying to tell you. A salesman always wants to come off like a nice guy.”

Yeah, Hamlet. And a closer is the guy who isn’t afraid to twist your arm.

“We need to get more NSDs into more arms, my friend,” he says.

Which is just what your friendly doctor, or heroin dealer, wants you to be doing.

“I hear you, Hamlet,” I say.

“You’d say just about anything to get out of that seat right now, wouldn’t you?” he asks, and he crooks this creepy little smile on his face, his dark eyes bugging. I just stare back. He looks me up and down and then says, “Take that feeling, remember it, and deploy it yourself. It works, am I wrong?”

“You’re not wrong, Hamlet,” I grimace.

“Fantastic,” he says. “Wonderful, good. We’re getting into the swing of things. We’re not going to have any problems going forward. I can sense it. I have a good sense for these things.”

And this is, mercifully, my turn to stand up. I’ve got a question, think better of it, but ask it anyway.

“So, what’s my number?” I say. “What do you need for me to hit?”

He swivels in his chair and, I’m not making this up, this sideways asshole spins all the way around in his chair so that he’s facing away from me and then comes back around.” The chair lets out a slow, deliberate creak as he completes the full revolution, his fingers laced together like he’s just unveiled some grand scheme. He lands facing me again, a satisfied smirk curling at the corner of his lips, as if this ridiculous spin was some kind of power move instead of just proving he’s got too much time on his hands.

“Let’s do this,” he says. “You think about what you want to be earning, the commission that you want to be making, then figure out what you would need to sell to make that number happen. Then double it.”

Any other jerkoff wouldn’t bluff this hard, the bravado and the arrogance and the good suit and the bad dandruff. I’ve seen accident lawyers on billboards that aren't as cheesy as this greaseball. But then, Hamlet isn’t a salesman. He’s the CEO of NovaCare, and though he’s probably not allowed within 200 yards of a school zone, this guy is my boss. He’s the one with the company that’s developed this miracle product. And he’s telling me how I’ve got to be a closer. I half expect him to give me some kind of a cheesy “or else” threat or maybe to pal around and tell me that he’s really my buddy. But he’s apparently finished, so I just nod like there’s some fire burning behind my eyes and I walk away.

The office door swings shut behind me, and I exhale through my nose, slow and controlled. My shoulders are tight, my stomach knotted with something that isn’t quite anger but sure as hell isn’t calm. The hum of office chatter and ringing phones filters in from the bullpen, grounding me back in reality. I loosen my tie a fraction, even though I know I’m not done with this circus yet. It’s 4:15 and it’s not like I can leave at five after a meeting like that, not that I was planning to anyway.

My desk is the kind of organized chaos that only makes sense to me: sticky notes plastered around my monitor, a half-empty coffee cup that I should probably throw out, and an open spreadsheet of numbers that blur together if I stare too long. The headset rests beside my keyboard like a loaded weapon. I flip through my tabs to get my contacts spreadsheet and pick up the phone to set another outgoing call. Maybe I’ll get out of here at 9. Maybe later.

Why do I put up with it?

It’s because I never thought I would be making money like this in my life. Last month, I brought in close to a hundred grand in sales. Eighteen percent went straight into my pocket. You can do the math.

If there’s one thing that makes guys like Hamlet bearable, it’s money. I probably sound like the rest of these guys when I say that, but the truth is I’m not into the whole materialism thing. I’m not above it so much as over it. The rest of these salesmen are buying flashy cars and bragging about their trips to Vegas. I’m here to grind so that at the end of it I’ll have something to show for it.

Hamlet, even though he’s a jackass, is right about one thing. Now’s the time. If I hustle and push through now I can look forward to a whole lot less hassle in my future. I just have to be willing to commit. I’m not a Stoic, or anything. Half the guys that I work with have some kind of a mantra they swear by from Marcus Aurelius or Seneca. But they don’t actually know anything about philosophy beyond the kinds of inspirational quotes they read on Instagram. I know a little, and this is the truth. It’s all about mindset.

If I tell myself that this handset in my hand isn’t heavy, that my eyes aren’t red and blurry, then that’s my reality. I just need to push through and there will be something good waiting for me. And if I have to hassle some poor GP as she’s trying to pick up some drive-thru for the kids, well that’s just what I have to do. For now. Not forever. I’m going to make all this punishment I’m enduring worth something or die trying. If I can convince you, then I’m already half-way there.

Hours of grubbing pass painfully slowly. The spreadsheet is a monument to my exhaustion—row after row of names, phone numbers, and notes scribbled in shorthand that only I can decipher. Each entry is another life I’ve disrupted, another person who picked up expecting something important and instead got me. The numbers blur together, indistinct, like the white noise hum of my own thoughts.

I pick up the receiver again but just dial a bunch of random numbers. Then instead of calling out, I just hold the receiver up to my ear. I just need to look like I’m doing something. If Hamlet looks over here, he won’t see anything to make him come over and talk to me.

The truth is, I don’t hate sales. Selling is an art when it’s good, a cheap con when it’s bad. There’s a rush in those rare moments when the pitch lands perfectly, when the customer leans in instead of pulling away. But lately, it feels like I’m talking to walls—pushing a product that works but still needing to shove it down people’s throats. It’s not just about selling anymore; it’s about proving I deserve to be here. And I’m starting to wonder if I do.

No salesman loves the job all the time, but there are those exhilarating times when you feel like you’re actually giving people something that they want, providing something that will change their lives. NSDs can do that. The technology works much better than the next best testing device and it’s also cheaper overall, even if the initial cost is pretty steep.

But recently it’s like I can’t sell enough no matter how much I’m putting up. I sailed past that “safe zone” a long time ago and now I’m just coasting on fumes. I make a few more calls, all of which make me realize what an asshole I sound like. Closers are pushy, they don’t take no for an answer. They’re also just insufferable tools. People may cringe at a salesman when he comes to the door, but at least he doesn’t try to force his way inside to get the sale. If I keep this up, I’m not just going to burn every contact I have, I’m going to burn every brain cell too.

So, around nine I decide I’ve had enough and call it quits. Yousef is still at his desk in the back row and there’s a light on in Mitchell’s office. Fine. Let them stay longer than me, I’m beyond caring at this point. 

The drive home is mercifully quiet, and it’s these kinds of commutes that make LA bearable. LA at night is a different beast—less honking, fewer headlights weaving like restless sharks. It’s just 40 minutes from K-Town to my apartment in North Hollywood, and on the way I’ve got After Virtue by Alasdair MacIntyre to listen to. Not sure why I like listening to this kind of stuff on the drive home. But I guess that since I know I’m not going to have a test on the subject, I can just let the words pass through me. If some of them end up in my brain later, that’s all the better. The audiobook’s voice fills the silence, steady and unhurried, a counterpoint to the frenzied rhythm of the day. Philosophical musings float past me like highway signs—noticed but not really absorbed.

I exit off the I-5 and now the hunt is on for some street parking. The landlady warned me that the place didn’t come with a covered parking spot. I found out later that she meant by this that there wasn’t an uncovered dedicated spot either.

Luckily, there’s open parking in front of the liquor store, and it’s an odd numbered day so I’ll be good until 8am the next morning. I wander in and stand in front of the refrigerator case looking to get a tall boy. Tecate? Nah, fuck it. I’m a working man and splurging. Asahi. The fridge hums as I stand there, the glass fogged from too many hands reaching in throughout the day. I grab the can and let the door thud shut behind me.

Walking the block and a half on wobbly legs. I’m exhausted, and from what? Sitting for twelve hours with next to no break and running a marathon have the same effect on your body by the end of the day, except that the marathon puts years on your life and sitting does the opposite. The beer is warming in my hands, so once I’ve turned onto my cul-de-sac I pop it open and have a pull. Every step feels heavier than it should, my body processing the day’s inertia like it’s been through something physical instead of just mental.

I walk up to my apartment, and by the time I shut the door and look around at the dark interior the beer in my hand is already half gone. The apartment smells faintly like stale detergent and last week’s takeout. I use the light from the slits in the kitchen window to navigate. I know this apartment well enough to move through it blind, but the glow feels just enough like intention to make me feel vaguely responsible for not turning on a light. I’m not cheap. Well, maybe I am, but that’s not the reason I don’t leave the lights off when I’m just passing through a room. Every time you turn on a light, that’s a little bit of coal burnt somewhere in the world. It’s not just about the power bill. It’s about the invisible chain of cause and effect.

Once I’m in the bedroom, though, I can’t avoid it. I switch it on, have a few more long pulls from the can, go to the bathroom and splash a little water inside to get rid of the beer smell and then toss it in the trash can. I brush my teeth, take off my shoes, find my phone. I think about showering and watching porn, but I’m just so bone tired that I don’t have time enough for either. The idea of pleasure feels academic, like something from a brochure. Right now the only thing I want is unconsciousness, preferably dreamless. So, instead, I climb on my bed with my clothes on and flick through hot girl’s profiles on IG until I feel tired enough to sleep. I’m not even really turned on—just hypnotized. It’s like watching commercials for a life I’ll someday have once I’ve worked hard enough. ‘Til then, I’m flying solo.

Damn, it’s been a while. In LA, or really anywhere, if you don’t have money you’re not getting anywhere in the relationship category. People say love is free, but in LA it comes with minimum income requirements. You can have time or money but never both. And relationships need both.

Girls will still occasionally fuck you if you take care of yourself, which I do. But even that requires some free time and money. It doesn’t last, though. There’s no time for a relationship if you’re always working. So, you end up just working more. I don’t know anyone my age who is living a different way.

The beer in my stomach feels warm and cool at the same time. When I really can’t keep my eyes open anymore, I set a timer on my phone and set it up on the headboard where it will fall off and hit me in the face when it goes off. I do this on purpose. If the sound of the alarm doesn’t wake me up, this certainly will. The day dissolves. My thoughts get soft around the edges, like soap melting in the bath. In this liminal space, nothing hurts and nothing lasts. I’m half in that dream state after just a few moments, but I know that I won’t remember my dreams when I wake up the next morning. I never do. 


2.

“Got something big going in San Francisco?” the girl asks me. The sun’s already dipped behind the buildings, but the last light of day smears orange and pink across the windshield. Her cab smells faintly of coconut air freshener and something warmer, like coffee or maybe cocoa butter. The dash is tidy. A reusable water bottle in the cupholder. A tiny hula girl shimmies gently whenever she changes lanes.

Usually I’m happy to talk with Uber drivers. Always, I’m happy to talk with ones as beautiful as this one. She’s got dark hair with highlights, a kind of crooked smile like she’s only using the half of her face that’s feeling it. But that’s the half I see in the rearview mirror from the back of her cab. She’s beautiful in that easy LA way, like she knows how to be the best-looking person in the room without looking like she’s trying. The kind of person who doesn’t check mirrors because they already know what’s there.

I should be happy to take her question and run with it, be the salesman (not a closer though, not today), but to be honest, the last thing I want to talk about is what I’m headed to San Francisco to do.

“Nothing big, just work,” I say.

She nods, once and then twice.

“I, uh, sell medical supplies,” I continue, casting around for something more to add that doesn’t sound unfriendly. But I can’t muster the enthusiasm to pretend that I care about work at all.

“You must be pretty smart,” she says.

I glance out the window as we roll past a line of storefronts and tents pressed up beneath an overpass. A man under a gray tarp stares at the glowing screen of a cracked tablet, the only light on his face. I could be where he is, but I’m not. I guess I’ve got some kind of smarts.

“I just sell the stuff,” I say. But I smile a little, and she clocks it, I think. She keeps looking back at me through the rearview mirror.

“So what’s this thing you’re going up to NorCal to sell to people?” she asks.

“They’re called NSDs. They’re like these little monitors that can check a patient’s vitals. It’s more accurate and much cheaper than the old method.”

“Sounds like a good thing,” she says. “For the world, I mean.”

“It’s a miracle product. You should buy fifteen,” I say.

She laughs. Okay, maybe it’s not impossible that she could be into me just a little bit. I didn’t mention this before, because why would I, but I’m not actually bad-looking. I’ve got a hairline that’s holding strong, still fit in spite of the hours that I work—although I don’t have anywhere near as much definition as I had four years ago. I’ve still got the basics going for me. Clear skin, straight teeth, a jawline that hasn’t entirely faded into ambiguity.

My fashion sense is pretty minimal, and I don’t buy a lot of clothes, but I never wear anything without washing it—even jeans. I don’t iron anything I don’t have to for work, but I usually don’t look scruffy. I’m not trying too hard, which, ironically, is probably the only reason I might have a shot. Or would, if I actually had any time to date.

“So you’re going to go sell this stuff to some people?” she asks.

“Yep, you’ve got it,” I say. “It’s pretty boring.”

“Driving people around all day is boring,” she says.

And then there’s a cute little pause where I realize that she realizes she’s insulted me a little without meaning to. That pause—I love that cute sound that escapes her lips a split second later. Like a shriek stopped by a sigh.

“I didn’t mean you.”

“Yeah?” I say, smiling. “You should have. I’m very boring.”

“Don’t tell a girl that,” she says. Our eyes in the rearview mirror. “She might get the idea that it’s true.”

A red light catches us and she glances back at me again, one elbow resting on the steering wheel. Her eyes in the rearview glint a little from the streetlight above. There’s something playful in her look, but measured, too—like she’s testing how much of this is just banter.

“I won’t,” I say. “I feel comfortable telling you, though.”

“Wow!” she says. “Thanks for that.”

I chuckle just a little.

“Can I help it if you make me feel comfortable?” I ask.

“Of course not,” she says. “I mean, I am an amazing conversationalist. But I’m also a woman.”

“I’ve noticed,” I say.

“Sarcasm?” she asks.

“Obviously not,” I say. “You’re an amazing conversationalist and woman. Look at us talking like this, and me giving you practically nothing to work with, too. Let’s talk about your job. It’s got to be more interesting than mine.”

“Why?” she asks. “What makes you think my job is interesting?”

“Why else would you do it?” I say.

“Uh, money?” she says.

“You’ve got options,” I say. “I can tell.”

“I’ve got options. I’ve got talents,” she says, and I can feel this smoothness in her voice. This may mean singing in the shower, but that’s not all she means when she’s talking about her talents. “But I have bills.”

We’re clearing downtown now, heading west. The buildings get shorter, less glass and more stucco. Billboards blur past—one for a yoga studio, another for debt relief. The freeway entrance looms up ahead like a silver promise. I wonder how many people in this city are driving toward something they actually want.

“So do all of us,” I say. “Do you have another job besides this one?”

“I’m a freelancer,” she says, making a turn.

“Oh,” I say.

“Not like that!” she says.

“Oh,” I say. As in, oh shit, I just missed my shot right here and now with a single syllable.

“You thought I meant—”

“No,” I say. “Never. I mean, I wouldn’t have thought that. You seem so, uh… put together.”

“Right,” she says. “Which is why I hop from job to job. That’s the only kind of hopping I do. Professionally. This gig is paying my bills.”

“Got it,” I say.

“I mean, I do… hop. Just not the way that you’re thinking based on what I just said.”

“Understood completely,” I say.

This conversation has taken a very weird but strangely intimate turn. And intimacy can be good. She’s awkward, like me, I guess. Which is also very good.

“I used to temp sometimes,” she says. “Office girl, reception. Data entry. That kinda thing.”

“Sounds… like something,” I say.

“Yeah, it’s honestly not better than selling medical supplies,” she says. “At least you get to travel.”

“We’re moving now,” I say, as she weaves into the breakdown lane for a minute, then merges again.

“Well, yeah,” she says. “It’s kinda part of the job.”

“So, I feel like it’s way past the time for me to tell you my name,” I say.

“I know your name,” she says, looking at the phone suction-cupped to her windshield. “Matteo Navarro.”

“And I, uh, know your name,” I say, about to read it from the app on the phone in my pocket.

“He says, reaching for his phone to check,” she narrates.

“Yep,” I say. “That’s what he’s doing.”

I read the name Marisol and look at the little round portrait in the corner of the app. Looks like her, except that she’s wearing sunglasses and the yellow of the sunset actually obscures her features.

“I don’t think this photo does you justice,” I say.

“Excuse me,” she says.

“I mean, you know, it’s fine,” I say. “I can tell you had your friend try a lot of different angles.”

“How do you know my friend took it?” she says.

“Okay, so your enemy took it?” I say.

This elicits a big laugh from her. Oh yeah. This is not my imagination at all. I’m funny—to her. In my mind, a big bass closes its gaping maw over a little glob of neon gunk at the end of the fish hook.

“Ya know, she actually is kinda my frenemy, to be honest,” she says.

“Never trust a frenemy to take your photo,” I say.

She laughs again, the kind of laugh that fills a space. Even the hula girl on her dash seems to bounce along with it.

“Is it really that bad?” she asks.

“No, not at all,” I say. “I never said it was a bad photo. I just meant that you have a kind of presence that doesn’t exactly come through in this photo.”

“A presence?” she says, starting to crackle.

“Absolutely,” I say. “Like, in this photo, you’re smiling but I don’t get to see this glow that’s coming off you.”

“From the rearview mirror you’re seeing all of this?” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Plus, this picture doesn’t capture the smell of your perfume, which is—”

BANG.


3.

The world makes a sound like the sound of a folding table being snapped in half. Everything jumps.

The front of the car jerks left and then yanks hard to the right, like something’s trying to twist it out of her hands. My phone leaves my fingers. I feel it more than see it—a small projectile in zero gravity. My shoulder hits the side panel. Glass explodes across the world.

There’s that weird moment where the sound drops out completely. Just silence, like someone hit pause. And then it rushes back in:

Horns. Brakes. Metal tick-ticking somewhere. That one horn that just keeps going like it’s stuck in a scream. My head rocks back, forward. Maybe both at once. My neck’s gonna hate me tomorrow. I blink. Once, twice. My vision does that thing where everything doubles for a second before it clicks back into place.

There’s blood on my hand. Just a little. A clean smear across the back of my fingers, like someone kissed me too hard with lipstick made of rust. I feel my face—nose, lips, nothing broken. Okay. Okay. The airbag in front has gone off. Deflated now, hanging like laundry.

“Marisol!” I shout.

She’s upright. Eyes blinking fast. Her hair’s a little wild, lips parted like she’s trying to form a word but forgot which one. There’s a streak of white powder from the airbag across her shoulder.

“You okay?” I ask, already half-reaching for her seat. She nods once. Then again, like the first one didn’t register. “Yeah. Yeah, I think I’m okay.”

A voice outside is yelling. Another car door slams. Someone’s filming, probably. Of course they are. I smell burnt rubber and that weird dusty smell airbags leave behind. We’re in the middle of the intersection, diagonal across the lane like a toy someone gave up playing with mid-game.

She kills the engine. We both sit there. Still breathing. Still buzzing.

“Jesus,” I say. She doesn’t say anything and I realize she’s still in shock. “Hey, Marisol,” I say, a little softer but more insistent. “We’ve just been in an accident. But I think we’re alright. Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” she says, her voice far away.

“Marisol?” I say. I’m not totally sure that she’s lucid yet. Her brain is still processing what just happened.

“Where am I?” she asks after a moment.

“You’re in your car,” I say. “There’s been an accident.”

This time it seems to register with her what this means.

“Oh, shit!” she says.

“Don’t move,” I say.

I unbuckle my seatbelt and try the door handle. It may have gotten dented by the crash because I have to force it open. I climb out, feeling disoriented, and then make my way around the side of the car.

The car that t-boned us is stopped catty-corner from the road in the middle of the intersection. I don’t see the driver, but there are people coming out to gawk. People with camera phones.

“Call the police!” I yell at one of them. He gives me this look and I guess that he’s dialing, but I don’t have time to care about that. I come around to the driver’s side. There’s a massive impression where the other car hit us head-on. Marisol is fumbling with the door, struggling against the lock.

“Let me try it,” I say. She takes her hand off the handle and I jerk it as hard as I can. I get it open and unhook her seatbelt. There’s broken glass, but she seems fine, not bleeding anywhere.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” says this guy as he’s stomping toward us.

Stomping isn’t the word. Lumbering? No. Slouching. That’s it. He’s slouching toward us.

The other driver. He’s got a kind of neckbeard and is wearing a Metal Mulisha T-shirt of some kind. Neckbeard has got that kind of pasty skin and this kind of piggish body type that suggests he doesn’t get out much. And he’s got this weird look in his eye.

“You ran into me,” Marisol says, but she says it a little bit softly. Not just because this guy is confronting her but also because she can’t believe the audacity of this guy.

“Because you pulled into the intersection and stopped!” he says.

“I had the right of way!” Marisol says, her voice shaky and hesitant.

“So why didn’t you turn then?” he’s practically screaming. “Stupid bitch!”

“Whoa,” I say. “That’s enough.”

“You saw what happened?” he says, screwing his eyes on me.

“We’re all just trying to get our wits about us,” I say. “But you slammed into us. That’s what happened.”

“She totaled my fucking car because she stopped instead of making a fucking turn!”

He’s getting closer now. Close enough I can smell him. His B.O. is that of a smoker. I don’t mean that he smells like cigarettes, though he does. That’s not what I’m talking about. It’s some kind of chemical that just festers in your body when you’re a heavy smoker.

“This is not my fault,” Marisol says, and I can see that there’s this anger that’s slowly rising to the surface. “You totaled my car and now you’re trying to tell me off?”

I can see that he’s wanting to press his size advantage, and he would if he were alone with her. This is the kind of pig who would intimidate a woman for no other reason than because he can. Except that I’m here, so he’s like a dog on a chain, looking to bark as much as he can without crossing the line.

“Let’s let the police handle this, alright?” I say.

“Oh, the police will get involved,” he says, in a way that is supposed to sound menacing but is also just a statement of fact, so doesn’t actually inspire any terror. “Don’t go telling lies just because you’re tryin’ to hit that slit.”

Fucking swine.

“What was that?” I say, and not for the first time I’m glad I’ve got a physical presence. This guy clearly hasn’t seen a gym since high school and couldn’t run laps even then. I’ve got the height advantage on him too. Two inches, maybe two and a half. Not a huge difference, but enough when it comes down to who has the reach.

Marisol grabs my wrist, though, and I stop what I’d been thinking about doing. What, am I actually going to punch this loser? I’m glad she’s here, because I’m just rattled enough that I might actually contemplate puffing out my chest. Instead, I let her steer me toward the curb where we both take some time to cool off. She sits down next to me, so close that our knees are practically touching. Then, she maybe thinks better of it, or maybe it’s just nerves, but she rises and waits with her eyes on the street.

I notice as she gets up the curve of her ass in her torn jeans. Those hips and thighs that I had no chance to notice while we were in the taxi together. She really has a stunning figure. The kind of body that’s curvy in all the right ways, fat perfectly coexisting with slim contours to make that perfectly womanly shape. You can tell she doesn’t starve herself, but she’s definitely concerned with keeping it tight. Her jeans don’t have a single centimeter of give anywhere; they hug her thighs down to her ankles as if they were made to be worn by her. But there’s something else I notice too. At first I thought it was a rhinestone, but as I look closer at the distressed stitching just below her inner thigh, something glimmers in the yellow street light.

“You have glass in your jeans!” I say.

“What?” she yelps. Her hands go reflexively for her sides and she tries to brush it off.

“Wait, wait,” I tell her and grab the little fleck of jagged glass with my fingers, tugging it free of the white strands of fabric. I do it without thinking, realizing only after that I might have pricked my fingers. I also might have touched the skin of her thigh.

“Thanks,” she says. “But you shouldn’t have done that.”

I’m worried that it’s some kind of violation, like I crossed some unspoken barrier between us, but her tone doesn’t communicate that at all.

“I, uh, did it without thinking,” I say. “Are you bleeding anywhere?”

“No,” she says. “You?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I’m really sorry for this,” she says. “You’re going to miss your flight.”

My flight! I’d forgotten all about it.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “Just let me make a call.”

I get on the phone and explain what happened, why I won’t be able to make the flight. It’s not a big deal for the client. They’re all apologies, happy to reschedule. “Take care of yourself,” they say. Sure. Easy for them. I hang up and immediately imagine Hamlet’s tight-lipped silence when he hears. He’ll let it sit, let it fester, then bring it up at the worst possible moment. Classic.

Screw it. What can I do?

It’s maybe twenty minutes later when the cops show up. They don’t come rushing in, just roll up slow in their black-and-white like they’ve already got the whole thing figured out and nothing in the world is ever surprising anymore. One of them is tall and lean with silver hair cropped close to his head. He talks like he’s narrating a procedural show from the early 2000s.

Marisol steps up and does the talking first. I watch her gather herself like it’s something she has to zip up from the inside. She’s firm but respectful, voice steady even as her hands keep clenching and unclenching at her sides. They nod, jot things down. Then they head over to the other guy, who immediately starts gesturing in big, angry arcs, like he’s auditioning for a community theater production of Anger Management: The Musical.

I just wait my turn, arms crossed, leaning against the undamaged side of the car. When they finally get to me, I do my best to sound clear, calm, and helpful. I’m a very reasonable man who is only occasionally driven around in vehicles that get demolished. I make sure to say Marisol wasn’t at fault. I say it a couple of different ways, actually, just to underline it. But honestly? The whole thing happened so fast I couldn’t draw you a diagram if you paid me. So I tell them that too. In so many words.

We’re stuck there for close to two hours. The tow trucks show up with their heavy, dragging sounds and a certain grim professionalism, like undertakers for cars. A cleanup crew scrapes glass off the pavement. The lights from the cruisers flash against our faces in pulsing cycles of red and blue, turning everything briefly into a crime scene from a cable drama. Finally, we’re told that the investigation is over and that the other driver was at fault. Marisol made a triumphant little sound, like a “huff” that said, damn straight.

“Are you gonna arrest him?” Marisol asks.

“No, we’re just going to submit a report with our assessments,” the tall cop says evenly.

“He got pretty aggressive,” I say.

“Did he threaten either of you with bodily harm?” the other cop asks. This one is shorter, heavier. His shirt is slightly untucked, and he squints at everything like the world’s written in fine print. He’s got a mustache that belongs to another decade and a tan that’s doing its best to peel.

“I don’t remember exactly what he said,” Marisol says. “But I was scared. He intimidated me. And it was all his fault. That asshole!”

“Well, you submit a claim to his insurance company and get compensation for the damage to your vehicle,” the CSI cop says.

Marisol sighs.

“But I have to pay upfront to get it fixed, right?” she asks.

“That’s something you have to work out with the mechanic,” he answers. “But, yeah. Probably.”

I can see tears forming in those mascara-laden lashes, which she flicks away with fingernails painted pink and bejeweled. She’s struggling to keep it together and appear strong too.

“Look, don’t think about that right this second,” I say, hoping I’m not being too bold. I don’t really have any right to be so familiar, but we were just in that experience together, and I guess that makes me think a bond is forming. “Let’s get out of here and see if we can find something to eat.”

I can see from the look in her eyes that she’s grateful but also holding back waves of anxiety. I know the feeling—the panic that seems to climb out of your gut and up your throat to strangle you.

“My car,” she mutters.

“It’s not like you can drive it home,” I say.

“Your car will be taken to the shop,” the other cop says. “You just need to decide where you want to send it, and then you can leave.”

Marisol takes a deep breath.

“Yeah, okay,” she says. “I actually know a place.”

She writes down the address of a repair shop, and then we’re free to go. With no car and no idea where we are, we start walking.
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We find one of those Mexican food restaurants that hasn’t changed in twenty years—not the interior, not the menu. The prices have slowly risen, with new ones papered over the old on the wall beside the register, but you can tell the owners do what they can to keep costs low. They know what they’re doing. There’s a crowd that could rival In-N-Out Burger.

I take my tray, topped with baskets of chips and tacos, burritos wrapped in yellow paper, and deposit it at the table where Marisol is waiting. Then I go over to the self-serve station where they have horchata—a kind of Mexican rice milk flavored with cinnamon—and fill two cups. When I return to the table, Marisol’s got this faraway look in her eyes, and I’m sure she’s contemplating the accident and what it’s going to mean for the rest of her week—the rest of her month.

“Thank you,” she says.

“De nada,” I say.

I unwrap my burrito and start smothering it in red sauce. She doesn’t pick up her food right away, but I don’t press it. After a few minutes, she takes a chip in her fingers and bites off a corner while I tuck into my burrito. Damn, this thing is good. I should try to remember this place so I can come back sometime.

We don’t speak for a moment, and it hits me how little we really know each other. I saw this chipper, fun side to her personality when we were in the car together, and I’m hoping I can bring it out again.

“I’m really sorry about your car, Marisol,” I say.

She gives me an odd look for a moment.

“It was my fault,” she says.

“Pretty sure it wasn’t,” I say. “The cops declared the other guy was at fault.”

“I still should have been watching the road,” she says. “I mean, I was, but... I was busy talking to you.”

“In that case, thank you,” I say.

She gives a small smile and raises a lightly manicured eyebrow.

“I really didn’t want to get on that plane,” I say. “I hate my job.”

“Yeah, well, most of us do, right?” she says.

“I guess so,” I say. “But it’s only marginally better than being out of work, right?”

Which is actually the worst thing to say, given the present circumstances. She’s not sitting there with this lost expression because she doesn’t know what to do with all her free time. She needs to work, and this accident has left her without a way to support herself.

“Marisol,” I say, trying to smooth over my last mistake and somehow avoid making another. “I’m sorry about your car.”

“It’s a car,” she says. “And call me Soli.”

Soli. I’ve never known anyone named Soli, but it’s the perfect fit for her.

“Soli,” I say, “I’m sorry about what happened. And I want to help.”

I’m taking a big risk here—not just because I’ve only just met this girl, but also because we could connect over having to grind to make a living. But the truth is, painful as it is, NovaCare’s compensation is nothing to complain about. I’m making far more money than I ever thought I would. And I’m a pathological saver, which means I have a rainy day fund I can liquidate for the sake of rescuing hot girls with smashed vehicles.

“If the repair shop gives you problems, I could probably give you an advance,” I say.

She stares at me with those brown eyes framed by cat-eye lashes, a few different emotions flickering across her face at once.

“Why?” she finally says. “That’s not the kind of thing a guy does for a girl he just met. Unless he’s after something.”

“I’m not after anything,” I say.

“Nothing?” she asks. It almost sounds like a challenge.

“Like you said—it wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t been talking,” I say, finding my legs a little bit as I go. “And I’m not rich or anything, but the thing is, I do have money.”

“How does that work?” she asks.

“Well, the job I mentioned? It’s terrible, and it’s kinda killing me a little each day. But the pay is good. Like, kinda ridiculously good, honestly.”

“I see,” she says. “So what exactly are you offering here?”

“Just a quick bridge loan,” I say. “No collateral, no credit checks, no questions asked. I could pay the repair shop, and you can pay me back whatever it costs out of the insurance claim when it comes in. That’s it.”

“I don’t know, Matteo,” she says.

“Matty,” I say.

“I could screw you,” she says.

I can’t exactly fail to notice the way her shoulders draw together at the blades, pressing her breasts between them for just a moment. A single little bounce in her bra, like a punctuation mark.

“I’m not worried about that,” I say. “I get the sense you’re not that kind of person.”

“You don’t really know me,” she says. “What makes you think you’re not just, like, doing this to make yourself feel good?”

“I don’t get off on helping people,” I say. “You don’t know me, but I normally never do anything for anyone. I swear.”

This brings out a little giggle, and she shifts in her seat, leaning forward. I lean in too, just a little, bringing my arm to rest on the table between us.

“Why not save your money?” she asks. “Use it to quit your crappy job. Start a business or something.”

“Something like that is in the works,” I say, though it’s remained highly theoretical up to now. “A long-term plan. This won’t disrupt that. In fact, I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do with the money than give it to you.”

“The repairs could be a lot,” she says. “I know a guy, but he does good work. I can’t ask for too much of a discount, even though we’re friends, because I know how many hours he’s going to put into it.”

“I’m fairly liquid,” I say.

“Like ten grand liquid?” she asks. “Or more?”

I flick my wrist a little, trying to appear casual and not dickish.

“Whatever gets you back on the road,” I say, reaching for my burrito.

“Matty, you’re pretty cool,” she says. “This? What you’re doing—if you’re trying to look good for a woman—what you’re doing here is honestly pretty fucking cool.”

I feel this warmth spread through my chest, and I run a hand along my head in a move that says cool guy, which I can play off as semi-ironic because she did just pay me a compliment, and I’m feeling pretty cool.

Oh, there’s red sauce on my sleeve now because I just dragged it across my burrito. That’s good.

I reach for a napkin and try to dab it off.

“I’m getting the impression that you’re saying yes,” I say.

“What should I say?” she smirks. “No, handsome stranger. I won’t let you swoop in and be exactly the kind of support I could use in my time of need? Seems like I’d kinda be stupid to do that.”

Handsome stranger. Don’t forget you heard that.

“Well, good,” I say. “This feels good to me. I think I’m lucky. Or like good luck, or something. Not sure which. Maybe both.”

I can almost see the knot untwisting in her stomach as she reaches for her food. There’s this feeling of calm that comes over her. More than just her body language, it’s the energy she’s giving off that has subtly shifted somehow. It’s that smile too. God, that smile. Just a little bit shy, with eyes like a wild but playful animal that say she wants to sink her claws into my back.

Not tonight. Too much has happened already. Emotional upheaval. But some night—and possibly even soon.

“So, you’re not flying to Frisco,” she says. “How are you getting home tonight?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I say. “I hadn’t really thought about it. Lyft, I guess?”

“Shit, that reminds me,” she says. “I have to report what happened on the app. And probably deal with a bunch of hassles and paperwork too.”

“Right,” I say. “I hadn’t thought about all that.”

“Give me your number,” she says, and slides her phone over to me. I dial it and call my own phone, then hang up.

“Great,” she says. “We’re connected. I’m going to figure out all the repair stuff in the morning. Then I can text you?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Listen—thank you,” she says. “It’s really sweet, and also way above and beyond what any guy would ever be expected to do in a situation like this.”

“It’s okay. I’m glad I met you,” I say. “I mean it. I talk to people all day, every day for my job, and I never enjoy myself the way I have tonight.”

“Yeah, my night couldn’t have gone better either,” she says with a smile. “I’m glad I met you too. Now I have a lot of bullshit to sort through, which you don’t need to involve yourself in—more than you already have, I mean.”

“Yeah, I get that,” I say.

“I’ll call myself a ride. Where do you live?” she asks.

“North Hollywood.”

She points a pink rhinestone nail at herself.

“Sylmar.”

She waves with her phone as she slides out of the booth.

“Have a nice night, Matty Navarro,” she says.

“You too,” I say. “Get home safe.”

She turns to look at me and makes this face—purses her lips, eyes going super wide, like, me? Not be safe?

Then she turns, and she’s gone.

I finish the last of my burrito, chasing the smear of red sauce with the corner of a tortilla. The horchata is half-melted ice now, but I drink it anyway—sweet, cold, comforting. Across from me, the spot where Soli sat still holds the imprint of her presence.

I lean back against the plastic bench and let my body relax, finally. My shirt’s still stained, and I can already hear Hamlet’s voice in my head, demanding to know what the hell happened. But for the first time in a long while, I don’t feel like I’m bracing for something.

I gather my tray, toss the trash, and step out into the night. The air is cool and smells like asphalt and grilled onions. I breathe it in.

And for the first time in a long time, I’m not in a rush to get anywhere.
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I spend the whole next day thinking about her.

As I’m riding to the airport early in the morning, on the flight, she’s the first thing I think about. She’s on my mind when I touch down in San Francisco, and she’s still there when I’m pitching the product. The client meeting goes well—really well. So well that even Hamlet can’t be upset when I return. I hardly had to open my mouth. They seemed ready to make a commitment for a major order.

Maybe this is a world where good things can happen. The future seems bright—a future where I can have financial independence and a girl like Soli, too.

But then this ugly little thought rears its head.

Sure, we had chemistry. There was definitely some mutual attraction. But that kind of thing can dissolve just as quickly as it appears. If I’m being honest, a lot of it was probably the situation. The way we met. It was dramatic, and I came off looking like a pretty reliable, responsible guy. But that’s not me.

I mean, I wasn’t being fake. But the truth is, the side of me who volunteers to pay for car repairs only exists because of the other side—the one who works constantly and has no life.

I can see her in my head: those long black tendrils of hair framing her face; those breasts, full and round, straining against the fabric of her top; the tight jeans emphasizing her narrow waist and the curve of her hips, creating an irresistible hourglass figure. Damn.

It’s not just physical attraction I’m feeling, either. She’s got personality and style, and the truth is, we could be good together. But the demands of work are too much. Once her car is fixed, she’ll be back to driving all night, and I’ll still be working all day and night with no free time to spare.

The view of California below as my plane ascends reminds me of the natural beauty of this place. But that just makes it all the more cruel that it’s so unaffordable. We all live here because we want to do something, to make something of ourselves. But we end up caught in the rat race, thinking we’ll be happier once we get to the cheese.

But what if the only way to win is not to play?

By the time I get back, I’ve already convinced myself of the hard truth: as much as I might like to start something with her, there’s just no way I can have a relationship with Soli. I just don’t have the time.

Then she messages me.

Soli:
so my estimate came in

Me:
yeah?

Soli:
it’s maybe a little more than you were thinking

She sends a screenshot. $12,590.45. Not exactly chump change, but about what I expected given the damage—and the fact that it’s LA.

Soli:
i’ll totally pay you back
it’s just, ya know… 😅

Me:
don’t even worry about it
just send over the account info and i’ll make the transfer today

Bubbles appear. She’s typing, then not, then typing again. I set my phone down. A moment later, it buzzes.

Soli:
why can’t this city be full of guys like you

I start to type:

Me (unsent):
workaholics with a weakness for women in trouble?

I pause. That’s not just playful. It’s a line I can’t uncross. I delete it and go with something safer.

Me:
happy to help 😃

Bland, unassuming. I kinda hate myself after sending it. She doesn’t respond immediately. Probably was hoping for a flirtier response. But I don’t have time to dwell on it because I have an incoming call from a GP I sold to last month.

“Pete!” I say, shifting into the tone that’s been trained into me. “What’s happening?”

“Matty, hey,” he says. “All good. Just calling to re-up on the NSDs.”

That should be exactly what I want to hear. The little salesman inside me should be doing cartwheels.

“Already?” I say. “That fast, huh?”

“Yeah, man. You were right. Patients love ’em. I’ve been handing out prescriptions left and right. Anyone with back pain or muscle fatigue—I’m writing them up.”

Any muscle fatigue? That sets off a tiny flicker in the back of my mind. But I push it down.

“Fantastic,” I say. “You think you’ll need a bigger shipment this time?”

“I could double the order, easy. These things are flying. Honestly, I might start offering them as a preventive option. You know, for older patients, post-op recovery, even just folks who sit at a desk all day. Why not?”

He laughs like it’s a joke. But I’m not totally sure he’s joking.

“Well,” I say, still smiling into the phone, “if you can take twice the inventory, I can give you five percent off. Let’s call it a volume loyalty incentive.”

“Make it happen, my man!” Pete says.

I tell him I’ve got him covered and hang up. If I had ten more like Pete, I’d be shopping for beach houses. The commissions on the NSDs are solid, and they’re covered by insurance. Everyone wins. Everyone... maybe.

I pull up the product literature on my laptop.

NovaCare’s proprietary neuromuscular stimulation device: FDA-cleared, non-invasive, microcurrent therapy. It’s supposed to trigger localized muscle contractions to prevent atrophy in patients recovering from injury or neurological disorders. Stroke patients. People with multiple sclerosis. Severe muscular dystrophy.

Not carpal tunnel. Not "general fatigue." Not “he sits at a desk all day.”

The ideal patient profile isn’t massive. The clinical trials show benefits for about 8–10% of the general population—tops. And even that’s generous. Yet somehow, Pete—who runs a small practice in Mesa—is blowing through his inventory in four weeks.

I stare at the whitepaper, its graphs and jargon blurring together. Then I click away. I’ve got emails to send and doctors to charm. The last thing I need is to invent problems where there aren’t any.

And anyway, if this is what success feels like, why do I suddenly feel so uneasy?

The rest of the week passes uneventfully. I’m out of the doghouse with Hamlet. He’s found some other victim to ride constantly, so I’m able to skate without any extra scrutiny. I’m keeping my numbers up. I haven’t doubled them—not even close—but I’m pretty sure that was just Hamlet being dramatic. I wonder how many other salesmen he gave that same spiel to.

It’s a few days later that I get a message from Soli. I’m just answering a few emails when a photo appears on my phone. It’s her car, damage-free after the repairs, with little happy emoji faces. She sends a few of them, including a selfie of her posing on the hood.

She’s wearing short jean shorts and a white tank top with spaghetti straps that barely stay on her shoulders—the kind of top that’s more suggestion than garment. Her lips are painted bright red, puckered in a playful kiss. Her oversized sunglasses hide her eyes, but the body language is pure confidence: shoulders back, one hip cocked, like a billboard for trouble.

I open my phone and let her know I like the photos, responding with little hearts to her self-portrait. Damn, it is getting harder and harder to remind myself not to start something with this girl. My brain knows it will only end in disappointment for both of us, but that’s not the part of my body that’s in control.

A moment later, I get a message.

Soli:
Thank you so much!!

Me:
You’re welcome!

Soli:
…

Her next text is accompanied by another selfie, this time with her sunglasses pushed down the bridge of her nose so that her pretty brown eyes are staring right through me.

Soli:
Let me say thank you.

I cycle through all the possible responses. “Not necessary” seems standoffish and curt. But if I engage any further, I’m going to end up having to flirt back.

Screw it.

Me:
How?

Soli:
…
Let me pick you up and take you to lunch.
The lunch isn’t your thank you 😆

You’d have to be blind, deaf, and dumb to miss a signal like that one. So I should know going into this that “lunch” isn’t just lunch. I have to be careful how I respond.

But I see no good option here. Either I turn her down—giving neither of us what we want—or I tell myself that lunch is just lunch and I’ll figure out the rest later.

Since I’m an idiot, I choose the second option.

Me:
Can’t wait

No emojis. No exclamation points. No punctuation. Simple and understated so it doesn’t seem like I’m too excited.

But the truth is, I am. I was happy to help someone in need, but the truth is, I offered to lend Soli the money because I wanted to see her again. I crave her presence.

And maybe it’s the salesman in me that just can’t walk away from a promising lead, no matter how risky the terms.

When she pulls up, I’m already outside. The NovaCare office is just as bleak as ever—an off-white stucco box in a sunbaked business park off Van Nuys Boulevard. Behind me, the buzz of HVAC units and the faint hum of office lighting. In front of me, the shimmer of heat rising off the asphalt. The building has all the personality of a dialysis center, which, incidentally, it used to be.

And then there’s Soli, pulling up in her newly polished hybrid like a Technicolor dream parked in a grayscale world.

I open the passenger door and slide in.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hey,” I answer. “Your car smells weird.”

“Ugh, I know,” she says.

The coconut air freshener has been fighting for dominance with something that may be an unholy crossbreed of pine and pineapple.

Yousef, one of the other salesmen and a buddy of mine, sees me getting into this stranger’s car as he’s walking back with his Yoshinoya takeout. His eyes travel from me to the sexy Latina in the driver’s seat, and he gives me a nice little guy nod. I give him one back as we pull away.

“It’s gonna take some time before she feels like mine again,” Soli says. “Even the seat feels wrong.”

“Hold on,” I say. “I can adjust it for you.”

I reach over to the space between the seats and search with my fingers for that little lever—usually tucked in that no-man’s-land between the cushion and the backrest. Unless it’s behind the seat?

“It’s automatic!” Soli squeals. “Unless you already knew that and were reaching for something else.”

“Uh, no,” I say. I really wasn’t—although I now realize that wouldn’t have been a problem based on how she responds.

“You were expecting one of those little switch things on the seats?” she says. “They stopped putting those in cars years ago.”

“You can take a tour of my car, if you ever want to revisit ancient history,” I say.

“Seriously? How old is your car?”

“A 2009 Nissan Altima,” I say.

“Oh my god!” she laughs.

“It’s gray too,” I say with a smile.

“You really don’t spend money on yourself, do you?” she says.

“I guess not,” I say. “I’ve never really been a car guy.”

“It makes it even sweeter what you did for me,” she says.

“It’s the reason I save the way I do,” I say. “So I can spend on what counts.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to thank you,” she says. Then, with this devilish look in her eyes: “Actually, I do. But I don’t want to give it away. I’m going to make you wait for it.”

“I’m a patient guy,” I say. But I can already feel myself stirring in my khaki work slacks. God, it’s been a while. How long? Five months since I’d been with anyone? Soli’s advances are going to be all the harder to turn down—if I even can.

We get off the 110 Freeway and head into Hollywood. The city rolls past the windows—mid-rise apartments, old beige strip malls, the occasional taco stand blinking to life as early dusk settles in. Streetlights flicker on one by one, making it feel later than it is.

“So, where are we eating?” I ask.

“Do you mind if we make a stop first?” she says. “There’s something that’s been on my mind, and I just can’t wait.”

“Sure,” I say.

She flips on her turn signal and we pull into a carwash. The line’s about three cars deep. This is the stop that just couldn’t wait? I guess my surprise shows.

“I know it’s silly,” she says. “But I’ve been thinking about my baby. I’ve been wanting to treat her right ever since I got her back.”

“No problem,” I say.

We sit for a moment, just watching the activity all around. A guy in a puffy jacket wipes down a black Tesla with obsessive care. A mother herds two sticky-fingered kids past the vending machine that sells fuzzy dice and palm tree–shaped air fresheners.

“The good people of the world are washing their cars on their lunch break,” I say.

“What makes you think they’re all so good?” she asks, smiling.

“No, it’s, uh, from the song?” I say. “Sheryl Crow?”

“Oh! Yeah, totally!” she says. “God, that was forever ago. I haven’t heard it since I was a kid!”

As we pull forward, now next in line, Soli starts belting out a sweet and off-key—but damn sexy—rendition: “All I wanna do is have some fun!”

She leans in closer, her voice bouncing off the windshield, her tone half-sarcasm, half-sincerity. Then she turns to me with a mock-serious look and drops her voice low and sultry.

“I got a feeling I’m not the only one,” she croons, resting her palm on my leg. Her shirt slips just enough to give me a full view of her breasts as she leans forward, giving me a look like she’s about to climb into my lap.

Honk!

The car behind us nudges her forward. She leans back and gives a small wave, then eases the car onto the conveyor. A red light flashes green, and we glide into the tunnel, swallowed by blue plastic flaps and dim neon light. The outside world disappears under a cascade of soap and water.

For a moment, we sit in silence, watching bubbles streak across the windows.

Then her voice cuts through: “So, how about it, Matty?” she says. “Wanna have some fun?   
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I’m not gonna lie. I’m already half-stiff before she even asks. I know that wherever this is going—and I’ve got a pretty good idea—I’m just going to go along with it and enjoy the ride.

“That’s all I want to do,” I say. “Until the sun comes up over Santa—”

“Okay, now shut up and take out your cock,” she says.

Right. Playful irony is done. Now we’re doing this for real.

I unzip my khakis, flip up my waistband, and take out my cock.

“Whoa,” she says, giving it a once-over like it’s some rare collectible she’s had her eye on forever. “You have a nice cock.”

I may be slow, but I’m not so dense that I don’t realize now is the time to shut up. No dumb jokes—just the hairs on the back of my neck standing up as I brace for what comes next.

“We have to hurry,” she says. “Or I’ll get caught.”

“Get to work, then,” I say.

Her nostrils flare as she lowers herself close to my lap. If I was half-hard already, then the sensation when her lips touch my head has me hard as a diamond instantly. She wastes no time, gently kissing the head for just a few seconds before going all in and deep-throating my shaft. She bobs up and down, confident and also urgent as she works me. I let her curls flow through my fingers as I rest my hands on her head as she sucks.

“Just a little teeth,” I think, and she somehow knows, running her front teeth along the base of my head.

“Oh, fuck!” I say.

I palm her ears with each hand, just feeling the power of her neck muscles as she sucks me deeply. She’s ready for me to cum, and I can feel it. The car has got to be close to finished, and so she’s got to sit up and assume control– of the car– again. That means I have to be ready to cum pretty fast. But it’s not the kind of thing that I can just perform on command. So, I focus on how sexy she is, letting myself relax and enjoy Soli’s essence and what makes me so attracted to her.

I picture her naked in front of me, thinking about what those breasts would look like, how they would feel in my hands. In my mind, my eyes trail down to her golden brown thighs and the tight slit between them. I picture myself pleasuring her, giving her all of the satisfaction she’s giving me. I imagine her not just tending to me with her mouth but actively enjoying the taste of my smooth, slick cock in her mouth. She moans, elevating the experience I’m having in my head.

“Oh FUCK!” I shout as I spurt in her mouth. She makes a loud slurping noise, careful not to let any of my load slide out of her lips. Then she leans back into the driver’s seat and, still holding the cum in her mouth, searches for the packet of tissues in the side door. She takes out a couple of tissues and spits my spunk into them, dabbing her lips and adjusting her lipstick.

“I have a policy,” she tells me after her mouth is clear, “I don’t swallow unless I really know the guy well.”

“That seems like a totally fair policy,” I say, my breath still hitching slightly.

I can’t believe that just happened. Even with everything that has been building up between us, all the innocent flirting. To have her take control like that and tell me in no uncertain terms that she was going to pleasure me was just what I needed.

She primps her hair a little. There’s a strand that is pressed against her forehead, still plastered there with sweat. The car is on its automatic track, and we’re heading into the dryer section now. The big blowers are blasting the car with hot air to fleck away any lingering droplets.

There’s a little smile on Soli’s face as she pulls the car forward. An attendant is waiting, and she rolls down the window. I lift myself out of the seat, digging for my wallet.

“Let me,” I say.

“No, that’s okay,” she says and opens up the center console, revealing her own wallet.

“Really,” I say. “I can totally cover this.”

“You’ve done enough, Matty,” she says. She pulls out a few bills from her own wallet and pays the attendant, who gives an appreciative nod. I respect that she’s independent, and there is something kinda gross and transactional about paying for what she just did, considering it was just what she wanted to do. She was the one who initiated it. But, hell, can you blame me for feeling I should do something to show my appreciation?

Once the window is rolled down and we’re turning out of the car wash, I turn to her and say, “I’m trying to think of a way to express my gratitude.”

“Oh yeah?” she says. “I thought that was what I was doing.”

“Well, believe me,” I say. “Message received.”

She laughs.

“That’s good to hear!” she says. “Because that’s not the kind of surprise I give just any guy I like.”

Then her voice gets real low and sexy when she says, “Not even when I really, really want to.”

Fuck me. How am I supposed to tell this girl that I have no time for a relationship? Any girl who would surprise a guy like that deserves a boyfriend who is willing to return the favor. Soli should have an amazing, supportive guy. She thinks that she’s found that with me. How am I supposed to tell her that she’s wrong? Especially when I really want to be that guy and would be, but for my crazy work schedule?

“I hope you worked up an appetite,” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I could definitely stand to refuel.”

“I didn’t have any place fancy picked out,” she says. “But it’s a place I love to go.”

“I don’t need fancy,” I say. “I don’t even like fancy. Where’s the non-fancy place we’re headed?”

“Canters,” she says. “Do you know it?”

“Of course,” I say. “It’s pretty much the oldest LA diner still around.”

“This is so cool,” she says. “I never expected you would be into old diners like me.”

“You’ve got great tastes,” I say.

“Clearly,” she says with a smile.

She grabs my thigh just above the knee and squeezes. I touch her arm, because how could I not? And I don’t even want to think about how I’m going to try to explain the walls I’ve built around my life. Not right now.
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Canter’s looks the same as it always does—frozen in time like a photograph someone forgot to take out of the frame. The Formica counters, the cracked red leather booths, the overhead lights that hum just slightly too loud. There’s a deli counter up front stacked high with knishes and rugelach, and a glass case full of lox that somehow always looks both fresh and suspicious at the same time. The air smells like pastrami and dill pickles.

Soli leads the way in, and I trail behind, still trying to recalibrate to normal life after what just happened in her car. She walks like she owns the place, while I feel like I’m still catching up—like I’ve just stepped out of a dream and into a brightly lit sitcom set.

A hostess with penciled-on eyebrows and a thousand-yard stare asks us if we want a booth or a table.

“Booth,” Soli says, already sliding into one without waiting for confirmation. I follow her in and sit across, taking a moment to let my eyes adjust to the lighting, the kitsch, the low murmur of old-timers arguing about baseball over bowls of matzo ball soup.

She picks up a laminated menu the size of a phone book and flips through it like she already knows what she wants. I pretend to do the same, but really, I’m just watching her. There’s something about seeing her in this space—so relaxed, so grounded—that it feels like a natural extension of everything that Soli is to me. She feels like home.

“My dad used to bring us here,” she says.

“Yeah, my parents used to bring me here too,” I say. “Although it’s probably been fifteen years since I’ve set foot inside.”

“You grew up in L.A., too?” she asks like it’s a surprise.

“Yeah,” I say. I get it. Most of my friends aren’t from the city either.

“Where?” she asks.

“Altadena,” I say. “You?”

“Atwater Village,” she says. “You’re in North Hollywood, right? You didn’t venture far from home,” she says.

“Nope,” I say. “But my parents sold their house and moved to Arizona about eight years ago. Now it’s just me.”

“Feeling lonely?” she asks.

“Not lately,” I say. “I’m happy for them, what they’re doing, but I couldn’t leave this city. I love the place.”

“Yeah, we were lucky to grow up here,” she says. “Of course, it’s different now.”

She’s right. When I was growing up, there were lots of neighborhoods I knew never to enter. Now the only thing scary about them is the prices.

The waitress returns and we put in an order for a tuna melt and milkshake for me, a patty melt for her, malts and French fries, and a bowl of matzo ball soup just to round out the order. She scribbles it all down in her pad and then takes her leave of us.

Even brief silences can feel awkward when there are feelings you don’t want to express or are afraid to. Outside, we were flirting. Inside, we’re something else. Not a couple. Not quite friends. Whatever this is… it’s getting harder to ignore.

I feel like I have to say something, but every way that I try to start it feels totally wrong.

“I don’t know how to say this…”

No.

“I’m having the most amazing time, except…”

Yeah, this is sounding really terrible in my head. Then, she gives me an opening in the conversation where I can kinda casually pivot to what I really want to talk to her about.

“So, what do you like to do when you’re not working?” she asks.

“To be honest,” I say, “I really don’t have much of a life. I don’t really have, like, any free time.”

“Like at all?” she says. “Come on. You must like baseball or Final Fantasy or something.”

“Well, obviously I’ve got interests,” I say. “It’s just that I don’t really have the time that I wish I had to indulge them.”

“I get that,” she says, and I can see the realization dawning of what I’m really talking about. “I work too. A lot. Too much. Like, it feels kind of stupid sometimes.”

The matzo ball soup arrives and is pushed in front of us, a big blob steaming there, floating like some kind of a metaphor for something I can’t quite place.

“I don’t want to live like this forever,” I say, and I’m surprised by the intensity of emotion in my own voice. “I feel like I’m always putting my life on hold, putting off the things I really want to be doing.”

“Yeah,” she says, reaching for the bowl of matzo ball soup and taking the spoon from her napkin. “What would you rather be doing?”

“I know I don’t want to be grubbing for money the rest of my life,” I say. Then, because I can’t think of anything else, and because I can’t hold back the words: “And I want to be with you.”

She picks up the matzo ball with her spoon and slides it into her mouth. She chews it contemplatively. Or maybe she’s just screwing with me. But she takes her time savoring that bread ball. Finally, she swallows it and gives me a direct stare with those big brown eyes of hers.

“So, why don’t you?” she asks.

“You deserve more than a part-time boyfriend,” I say. “I don’t want to start anything with you unless…”

“Unless you’re sure you can finish it?” she offers. She’s holding her straw between her lips when she says it, and her eyes flick up like she’s reading me through a telescope. I smile.

“Well, that’s not exactly where I was going. But yeah, sure,” I say. “I just want to be really clear that it’s not about you at all.”

“Obviously not,” she says. “I’m pretty great.”

“You are,” I say. “Amazing.” I’m half-laughing, half-hoping she doesn’t hear the real panic tucked behind the compliment.

I’m trying to see through her stony expression to check for a tempest brewing under the surface. Because honestly, this should be pretty devastating. But she seems to be reacting pretty well—no signs of an imminent blow-up. In fact, she seems totally cool and composed when she says—

“Matty,” she says. “What I did with you at the car wash? That’s not the kind of thing I would do for just any guy.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m glad to know that.”

“I think you’re the kind of guy that I would regret letting go of,” she says. “And I get it. You told me about your job the first time that we met… and I’m busy too.”

“Yeah,” I say. I was prepared for the whole “I can’t wait around” speech, which—to be honest—is completely understandable. But now I’m starting to think that things might actually turn around, and I might be in for a surprise.

“Look,” she says. “Let’s try this. We give each other whatever time we have and see where it goes. No judgments, no fixed schedules. Just see if we connect.”

I can feel my expression relaxing as I realize that I’ve not scared her off. I’ve been totally direct and straightforward, and for once in my dating career, it actually seems to be serving me well.

“Really?” I say. “I was expecting accusations, maybe even some tears.”

“Why?” she says.

“It’s a reaction I’ve come to expect, honestly,” I say. “I’ve been through this before, and it’s usually not fun for anyone. But I’m definitely liking this reaction a lot better.”

“Well, what do you expect?” she says. “A girl has to be flexible in this town. I mean, I get that it’s not exactly good news, and it will mean some adjustments, sacrifices… but come on. We can find a way to work around each other’s schedules. At least we’re being open and honest from the start, right? Figuring out what each of us expects?”

She taps the side of her glass with a fingernail as she says it. Soft little pings, like she’s scoring a point.

“Well, when you put it like this,” I say, “I’m game. I’m down. I’m all about it. Let’s try this thing.”

“There’s just one thing though,” she says with this look of total seriousness. “You have to let me peg you.”

Milkshake almost sprays out of my nose. It doesn’t though. I just choke and cough a lot.

“I’m so glad you said that,” I say, still trying not to crack up. “Because I actually need to get pegged. Like daily. Hourly, if possible.”

She gives this huge grin and then can’t help herself. She tries covering her face in her hand with this shy, damn cute expression but can’t keep it together and just laughs uncontrollably. I crack up too, and I can already feel that I’ve met my new best friend.

“Seriously though,” she says, after she’s composed herself. “I do like to get dominant sometimes. Actually, you’re probably safe. You’re all blocky and muscly and stuff. I only get that urge with, like, really skinny, pretty boys—and girls.”

I purse my lips and rest my chin on the back of my hand, fingers extended.

“I’m not pretty enough for you?” I ask.

“No, dude,” she says. “You’re damn hot. Those arms, that chest. And those calves.”

Then she looks at my face, studying it like she might a painting or an inscrutable check written in another language. “But you’re not pretty,” she declares.

“Ouch,” I say.

“You want to be pretty?” she asks.

I shrug.

“It’s not exactly a life goal,” I say. “I actually don’t even mind getting white hairs and wrinkles and stuff.”

She throws her used napkin at me.

“I hate you,” she says. “Anyway, if you ever do want me to stick stuff up your butt, try a little rouge and see what happens.”

I throw my head back and laugh, unfairly disturbing those nice older gents at the table near us who just came to discuss the Dodgers like they probably do every day. More food arrives along with the suggestion that I’m maybe just a little too loud.

“Why doesn’t everybody talk like this?” I ask. “This right here? This is communication.”

“You’re damn right,” Soli says.

“You want to know something else?” I ask. “I’m already thinking about how I’m going to return the favor for what you did back there.”

“I’ve got a loyalty card for the car wash,” she says. “Eighth wash is free.”

“I was thinking my apartment,” I say.

“Tonight?” she asks. Her voice goes soft there, just barely grazing hopeful.

I can already feel this cramp in my neck that I left behind at the office reassert itself.

“No,” I say. “I’ve got a dinner with a client at 8:30. And it’s gonna run long.”

She adjusts in her seat a little. I can’t tell if she’s masking disappointment or if I’m reading way too much into the situation.

“Alright,” she says. “Keep me posted.”

That’s pretty much where we leave it. I take the opportunity to scarf my food. I need to fuel up and get back to the salt mines. I’m already ten or twenty minutes over on my lunch break, although that’s only a problem if I can’t convince Hamlet that this smoking hot Latina is in need of a device to monitor her in case of heart attack or stroke.

We keep chatting, Soli and I. Nothing’s broken, we’re both still excited. But some of the fun, the buzzing excitement, has been dampened by the reality check. Soli pays for the food, which I accept with no objection. When she delivers me back to the office, I feel like I’m walking back through the gates of hell. I watch her drive off through the warped glass of the lobby doors, her tail lights flickering like she might turn around. But of course she doesn’t. 
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It’s a few days later when Hamlet calls one of his all-hands meetings. The overhead lights hum like they’re about to burn out, casting everyone in that washed-out, jaundiced glow that makes us all look vaguely ill. Or maybe that’s just the morale.

He’s standing in the middle of the bullpen, his jacket off with the cuffs rolled down. It’s manager visual lingo—body language that says somebody’s about to get buried.

“Huddle up,” he says, loud enough to project his voice and coffee breath across the room. Okay, maybe the coffee breath is in my imagination, but it definitely seems to hit my nostrils like an unwelcome visitor. He’s got that face like he’s trying to smile and scowl at the same time, like someone who wants to encourage you and also see you fail a little. Just to keep you sharp.

I’m already kinda on autopilot. I’ve been keeping myself busy, making calls and some decent sales. I’m definitely not at the back of the pack. But these little shakedowns are unpredictable. I snag a spot in the corner, not directly in Hamlet’s eyeline, and slump down a little, waiting for the onslaught.

Things start off reasonably well. No cursing, no threats. This is the motivational section of the presentation, before the opening salvo where he lays into somebody. The same kind of spiel that we’ve all come to expect.

“Every call you don’t make is money left on the table, and we’re not in the business of charity,” he says, waving around a printout of recent sales. He doesn’t actually reference these numbers, of course, because the trendline is going up. In a normal company, this would be cause for celebration—or at least a sign not to mess with what’s already working. Not so at NovaCare.

“Yousef, are you selling prescriptions or making pen pals? You log more calls than anyone but somehow close less.” Hamlet stares at him a moment. “You running a damn support group?”

“I got a sale this morning,” Yousef says. “Haven’t had time to log it yet.”

“A sale? Wow,” Hamlet says. “Care to share with the class just how much you brought in with this sale?”

“Well,” Yousef says, “four units. But it’s a new client. We haven’t expanded into that market yet.”

“Okay, four units,” says Hamlet. “Four. Can you survive on getting four for the day? What’s your goal? Not next month, not next week. I want to know how many sales you expect of yourself before you leave this office tonight.”

Yousef scrambles for a high number that doesn’t seem impossible.

“I think I can do ten,” Yousef mutters.

“Ten?” Hamlet says.

“Ten,” Yousef says again, this time a little more forcefully because he now knows this is his new number.

“I like ten,” Hamlet says. Somewhere behind me, someone exhales in relief that it wasn’t them. This is the game: dodge the bullet, live to sell another day.

“See, Yousef is demanding more of himself. He’s setting an objective and he’s gonna follow through with it. This is what I want to see more of, guys—and gals.”

He flashes this big smile, maybe hoping for some nods or something. The way he switches from motivation to recrimination and then back again would be jarring for anybody. You can’t know exactly where you’re going to stand, moment to moment—which is something that the new guy has already figured out.

“Todd, I appreciate your enthusiasm. But enthusiasm doesn’t cash checks. You sold a package to your chiropractor and haven’t closed a deal since. This isn’t Amway.”

Todd nods, happy to have at least enough standing that he doesn’t have to respond and can take the drubbing without having to get humiliated further.

Hamlet scans the room and I straighten up a little, because it’s not like I can be seen slouching and trying to disappear.

I keep my expression neutral, my body language open, like they taught us back when they used to bring in those motivational consultants who all wore earpieces and said “mindset” a lot.

“Matty. My golden boy. What happened? You used to hustle. Now you’re acting like you’re tenured. You want to coast, go teach high school.”

“Yeah, Hamlet,” I volunteer, for no good reason at all. “I hear you.”

“What’s been going on with you lately?” Hamlet asks. “Got any new developments?”

“Yeah,” I say, mentally running through the list of recent leads I’ve got. “Madeline Kennedy at Pacific General. Tobey Baker bought fifteen units already and seems pleased, coming up on a re-up a week from Thursday—”

“Okay, great,” Hamlet says, and there’s this evil little gleam in his eye. “Tell me about that little client meeting you had last week.”

I freeze, because I was not expecting to get sideswiped like this. I can’t exactly fess up to the fact that my meeting with Soli had absolutely nothing to do with work.

“You close on that?” Hamlet asks. There’s a beat—just long enough to breathe, just short enough to be dangerous. He could let me off the hook. But Hamlet’s not in a letting mood. Somebody—Todd, maybe—starts to snicker. I eyeball Yousef, who looks away. No honor among thieves or salesmen.

“That is, um, ongoing,” I say, struggling to keep from tripping myself up. A personal meeting on company time is enough to get me balled out—and possibly even fired—if I cop to it.

“So, you’re saying you didn’t close, then?” Hamlet says, with a mock-serious expression. But I can see just a hint of a smile, a little flicker of lip like he’s holding back.

“I can’t say that I can put numbers on the board from that, no,” I say.

“Care to explain why?” he asks. “You were in her car. She picked you up from the building and brought you back, right?”

Slowly, I can see the fear and concern of the coworkers around me replaced by a very different feeling. There’s a kind of collective sigh that probably isn’t audible but seems to surround me as even the slower members of the crew put it together that the nature of my lunch with Soli wasn’t strictly work-related.

“I’m, uh—” I struggle for anything to say. “I’m playing the long game with that.”

“Playing the long game?” Hamlet repeats, as if he’s testing the phrase for flavor, rolling it around on his tongue before spitting it out. Todd, that bastard, is softly snickering now.

“Sounds like you’re not taking the right approach,” he says. “Not the right attitude. Am I right, guys?”

A few scattered “yeahs.” Muted. Most people are smart enough to know not to get too loud when there’s blood in the water. They’ve seen enough of these floggings to understand the rule: smile, but don’t smile too much or you’re next.

Then Hamlet starts walking in a lazy circle, shark-like, before stopping right in front of me. And since I’m seated, I’m treated to his cock and balls directly in my eyeline as he spreads in a total power move.

“Be a closer,” Hamlet says. “Demand what you’re after. Accept nothing less. It’s what she wants, too. Believe me.”

Todd is covering his mouth with his hand, trying to keep it together. Even Chelsea is smiling, and it’s absolutely clear to me that everyone has caught up. They’re all sure that I’ve not only been fucking around at work but that I can’t get laid.

Which isn’t even true! Not that I can exactly set the record straight with things as they are.

Hamlet claps me on the back.

“You keep at it,” Hamlet says. “I expect big things from you. We all do.”

Todd cracks up. He’s dying. As soon as Hamlet’s back is turned, I pick up a stress ball and throw it at him.

Is this sexual harassment? I mean, it’s not a sexual advance directed at me, thank God. But it’s still sexual talk in the workplace. Or innuendo, anyway. Maybe there’s some other way this could count as a violation? A privacy issue? OSHA? I feel I should be able to call him on something. It’s coded but not exactly subtle. I feel violated.

Then I remember that I can’t do anything unless I’m willing to accept being fired. Besides that, if I’m being honest, I was in the wrong for what I did. I mean, yes, I am allowed (but strongly discouraged) from just taking a personal lunch that has nothing to do with work. But that’s only if I spend an hour, and we were gone for closer to two—plus I played it off like it was work-related after I got back to the office.

So Hamlet razzing me in front of everyone isn’t the worst thing that he could do. This is restraint. Or, at least, his version of it.

Once the meeting is over and Hamlet has returned to his office, the energy in the bullpen resets—but not completely. I settle into my chair and stare at my monitor. Above me, the little whiteboard still shows my week-to-date sales in dry-erase ink: not bad, not great. A little too low to argue my way out of Hamlet’s narrative. Not low enough to feel like a real underdog.

If I leave at five like nothing happened, it’ll only confirm everything Hamlet said. So now I’ve bought myself an evening shift, just to prove I’m still hungry. Great.

I reach for the headset and slip it on. Time to make a few calls. Try to close something. Try to outrun the smell of that whole damn meeting.

The thing about damage control is that you don’t actually undo the damage.
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I put some numbers on the whiteboard and feel my chest puffing out a little. I’ve made it. A totally defensible number, and I’m free and clear. I can walk out of the office with my head held high, knowing that I have a well-deserved reward ahead of me. I’ve been dreaming about my weekend with Soli all week, and after slogging through the conference calls and client meetings and even Hamlet’s little power move at the meeting, now I’m finally ready.

The sky is streaked with orange tendrils turning pink as they touch the horizon. God, this city really is beautiful when you catch it at just the right time. And for the first time in more than a week, I’m actually leaving the office before dark. Even the hour of traffic ahead of me can’t bring me down. I’m floating on air as I jump in my Ultima and merge with traffic heading northeast to Sylmar.

The city changes as I push further north. Strip malls give way to body shops, then half-lit boulevards with faded lettering on the awnings. It’s still L.A.—just the version that doesn’t get put on postcards. But it’s where she lives, and somehow that makes it glow.

Soli sent me her address, but I’ve never been to this part of the city. Sylmar sits at the northern tip of L.A., and as I clear Mid-Wilshire, following a river of brake lights like streaks of hot lava running up dry hills, all I can think about is her. Soli, in my arms. I can’t help but undress her in my mind, picturing her jet-black hair in velvet tendrils on delicate caramel-colored shoulders. In my mind, my gaze drops lower, mentally comparing images of naked breasts that might fit her frame. Larger, smaller, I can play with different combinations in my head, but soon enough there won’t be any guessing.

The tops she wears betray not a hint of extra fat around her tummy or waist, and in my mind, my eyes rake down every inch of her. I stiffen in my seat, feeling my erection tugging at the seam of my pants. Christ, I’m already so ready, and knowing how close I am only makes it that much harder to wait. It’s like this dormant part of myself—the sexual animal I keep caged in my daily life—is pawing at his pen. I’m ready for release, to be set free to run wild.

I can feel myself riding the brake just a little too hard, anxious to scoot a little closer to my destination. Then I remember that golden rule of L.A. traffic: much like quicksand, the more you struggle against it, the faster you sink. Just stay calm and keep centered, Matty.

I reach the off-ramp and make a right. Sylmar is just this little desert town that woke up one morning to find Los Angeles on its doorstep. The whole neighborhood sits along this one stretch of road. I turn into Soli’s apartment complex and find a visitor parking spot. I look around. The complex has a pool, but there’s yellow tape wrapped around the gate, and it doesn’t look like anyone’s used it in a while, what with the layer of dead leaves collected at the deep end, which looks about two feet too shallow. I walk around a little, looking for the right building number. But a guy walking a dog stares at me like a prowler, and I decide it’s easier to give her a call.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m outside.”

“Hold on,” she says.

A moment later, I see her rounding the corner. She’s wearing shorts and a tank that shows off her stomach and is low-cut enough to give a view of those bouncing breasts I spent so much time thinking about.

“Hey!” she says, throwing open her arms. I rush over to her and throw my arms around her in a big, protective bear hug. After a tight squeeze to let her know how much I’ve missed her, my arms slide down to her hips. That’s when I lift her up, her squeals of delight filling my ears as her black hair cascades over my shoulders and down my back.

“I’ve been wanting to do that,” I say, setting her down.

“I can tell,” she giggles, still slightly dizzy as she tilts her head up to kiss me. I grab her hips and pull her toward me as our lips touch, my hands wandering over the curve of her ass. I need to pace myself or I’ll get hard again.

“Dios mío,” she breathes once we’ve both come up for air.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s been a long week, but this is what makes it worth it.”

“Hungry?” she asks.

I lean down and nuzzle her neck, peppering her with kisses. “For food?” I ask. She reaches around and swats my ass like I’m a naughty puppy.

“Yes, food,” she answers.

“I can eat,” I say.

“Good,” she says. “I picked up Panda Express on the way home. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I got a bunch of stuff and you can take what you like.”

“Chinese sounds perfect,” I say.

We walk hand-in-hand across the parking lot to Soli’s place. As she unlocks the door, I catch a glimpse of a faded welcome mat that reads Come in, we’re tired.

The smell hits me first—not just the food, but the ghost of something sweet and herbal lingering in the carpet. Cinnamon maybe? Anise? And deeper under that, cumin, clove, fried onions—traces of old meals and the stories that probably go with them.

Inside, it’s small but cozy. The walls are an off-white that looks warmer under the amber light of the mismatched lamps scattered around the living room. A threadbare green throw is draped over the arm of the couch, and there's a low shelf lined with incense sticks, worn paperbacks, a cracked ceramic Buddha, and a framed photograph of Soli with a woman I assume is her mom, both of them squinting into the sun, mid-laugh.

There’s a fish tank humming softly in the corner, its glow casting watery shadows up the wall. A single orange fish loops lazy circles, oblivious to our entrance.

I slip out of my loafers and leave them by the door as Soli crosses over to the counter separating the kitchen from the living room. I take a seat on her leather couch and she plops down beside me, placing the white plastic bags in front of us.

“Chow mein or fried rice?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say.

“Good boy,” she says as she undoes the tab of the white styrofoam tray, revealing a heaping helping of both sides, nestled together as cozy as we are. “I always get half and half too.”

“It’s the best,” I say. “You get more food that way, since they usually have to give you a big spoonful of each. And there’s just something about their flavors when they combine.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” she says. “There’s beer in the fridge too.”

“Let me get them,” I say, rising from the couch.

I’ve always liked making myself at home in a new girlfriend’s place. Marking this as my territory too through subtle little gestures like this is one of those things I like best about starting a new relationship. It’s sexy for her too, I think—just letting her know that I plan on staying a while. I find the beers in the fridge, Red Stripe, which I haven’t had in years. There’s something I always liked about the chubby little brown bottles.

“Opener’s in the drawer?” I ask.

“Fridge,” she answers. I turn and scan for it. “On the side.”

I reach over and grab the magnet, flipping open the beers with a satisfying little pop and then leave the bent caps on the cutting board.

“You have excellent taste,” I say as I set the beers in front of us on the table.

“Do I?” she asks, resting her head against my shoulder.

The flatscreen in front of us remains black, reflecting our silhouettes illuminated from the back by the lone kitchen light. No need for distractions. There’s something satisfying—primal, even—about sharing a meal and space together in total comfort.

“How was your week?” she asks.

“Ugh,” I groan theatrically, then take another swig of beer.

“Is it really that bad?” she asks, maybe wondering if I’m the kind of guy who always finds something to gripe about. I ease up a little, not wanting NovaCare to intrude on my personal time now that I’m finally free. I’ve been needing this for so long. Why ruin it now that it’s here?

“Ya know,” I say. “It’s a job.”

“Anything you want to share?” she asks.

“Right now?” I say. “Nothing. Just appreciating the contrast between there and here.”

She picks up her beer bottle and tilts it toward mine. I do the same, and we clink glasses. Cheers to not worrying about anything.

We keep eating, feeding each other with plastic forks and spoons. I like a little of everything—from orange chicken to broccoli beef. Once we’ve finished, Soli stretches on the couch, putting her knees up and stretching across it like a cat. She shows me her bare belly, golden brown and lovely. I reach out and touch her, gently tickling her bare legs with just the tips of my fingers. Just this simple contact, the softness of her skin, has me excited for what’s next.

“Do you have mouthwash?” I ask.

She yawns lazily. “Yep. Bathroom.”

She waves vaguely in the direction of the next room. I nudge her feet, which are curled on my knees, and rise from the couch in the direction of the bedroom. The blinds are drawn, and I enter the small bathroom that’s connected to it.

I flick on the light, which is just one halogen lamp above the mirror, although there are half-burnt candles all around. I love stepping into a woman’s bathroom, even if it’s as messy as this one. There are always nice-smelling gels and soaps and creams in bottles scattered around, and Soli’s bathroom is no exception. There’s a bra hanging from the shower and a pair of blue silk panties discarded by the toilet. I forgot to bring a toothbrush, but mouthwash will do in a pinch. As I swish it around in my mouth, I look straight into my own eyes.

You’re a champ. You’re strong and powerful, and that girl in there wants your cock. Take things slow. No need to rush anything. Just enjoy and give her exactly what you’re both craving.

Returning to the living room, Soli is just as I left her—except for one thing. Her shorts are gone. She’s lying there, still in her top, but with just an acid-green pair of panties between her honey-colored thighs. I come around the coffee table, and she looks up at me through lidded eyes, a look of perfect satisfaction and naughtiness. I’m stiffening already as I admire her, watching her stroke her stomach and let her fingers run over the curve of her thigh.

“You don’t have pants on,” I say with a grin.

“So why do you?” she answers.

Point taken. I take the condom from my pocket and undo my belt. I’m bulging visibly as I unzip my pants and let them fall away. I toss the condom on the table next to us and then climb on top of her. I breathe in the scent of her hair as I kiss her neck, moving up to her chin and her lips. She still tastes like beer and Chinese food, but I couldn’t care less. This effortless, almost lazy, I’m just going to lay here and wait for you to fuck me thing is working for me.

As I let my hands wander, cupping her breasts (no bra, as I suspected) and pressing my erection against her outer thigh, I can feel her heart rate speeding up. We kiss, tongues tangling and breathing in each other’s air.
“Matty,” she whimpers.
She squirms a little underneath me, positioning herself. She spreads her legs, inviting me to press my hard cock between them. I slide my erection out of my shorts, letting my mushroom head rub against her belly.
“Oooh!” she squeals, feeling how ready I am. I run my finger along her pussy through the lacy panties, feeling how wet she already is. I want to tease her just a little more, building up the anticipation. So, instead of pulling off her panties, I fondle her breasts and kiss her neck, pulling up the top to reveal her nipples and then sucking on those cute little chocolate-colored mounds.

She sighs a deep, contented sigh, and I can feel her heart racing.
“You want me inside you?” I ask.
“Yes,” she whispers, nearly gasping.
“Tell me how you want it,” I say.
“First, gentle,” she says. “Then, rough.”
I reach down and slide off her underwear, admiring the wet spot on the trestle. She spreads herself wide, and I grab the condom from the table, tearing the wrapper and sliding it on my stiff shaft. Fuck, I’m ready.
I lean over as I glide inside her, admiring the look in her eyes as I slowly enter her. Her eyes aren’t on me—they’re aimed at the ceiling, that same half-lidded expression like she’s still in a dream. My thrusts start slow as I press myself in deeper. Her hips buck, enveloping me further. When I’m in up to the hilt, that’s when I give her more power.
“Yes!” she cries. “Fuck, that’s it, yeah.”
I take my time, smooth, steady thrusts that get deeper inside her each time. I spread her legs, with one pressing into the couch and the other balancing in the air, trying not to knock over the beer bottles. But from the look in her eyes, I can see she’s gone. There’s a look of pure ecstasy on her face as I pound her harder.
Within minutes, I’m sweating, and I can tell I’m getting her close.
“Pillow,” she moans. I reach under her and move the throw pillow she’s lying on, giving her back a little more support. Then, spreading her legs deeper, I rub my shaft against her clit, creating as much contact as possible. She’s ready for it, and the friction is about to send her over the edge.
“You gonna squirt for me?” I ask her.
“Ummhmm,” she mutters.
“Come hard,” I say.
I can feel her creaming for me, and it’s just what I need to send me over the edge too. We moan like banshees as we both orgasm together, Soli’s back arching to press me further inside her.
“Fuck me, that was good!” she says once we start to come down.
“Yeah,” I say, not quite ready to pull out of her but aware that the heat from our bodies is making me sweat on her. So, I slide out and let her recover a little, retreating to the bathroom to discard the condom. Then, I do a quick rinse-off in the shower.
“Have you got a towel?” I call to her in the next room.
“Use the green one,” she answers. I rinse off, my erection slowly receding. I step out of the shower and use the green towel, admiring my still-stiff cock in the mirror.
“Not bad, Matty,” I think to myself. “Not bad at all.”
I return to the living room with the towel wrapped around me. She’s slipped her panties back on and she’s hugging herself, naked breasts pressed against her knees.
“That was so hot,” she says. “How are you still single?”
“I’m not,” I say with a shrug, taking a seat on the couch with the towel wrapped around me.

It’s a little compatibility test. There are women who feel like it’s their job to keep you in line, to tell you not to mess with their furniture. But Soli’s couch appears used, and if she isn’t bothered by the small damp patch she made on the couch, she obviously isn’t going to be bothered by the one I’m leaving. It’s nice to know that I’m not going to be dealing with a neat freak. We’ve got the same priorities—except that her place actually has a sense of style among the chaos.
“So, what do you want to do now?” she asks.
“I don’t know,” I say. “We pretty much ticked off both boxes I had in mind for tonight.”
“Oh, no,” she says. “We’re not done.”
“Really?” I smile.
“This is just us on a pause,” she says. “Let’s take a little break, watch something, and then go for round two in the bedroom.”
“You’re going to be a real handful, aren’t you?”
“I’m going to suck you bone dry,” she says as she puts her head in my lap. “I’m going to suck your juices like a vampire and keep going. I’m going to let you ravage me completely, and then—”
She starts giggling because my cock is already stirring, pressing gently against her cheek through the towel.
“Yep,” I say. “Somebody heard you.”
I contemplate going for another round right away, but I’m realizing that I need to build up my stamina slowly with this girl. It’s been a minute, and I have a feeling it’s going to be one very long and very satisfying weekend.
“Want some head?” she asks.
“It’s your turn for that, remember?” I say.
“No fair,” she says, pretending to pout.
“You’re saying you don’t want me to go down on you?” I ask.
“I’m saying you already fucked my pussy raw,” she says. “Besides, I love giving head. I’m so good at it.”
“That’s true,” I say.
“And you’ve just showered, so your cock is all clean and smells like soap and, ooh—!”
“Enough,” I say with mock seriousness. “You’ve twisted my arm. You started this—now get on your knees and finish it.”

She’s as eager as a kid on Christmas as she slides down off the couch, bending slowly to her knees in front of me. She lets her hair fall across her face, thrusting her chest forward to treat me to the sight of her bare breasts bouncing. I do nothing—just put my hands behind my head and wait.
She picks up the edge of the towel and slowly, ever so slowly, lays it across the couch, then undoes the other end of the towel. When I’m fully unwrapped, she slides her mouth over my member. I was already at half mast, but once she starts working my shaft, licking the top of my head and breathing hot breath on my pubic hair, she sucks me deeper, willing me to let the sum slide over her tongue.
God, she really does love giving head. It’s only been a few minutes since I came the first time, but I’m already feeling myself getting close.
“Soli,” I say. “Angel… oh, that’s good!”
I come again, and this time she swallows all of it. When she’s sucked up the last drop, she lets my cock slide out of her mouth and smiles up at me.
“See?” she says. “I only do that for guys I know well. Guys who I know really deserve it. Now that includes you.”
“Believe me,” I say. “I’m honored.”
“Now I’m going to use the mouthwash,” she says, rising from the floor. “No offense.”
“None taken,” I say.

She spends a little while in the bathroom, and I can hear water running. I just sit and enjoy the space. When she returns, we get even cozier. She’s wearing one of those oversized T-shirts that seems to swallow her frame, her damp hair up in a messy bun. She hands me another beer, plops down beside me, and tucks her legs under mine. The air smells faintly of shampoo and orange peel from some candle she must have lit. It’s the kind of detail you don’t notice until everything else gets quiet.

We sink a couple more beers while watching Ted Lasso. I’ve never seen it before, but I get why people like it. There’s something about Jason Sudeikis that just disarms you—like he’s been where you are, and he’s not judging. I find myself smiling at lines I’d normally roll my eyes at.

After a few episodes, we bounce over to a couple of old movies. She’s big into rom-coms, but not the cloying ones. Stuff with a little edge, a little weirdness—The Big Sick, Obvious Child, something with subtitles that I can’t pronounce but she swears is perfect background noise. And she’s right. It’s nice, the way we don’t have to fill every silence. The way the quiet between us feels full instead of empty.

We don’t end up having “round three.” There’s no pressure to. We both stretch out on the couch for a while longer, limbs tangling naturally, like we’ve done this a dozen times before instead of just once. Eventually, we both start yawning in sync. She gives me a look like, Ready? I just nod.

Her bedroom’s small but warm, with heavy curtains that turn the orange glow from the streetlight outside softer. The bed creaks a little when we crawl in. The sheets are cool, the blanket light and worn in places. There’s a fan running in the corner, casting a steady hush that makes the space feel safe. Like a held breath finally let out.

I don’t always sleep well in a new bed the first night. There’s usually a period of restless shifting, that strange alertness that comes from being in unfamiliar territory. But as soon as my head hits the pillow, I’m already half asleep. The beer, the food, the sex—they’ve all conspired to knock me out, and I’m not fighting it.

She rolls over and kisses me goodnight. Just a soft press of lips, no ceremony. There’s a smile on my face as I sink into the mattress, a weightlessness in my chest. We’ve got the whole next day to do it all over again. And for now, that’s more than enough.
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I wake up just once in the middle of the night, blinking into the soft darkness. This usually happens when I’m stressed—like my subconscious can’t let go of the numbers, the quotas, the meetings still spinning in the background of my brain. It’s like work doesn’t believe in boundaries, even in sleep.

But then I remember where I am. The quiet hum of a box fan. The weight of Soli’s comforter pulled halfway down my legs. The warmth of her body curled beside me, breathing slow and steady. This place is unfamiliar, but it feels like home in a way that surprises me. The tension starts to drain from my chest, and I let myself sink back into sleep.

When I wake again, sunlight’s filtering through the blinds in buttery slats, painting soft gold lines across the sheets. I shuffle out of bed to take a piss—the tile floor is cold under my feet, and I have to shield my eyes in the bathroom light. When I get back, Soli’s already awake, lying on her side, scrolling her phone with a pillow hugged to her chest.

“Morning,” she says with a soft smile as I slide back in beside her and nuzzle into the curve of her neck.

“Do you have coffee first thing?” I ask, still groggy.

“Not really,” she says, her voice still gravelly with sleep. “But we can go out.”

“Let’s do Intelligentsia,” I say.

“Where’s that?” she asks.

Oh, this is gonna be good.

“Hollywood. And Silverlake. The Silverlake one’s better. Trendy, a little bougie, but the coffee’s hella strong. Black Cat. Very dark.”

“Sounds good,” she says, stretching her arms above her head. “But breakfast after.”

“Definitely,” I say.

We shower—separately, although she tosses me a towel like we’re already living together—and get dressed. I run down to the car and grab the overnight bag I forgot, digging out a crumpled T-shirt and jeans. No toothbrush, though. Gotta remember to pick one up if I’m going to be staying here again, which... seems increasingly likely.

She’s dressed before me, wearing this floaty peasant blouse and a pair of loose, slate-gray harem pants that hug her hips in a way that makes it hard to concentrate. She tosses on some sandals and ties her hair up in a knot so effortlessly I almost applaud.

It’s light traffic, and we drive the freeway with the windows down, the morning wind whipping in and making conversation a little louder than normal. Her phone is plugged in, blasting a playlist that swings between early-2000s indie and new reggaeton tracks. We park on a side street, shaded by tamarind trees still dropping brown pods that stick to our shoes as we walk.

There’s a line, but it’s part of the charm. Silverlake never does anything quickly.

“You come here alone?” she asks, eyeing the crowd.

“Sometimes,” I say. “I used to come on Saturdays just to people-watch.”

It’s funny—saying it out loud, I realize how long it’s been since I actually did that. One of those things I used to do, back when I had more bandwidth for curiosity and less burnout. Maybe now I’ll start again, especially with her.

When we reach the counter, I go for an Ethiopian roast—floral, bright. She picks a dark roast from Papua New Guinea.

“Someone told me once it was the best region for coffee in the world,” she says, handing over her card. “And he would know. He worked in a record store.”

We grab seats at the bar inside. The café hums around us: laptops clacking, low indie folk on the speakers, a guy in the corner sketching in a Moleskine like he’s auditioning for a Wes Anderson movie. We sip our iced coffees. I sneak a taste of hers.

“This is pretty amazing,” I admit.

“Right?” she says, leaning her chin on her hand. “I don’t get it, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“You drive this old car, you save all your money, but paying twelve bucks for two cups of coffee plus tip is in your budget?”

She’s got me there.

“I guess luxury’s worth it some of the time,” I say. “Helps maintain the illusion that I’m rich.”

“I didn’t think that really mattered to you,” she says, studying me.

I finish a sip before I answer.

“It doesn’t, really,” I say. “But sometimes you can drive yourself crazy saving money all the time. Gets to a point where even small purchases feel like failure. Like you’re cheating on your own budget.”

She nods slowly, then lifts her hand in a gentle swooping gesture, like she’s releasing a dove into the air. “Set it free.”

“Exactly,” I say. “But not too much.”

She mimes yanking the imaginary dove back by a string. “Get back here!”

I burst out laughing.

“You’ve got good improv skills,” I say, still grinning.

“I took a class at UCB,” she says casually.

“Upright Citizens Brigade? No way.” I perk up. “That’s awesome. I’ve been there a few times to see shows.”

“Which ones?” she asks, sipping her coffee.

“ASSCAT. And one other I can’t remember. Something weird and chaotic. Like, people playing trees and arguing about philosophy.”

She chuckles. “That’s more sketch comedy. But yeah, those are fun.”

“You wanna be an actor or something?” I ask, curious.

“Not really,” she says. “I just like being around people who say yes to things. It’s infectious.”

I nod, letting that sit for a second. There’s something about the way she puts things—a little poetic, a little offbeat—that makes me feel like I’m seeing the world in slightly warmer tones.

Outside, the morning’s edging into late morning. We linger over the last sips of our coffee, not rushing. There’s nowhere to be, not yet. And for the first time in a long time, that feels like a good thing.

Next, we grab a couple of breakfast burritos from this little hole-in-the-wall place in Silverlake. One of those spots without a sign, just a menu board taped to the window and a handwritten “cash only” notice that seems aggressively proud of being inconvenient. But damn, they’ve got the best red sauce anywhere around—smoky, a little sweet, the kind of heat that builds slowly.

After we pick up the food, Soli says, “I’m thinking... Runyon?”

“If we can find a spot,” I say.

Luck’s on our side today. We drive up the winding curves of Mulholland Drive, sun glinting off the windshields of other cars weaving between the hills. Near the top, just before we’d have to give up and circle forever, we find a spot—the last one, wedged between a dented Civic and a Tesla that looks like it’s allergic to dirt.

Neither of us feels like juggling a burrito and a hike at the same time, so we stay in the car, windows down, and scarf our food before it gets cold. A car creeps up behind us and lays on the horn, assuming we’re about to leave.

We don’t even look back. Just keep eating.

Eventually, the other driver peels off in search of a farther, sadder parking spot, probably plotting how to key us out of spite.

“It’s this city,” I say, shaking my head. “Every day’s a fight for something: a job, an apartment, or just a place to be.”

Soli nods thoughtfully, squeezing a packet of red sauce onto her burrito with surgical precision.

“That’s why when you get something good,” she says, without looking up, “something everyone else seems to be after, you better hold onto it.”

I glance over at her — the sun catching the little gold hoop in her ear, the faint smirk playing at her mouth — and I know exactly what she means. This thing between us feels like a little cocoon. A shelter from all the noise and scrambling outside. I’m not letting go.

We finish eating, toss the wrappers in the backseat, and venture down the paved path into Runyon Canyon, surrendering the car to its fate.

The morning’s already warming up. Dogs tug at leashes, influencers in neon leggings pose mid-stride, couples in matching sunglasses power-walk uphill like it’s a competition. The air smells like dust and sunscreen and something sweet blooming somewhere off-trail.

As we fall into an easy pace, Soli glances over at me.

“You into fitness?” she asks.

“Kinda?” I say, making a noncommittal face. “I used to be a lot more diligent about it. Now I just try to exercise when I can.”

“Yeah, same,” she says. “I used to like running on the beach.”

“What beach?” I ask, even though I think I already know.

“Santa Monica,” she says, and there’s a flicker of something. Not regret, exactly. But maybe a shadow of an old life in the way she says it.

It’s not a huge reveal, but still, one eyebrow lifts a little. It’s not exactly close by. An hour each way in good traffic. From Soli’s place now, probably closer to ninety minutes. She catches my look and shrugs like she’s gearing up to say more.

“I used to spend some time over there,” she says.

It’s a natural follow-up. Not prying, just curious.

“Old boyfriend?” I ask.

She hesitates just half a second before answering. “Ex-husband, actually.”

“Oh,” I say, surprised but trying not to make a big deal out of it. People have pasts. That’s just life.

“I was young,” she continues, kicking a rock off the path with the toe of her sandal. “Too young. Nineteen when we met. Married by twenty, and he was older. Obviously.”

“Sure,” I say, picturing the scene: rich older guy, pretty young woman, glossy parties, sharp smiles. I’ve seen it play out a thousand times in this city.

“I’m twenty-six, by the way,” she adds, a little smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“I’m twenty-eight,” I reply, realizing this is the first time we’re actually laying down basic facts about each other. Funny how those things can seem less urgent until they’re not.

She seems to consider for a moment how much to tell me, but then decides to just lay it out.

“He was the kind of guy every young, stupid girl thinks she wants,” she says, voice light but not without bitterness. “Hot, rich, complicated. Hard to please. He wanted me... and I wanted to be wanted.”

I walk beside her quietly, not pushing, just letting her talk if she wants to.

“I don’t think you have anything to be embarrassed about,” I say after a moment.

She gives a small laugh — not mean, just knowing. “Well, you don’t know the full story,” she says. “But you can probably guess most of it. It’s such a cliché it’s almost too embarrassing to go into.”

I want to tell her that clichés happen because they’re real, because people keep living them out like reruns they can’t resist. But I don’t say that. I just keep walking, matching my steps to hers, giving her the space to be exactly who she is, past and all.

“I wish I could say that it was easy to leave him, because I would respect myself more if I could say that.”

“You don’t have to beat yourself up,” I say. “I’m not proud of the person that I was in my last relationship either.”

Now it’s my turn to venture into territory that I’d rather not. We’re walking down a nice gentle slope, but I can feel this tightness in my chest, like somebody just reached in and grabbed my heart for a second.

“What did you do?” she asks, and I can appreciate that there isn’t even a hint of accusation, which isn’t easy to pull off given the circumstances.

“It wasn’t any particular thing that I did,” I say. “More that I just wasn’t available in the way she deserved.”

“You’re getting better about that,” she says, taking my hand. “So far.”

“Well, when you learn the hard way, the lesson tends to stick,” I say.

The thing about hard lessons is, they don’t ever really go away. You just carry them around, tucked somewhere behind your ribs, flaring up when you least expect it.

But sometimes, if you’re lucky, you get a day like this — where the sun’s out, the air smells like dust and jasmine, and you’re walking downhill with a beautiful girl who doesn’t make you feel like a project. Just someone worth getting to know.
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The trail spits us out into a crisscross of quiet residential streets. The kind with cracked sidewalks, bougainvillea exploding over fences, and little hand-painted signs warning you to clean up after your dog. Somewhere, a sprinkler ticks mechanically, throwing mist over a patchy lawn.

We keep walking. I know a place a few blocks away that serves boba tea. I’m kinda surprised I could use another caffeine pick-me-up so soon after the coffee, but it feels like a good excuse to keep moving—keep heading somewhere.

As we turn a corner, I spot the car from before, the one with the impatient driver, parked tight against the curb. No sign of the driver, though. He’s probably halfway up the trail by now, plotting our murder at the summit.

“The part that I’m most embarrassed about isn’t even what I did in the relationship,” she says. “It’s what came after.”

“Which was?”

“Nothing,” she says. “I spent three years getting over that man. I couldn’t move on. I kept replaying all of my mistakes and trying to map out all the ways that we might have stayed together and happy.”

“Everyone does that sometimes,” I say.

“For three years?” she asks, her voice betraying that she’s still annoyed with herself about it.

“Why not?” I say. “When you’re not ready, you’re not ready. But then, that passes. You were certainly ready by the time we met.”

She shrugs, noncommittal, as we reach the boba shop. It’s a narrow little storefront with faded menus taped to the glass. The smell of sweet syrup and plastic cups hits me the second we open the door.

Inside, we order two teas, and I watch Soli slurp up a tapioca pearl with casual expertise.

“You were interesting,” she says, apropos of nothing. Like it just now occurred to her.

“Okay, sure,” I say. “But I can’t have been the first interesting guy you met in three years.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. She taps the side of her cup thoughtfully.

“So why me?” I ask.

My best friend once told me you should never pump a woman for information about why she likes you. Makes you look like you’re trying too hard. Like you don’t believe you’re enough on your own.

But sometimes, wanting to know feels less like insecurity and more like gratitude. Like trying to figure out how you stumbled into something good.

“You were cute,” she says. “But honestly? If it hadn’t been for that accident, I never would’ve done anything flirty like ask for your number.”

I nod. It makes perfect sense.

“I would’ve let you go too,” I say. “I would’ve regretted it for a few days. Thought about you in the car, maybe. But then... I probably would’ve just forgotten about the whole thing.”

“Thank God for that asshole who hit us, right?” she says.

She laughs—a real laugh, loud enough that a couple kids sitting by the window glance over.

“Think of all we owe to the assholes in this town,” she says, lifting her cup like a toast.

We clink our plastic cups together, the condensation slipping between our fingers.
Yeah, I think. Maybe sometimes the chaos actually works in your favor.

“Really, though,” she says. “To answer your question, it was the way you helped me out.” She smiles as she says this, but she also directs the smile to her lap, not able to meet my eyes. “I feel sorta weird admitting that.”

“What for?” I ask, genuinely curious. “I mean, it makes sense to me. I know that what I did was something most guys wouldn’t.”

Which, when I hear it coming out of my mouth, almost makes me wince—because it sounds so conceited. Really, though, it’s true. Most guys wouldn’t have loaned someone they barely know twelve thousand dollars. On most days, I would have been one of them.

“You’re right!” she says. “It’s okay to admit that was a big gesture. It was uncommonly generous.”

“So, that’s fine,” I say.

“But it’s not something that girls are supposed to admit to caring about,” she says. “Because when they do, men accuse them of only being interested in that. It sucks, but a man who has some financial independence—”

“I wouldn’t necessarily say I’m independent exactly,” I say, the term making me think of old people with country clubs. Or who belong in country clubs. Or however it works.

“Okay, but seriously,” she says. “Just dropping twelve large like that? Not everyone could do that. And, ya know, Mark could do that. He totally could’ve done it without any problem. That is not a lot of money to him. And he wouldn’t have done it for me.”

“Seriously?” I say, marveling at a husband who wouldn’t pay to have his own wife’s car fixed when she wrecked it.

“Well, maybe he would have,” she admits. “But not selflessly, the way that you did. He would’ve needled me about it. Made a bunch of passive-aggressive jokes. He would’ve treated me like I was lucky to have his help and that his criticism of me was just his due for all he did for me.”

“I’m starting to reevaluate my praise of assholes from a minute ago,” I say.

She smiles.

“You’re one of the good ones, Matty. Really,” she says. “I got nothing in the divorce, in case you couldn’t already tell. I signed the prenup. I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t think I had a choice.”

“You probably didn’t,” I say. “At least not if you wanted to marry him — which, at the time, you did.”

“Right, well, I could have saved myself some heartache and some bullshit, and some time, if I hadn’t gone through with it.”

“You didn’t mess up,” I say. “It sounds to me like you were doing what made sense for you at the time.”

“Yeah, maybe,” she says. And I can see from her expression, the way she tilts her head, that she’s trying to shield herself from any more of this conversation.

“New subject?” I ask.

“New subject!” she seconds.

“Great,” I say. “What’s something that other people don’t know about you that you wish they would?”

“No, no,” she says, waving her boba tea at me and causing the remaining ice cubes to collide with the boba blobs. “We’ve done me. It’s your turn to reveal yourself.”

“Okay,” I say. “What do you want to know?”

“Why do you sell medical supplies?” she asks.

“Because I make more money doing that than selling alarm systems door to door,” I say.

“That’s what you used to sell?” she asks.

“Yep,” I say, popping the 'p' a little, leaning back in my chair like it’s storytime now.

“Have you always been a salesman?” she asks.

“Pretty much,” I say. “I’ve tried doing other things, but I always find myself coming back to it.”

“Why?” she asks.

“Well, it pays,” I say. “I’ve had bad patches, dry spells where I’m convinced I’m terrible and I can’t sell anything. I mean, sometimes I would go door to door and not sell anything for a week or two weeks and be convinced I never had the touch. But then I step back and look at all the money I made in a year, and it was honestly a lot. Worth all of the bad parts of it, mostly. A good return on the time I invested, anyway.”

“That’s practical,” she says, nodding, tracing the condensation line on her cup with one finger.

“Most things that you don’t really want are,” I say, feeling like I’ve let slip more than I really want to say. I told myself I wouldn’t let work talk ruin our weekend together, but somehow it’s found its way back in, like a draft through a cracked window.

“What would you rather be doing?” she asks, tilting her head like she’s genuinely curious.

“I don’t really have a different profession lined up,” I say, shrugging. The words land heavier than they should.

“Okay,” she says, then stops herself. She folds her hands tightly in her lap, the boba straw wobbling unattended in her drink.

“What is it?” I ask, leaning in a little.

“Forget it,” she says quickly. “It’s too much, too soon. We don’t know each other well enough yet.”

“What?” I say, teasing her lightly. “Are we trying to keep things… impersonal?” I give her a smile meant to coax her back. “You can ask me anything. Don’t feel like you have to hold back.”

“Well,” she says slowly, testing the waters. “If you hate the job so much but it makes good money—”

“How much is good money?” I say, finishing the question for her.

“You don’t need to give me a number,” she says quickly, waving it away. “We really don’t need to talk about this at all, honestly.”

“That’s okay,” I say. I drum my fingers lightly on the table. “I couldn’t really tell you exactly how much I earn in a year anyway. It varies. I work on commission, you know. But right now, business is really booming.”

“Everybody wants those… what did you call them? MSBs?” she asks, squinting playfully.

“NSDs,” I correct her with a laugh. “Yeah. We’ve been on this big push to sell them as fast as we can.”

“Why the big rush?” she asks, tilting her head.

“Well, it’s a proprietary technology,” I say. “And the regulatory window may be closing.”

“Uh, what does that mean?” she asks, wrinkling her nose a little, like she’s bracing for jargon.

“It just means that the law may change soon,” I say.

“You mean change from legal to… not?” she says, narrowing her eyes.

“Well,” I say, choosing my words carefully, “there’s a lot of bureaucracy around medicine. It’s heavily regulated. So sometimes there’s this grey area where some product has been cleared with the FDA on a trial basis, but it still needs further review.” I catch myself, feeling the energy drain from the table. “And, uh, this is getting really boring.”

“I don’t know anything about it,” she says. “It sounds complicated, but…”

“What?” I prompt.

She hesitates for just a second. “Sounds kinda sketchy,” she says.

“Yeah, it does,” I say, giving a half-smile. “It’s really not, though. I mean, we have lawyers who go through and review everything we’re doing, making sure we’re compliant with all the relevant laws and stuff. But it’s, well, it’s kinda… weird sometimes.”

“Weird how?” she asks, lowering her voice a little like we're sharing secrets now.

“It’s just… some of the guys I work with,” I say, lowering my own voice too, “not me, but some of them… play a little fast and loose.”

Soli leans forward, her expression serious now. “Matty,” she says. “I think you should be careful with this.”

“It’s totally fine,” I say quickly, brushing it off. “Nothing to worry about. I’m just going to do my work and keep my nose clean. And then, someday, I won’t have to work there anymore.”

She looks at me for a beat longer than usual, like she’s measuring something about me.

“Then what will you do?” she asks.

“Philosophize,” I say with a grin.

She laughs — bright, almost relieved. “What? What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” I say, shaking my empty boba cup. “I think we’ve been sitting here long enough. Wanna walk back up?”

“Sure,” she says. “What should we do next?”

“I’ve already done everything I wanted to do today that isn’t sex,” I say.

“So,” she says, “I guess that just leaves... sex?”

“Hmm,” I say, rubbing the dimple in my chin. “I suppose it does.” 
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As we get back to her place, I can feel the anticipation building. We start kissing—hard and frantic—standing in the living room.
“I need a shower,” she says.
“You’re good the way you are,” I tell her.
She pushes me playfully away.
“Ten minutes,” she says.

I follow her into the bedroom and watch as she strips—slowly taking off her top and shimmying out of those harem pants. She stands with her back to me, facing the little mirror above the sink. She unhooks her bra and lets it fall to the floor. Then, pretending I’m not there, she slides her hands down to her hips, teasing me as she slowly hooks her fingers around her panties and pulls them down—inch by inch—over the luscious curves of her honey-colored ass.

Then she steps into the bathroom and closes the door behind her.

I undo my belt. I’m already stiff after that little show, so I strip down and give myself a few pumps, imagining her in there, soaping up her wet skin. Once I’m hard enough for my cock to swing, I tiptoe over and quietly open the door.

She’s standing under the spray, hair still dry, lathering her breasts. Her nipples stand at attention from the handling they’ve received. She flips her hair over her shoulder and leans back to smile at me.
“What are you doing, dirty boy?” she asks.

No need to answer. I open the glass door and step in. She doesn’t turn—just lets me get behind her and place both hands on her waist, rubbing the slick curves of her body. I inhale her scent as I cup her ass in both hands. My cock stiffens, pressing into her thigh.
“Ooh!” she squeals. “What’s that?”
“That’s my monster,” I say. “You’ve released him.”

She turns and we kiss, deep and hungry. She wraps her soapy hands around my cock and starts to stroke. I consider taking her right here, but the shower has two glass walls and barely enough space to move. So, we lather each other slowly, letting our hands map the contours of each other’s bodies. Then we towel off and make our way to the bedroom.

“Doggy style?” she asks.
“Fuck yeah,” I say.

She gets on all fours, presenting that tight, round ass. I reach between her legs—she’s soaking wet (and not from the shower). I skip the condom, promising myself I’ll pull out.

“Oooh,” she moans as I slide into her. “Yesss.”

I find a rhythm—steady thrusts, her hips pushing back in perfect sync. Steady, Matty, I remind myself. I don’t want to blow too early. But she’s so tight, so slick, pulsing around me in a way that makes it hard to hold on.

Finally, I’ve edged as much as I can.
“I’m gonna cum,” I say, pulling out fast. Two quick strokes and I erupt all over the bedspread. I try to catch it, grabbing the head of my cock, but it slips through my fingers and drips onto the floor.

“Ohh,” she moans, still bent over. “Fuck, that was good. Think you can go again?”
“Not right away,” I say, spent. If I’d used a condom, I might’ve lasted longer. But now, I’m not risking another round.

“You really sprayed my sheets,” she says, climbing off the bed to inspect the damage.
“Yeah,” I admit. “Sorry about that.”
“Well,” she says with a teasing smile, “I had something to do with it too. So I can’t be too mad.”
“Wouldn’t have happened without you,” I say. “Hang on—I’m gonna rinse off again.”

I step back into the bathroom, the steam still curling around the tiles. I’m buzzing from the afterglow, her skin still lingering on mine. When I come out, the sheets are rumpled, and the window is cracked open, letting in the faint hum of freeway traffic. I smile to myself and wander toward the kitchen, drawn by the smell of chorizo and sautéed onions.

Soli’s barefoot at the stove, stirring something in a skillet.
“Let me help,” I offer.
“There’s really nothing to do,” she says. “Think you can handle the dishes?”
I give a little salute and take a seat at the counter, savoring the aroma as the meat browns. She stirs with a wooden spoon, then glances at me over her shoulder.

“How do you feel about gender roles?” she asks, pointing the spoon at me.
“Uh, fine?” I say. “I mean, I’m not the kind of guy who thinks housework is just for women. I hate guys like that.”
“Very good to hear,” she says, smiling and turning back to the food.
“I’ve been a bachelor a while,” I say. “So, I learned how to take care of myself. Of course, there’s more to gender roles than chores.”
“True,” she says. “I don’t think any woman’s totally happy with how gender roles play out. But in general, I think they’re fine.”
“As long as they’re not too restrictive,” I say.
“Exactly,” she nods. “But I want a man—and I love being a woman.” She cracks a few eggs into the pan and scrambles them into the chorizo. “There’s something comforting about being around a guy. Well… not any guy.”

“I know what you mean,” I say.
“But being on the opposite side can be fun, too,” she continues.
“Opposite side?” I lean forward slightly. “What do you mean?”
“I told you I like girls too, right?”
“Yeah,” I say. How could I have forgotten?

“I don’t like feeling like—no offense—some hairy, muscly dude.”
“Right,” I say. “That’s fair.”
“But being the one in charge? Especially with a girl who’s a little submissive...” She licks the end of the spoon and hums with satisfaction. “Perfect.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Perfect.”

She turns off the burner. The blue flame vanishes. She scoops the chorizo and eggs onto a platter and sets it down in front of me.
“Smells amazing,” I say. “Thanks, darling.”

She places one hand on her hip and lets it sway, deliberately drawing my eye.
“You got it, big boy,” she says.

I dig into the food, wolfing it down with gusto.
“You know what would go great with this?” I ask.
“Wine?” she replies.

“I was gonna say OJ, but I like the way you’re thinking,” I answer. She grabs a couple of mugs and the box of wine from a cupboard above the fridge. A refined palate, just like my own.

“Box wine is awesome.”

“Hell yeah,” she says, pouring us each a mug. “I don’t honestly drink a lot, but I like to keep a little of the good stuff on hand for special occasions.”

We clink mugs and have a drink. It’s a little oaky, vinegary, but I’m smiling as it warms my belly even better than the food. Soli comes around and has a seat on the counter beside me. I’ve almost cleared my plate, but her next question almost makes me choke.

“So,” she asks, “how do you feel about monogamy?”

Ack! Cough! Was not expecting that one.

“Um, good,” I say. I try to get a read on her, but her expression betrays nothing. I struggle to think of something else to say. “I’ve always been loyal to every partner I’ve been with.”

She nods. “I’ve never cheated, either. But then, that’s not the same as being monogamous exactly, is it?”

“Well,” I say, “I guess that’s true.”

“I’m not trying to trick you, Matty,” she says. “You can be honest.”

“Sure,” I say. “I just mean that I’ve never had a girlfriend ask me that before.”

“Really?” she says, taking another sip from her mug of wine. “You’ve never asked if the relationship could be more than just exclusive?”

“What are you saying?” I say.

“I’m not saying anything,” she says. “I’m asking questions.”

“Okay, so the question is, have I ever asked a girlfriend if it was okay to have an open relationship?”

“Correct,” she answers.

“That would have to be a no,” I say.

“Oh,” she says, pushing food around on her plate. “So that’s not something you’re interested in?”

I can honestly say that this was not the way I expected this conversation to be going. My phone buzzes from the other room. I ignore it.

“I’m not saying that exactly,” I say. “But I’ve never been with anyone who I felt like I could bring that up with.”

“Did you want to?” she asks. My phone goes silent again.

“Maybe at some point,” I say. “In some relationships. But honestly, I didn’t have to ask because I knew the answer was most definitely going to be no. Even asking the question might have been a dealbreaker.”

“I get that,” Soli says. “Girls can be really defensive about stuff like that. I think it’s how we’re programmed. But, like, it’s not the only way we can be. It’s just the way that you approach things.”

My phone is buzzing again.

“Sorry,” I say. “One sec.”

I retreat to the bedroom and pull my phone out of my pants pocket. Chelsea. I hesitate for a moment, debating whether to let it ring out, but then I sigh and answer.

“Hey,” I say.

“Matty! Sorry to bother you this late, but I need to let you know that we’ve got a situation.”

“Okay,” I say, already bracing for it.

“Legal just got word that the FDA might be issuing a guidance change Monday morning. Apparently, someone from Regulatory caught wind of it and now leadership wants everyone in for a strategy session tomorrow. Nine a.m. sharp.”

“Tomorrow’s Sunday.”

“I know,” she says quickly, her voice doing that thing where it tries to sound breezy but can’t quite hide the nerves. “They want to push what we can while it’s still clean. There’s a narrow window, and Hamlet wants everyone locked in.”

I rub my eyes. “Right. Okay.”

“Thanks, Matty. I knew you’d understand. See you tomorrow.”

She hangs up before I can say anything else. I slip the phone back into my pocket and stand there for a second, staring at nothing. When I come back into the kitchen, Soli’s giving me a curious look over the rim of her mug.

“Work?”

“Yeah,” I say, sitting back down. “Emergency meeting in the morning. FDA’s making noise about shutting down some clearance. They want us in early to push product before that happens.”

She winces. “Yikes.”

“Yup. Back to the grind,” I say. I pick up my fork, but the food’s gone lukewarm. “Let’s just enjoy tonight while it’s still ours.”

“Right,” she says.

“What were we talking about?”

“Monogamy,” I say.

“Oh, of course,” she says.

“So, what’s your opinion on it?” I ask.

“Well,” she says, “I know that girls are supposed to be all caught up in the idea of commitment and exclusivity. But for me, the most important thing is honesty. I need to have complete transparency in a relationship. I mean, not like ‘no privacy,’ just honesty.”

“I completely agree,” I say. “I’m glad you’re bringing this up. Honestly, I don’t think I would have been able to raise it as an issue myself. It’s so rare for women to see any talk of an open relationship as anything but a threat.”

“I believe in communication,” Soli says, leaning over and giving me a peck on the cheek. “If we can’t talk about this stuff, what good is our relationship, really?”

“Good point,” I say, offering my hand in a gesture of mock formality. She takes it and we have a hearty shake.

Then she pushes her stool out from the counter, leaving the plates behind and going over to sit on the couch. I take that as my cue and rise to collect the plates. In the sink, I find a dishwashing brush instead of a sponge and press the little button in the back, dispensing the dish liquid.

Washing the dishes and putting them in the rack, my mind is flooded with possibilities. Soli is open to bringing another girl into our relationship. She obviously wants this, or else why would she raise the point about monogamy in the first place?

A question flashes through my mind: is there more that I’m not seeing? Is the next conversation that she wants to date other guys too? Or even that she wants to bring another guy in? Probably not, based on what we’ve discussed so far. But I shouldn’t take anything for granted with this girl. She’s telling me that she wants to communicate and to make sure we’re honestly understanding each other. I’d be smart to listen.

But I decide to table this conversation for the time being. After a long and very satisfying day, I’m happy to settle in on the couch with her and watch Ted Lasso until bedtime, which for me is earlier than I expected. We don’t discuss my job again, but I keep thinking about our conversation at the boba shop. Should I be worried? Probably not. I’m not doing anything wrong. The company isn’t breaking any laws—at least none that I know of.

But a big push before the regulations change is definitely sketchy, if not downright wrong. It’s a gray area, which seems to be where my life is. I still don’t have a toothbrush, so I need to go out for one. Mouthwash just isn’t doing it for me anymore.

“There’s a 7-Eleven down the street,” she says.

“I’ll walk,” I say.

“Want company?” she asks from her cozy spot under the blanket.

“It’s okay,” I say. I could use the distraction and the chance to be alone.

The night’s cooled off by the time I step outside. The air smells like dry dirt and sagebrush, with that faint ozone tang from the nearby freeway. I pull up my hoodie and walk the cracked shoulder of Foothills Blvd. No sidewalks out here. Just gravel and dust and low stucco houses fenced in with chain-links. Crickets buzz in the bushes, and a pack of feral cats scatter as I pass the edge of the apartment complex.

The 7-Eleven glows like a bug zapper up ahead. There’s a guy loitering by the ice machine—tall, Black, wearing riding pants tucked into worn cowboy boots and a dusty canvas jacket. An eye patch covers his right eye, and he’s sipping a Gatorade like it’s a cocktail. He doesn’t look homeless. It’s more like someone who’s always been here, so long he doesn’t need to explain himself anymore.

I nod at him. He nods back like he’s seen everything already.

Inside, the fluorescent lights feel surgical. I grab a toothbrush from the little hygiene section at the front. I check out at the counter, nod to the cowboy on my way out again, and walk a little slower on the way back.

The road’s still quiet. I try to tell myself it’s not a big deal. Tomorrow will be annoying, sure, but just another day of grinding. But the way Chelsea rushed through the call, the way she said push what we can while it’s still clean—that stuck with me.

Still clean. That’s not the kind of thing you say when you’re running a totally above-board operation.

I wonder if Soli’s right. I entertain the possibility that this whole NSD thing isn’t just “a little weird,” but something worse. The worst part is, I’m not even sure I care for the right reasons. I’m not thinking about ethics or patients. I’m thinking about my job, my steady flow of commissions, my exit plan. What if this window slams shut before I’m ready?
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The parking lot's already half full when I pull in. It’s a sea of sun-bleached compacts and beat-up SUVs. No sign of Chelsea’s BMW, but Hamlet’s ratty black Sentra is parked diagonally across two spots, as always.

Inside, the air’s thick from not enough ventilation. Phones are already ringing. The place has the weird buzz of a holiday sale at a mattress store—desperation dressed up in confidence. A few of the junior reps are visibly sweating. One guy’s pacing the aisle barefoot for some reason. Another's leaning back in his chair, air-typing a script to himself like he's rehearsing a play.

Then there’s Hamlet, prowling around and looking like the only person in the building who slept eight hours and went for a jog. His hair is slicked back, his eyes wide and gleaming. He’s making the rounds, clapping backs and dropping little grenade-sized pep talks:

“Tell ‘em it’s FDA-sanctioned for now, and we’re passing the savings to them. Move, move, move!”
“Use the Silver Package! People love it when you say Silver. It’s like affordable luxury.”
“Hey, babyface!” he shouts as I cross to my desk. “Glad you made it. Hope you wore your big-boy pants.”

I give him a flat smile and keep walking. He doesn’t wait for a reply.

At my desk, I drop into the squeaky chair and boot up the CRM dashboard. The screen flickers to life. Already I can feel the churn in my gut, that panicked flutter like I’ve shown up for a final exam I forgot to study for.

A sticky note is already waiting on my keyboard. In Chelsea’s handwriting: Dr. Morillo’s skittish. You’ve got a small window. Close hard.

Great. I put on my headset. The first number is already queued up. I ring, and there’s no answer. Well, not surprising. It is Sunday. I decide I’ll circle back to Morillo. I go down the list, and there’s a surprising number of call-throughs. No one is picking up, and I’m starting to get a little antsy.

I go through my list of previous contacts, trying to think of someone I can turn to who can buy in bulk.

Pete Gilian in Mesa. He’s gonna be good for ten units at least. He answers on the second ring.

“Hey, Pete,” I say.

“Matty…” he says, his tone falling slightly, like you would do with someone you wanted to maintain a physical distance from. And we’re sitting in separate states. Doesn’t matter; I push through in closer mode.

“I’ve got an incredible deal for you, Pete,” I say. “I know that you’re not due to re-up until next month. But once you hear the price I’m going to quote you, you’re not gonna wait that long.”

“Is this about the regulatory change?” he asks.

“What?” I say. “What are you talking about?”

“Fraternity brother of mine said the trial approval is set to expire,” he says. “That true?”

Salesmen don’t take an oath or something. You’re not actually supposed to lie. I mean, they tell you not to. All the meetings and stuff, they give you this whole spiel about integrity. The lesson you’re supposed to take away from all of it is that you’re supposed to stretch the truth, to fabricate when necessary and obfuscate when possible—but not to lie when asked a direct question. It’s also something I really don’t like doing.

“We have regulatory approval lined up,” I say. “There’s no issue. At most, we may be looking at a brief pause between the trial period and full approval.”

“Nope,” he says. “No thanks.”

“Hold on,” I say. “You haven’t even heard the price I’m offering.”

“I can’t buy a bunch of equipment that I can’t prescribe, Matty,” he says. “Even if it is insured, I won’t get reimbursed. I’ll get stuck holding the bag.”

“Okay, so if—if—the rumor that you heard is true, then buying now is a risk,” I say. “But missing out on this offer is a risk, too. You have to think about the long term, the big picture. Don’t focus on the speed bumps. Keep your eyes on the horizon.”

“Look, this has been fun,” he says. “You’ve made money, I’ve made money—”

“Hold on a sec, Pete,” I say, desperately trying to recover the conversation.

“But I’m not taking anything more until I know how things shake out with the regulators,” he says. “That’s it.”

“I understand where your head’s at,” I say.

Click. Dial tone.

“God damnit!” I curse audibly, realizing I just broadcasted my lack of success to everyone in earshot. Well, fine. I suddenly feel like my headset is pinching my head. I slide it off. Is this how it’s going to be for the rest of the day? For the rest of the week? Year?

I look around, and suddenly I’m seeing this mayhem for what it is. I’m supposed to be selling this technology that improves patients’ lives, that helps them heal—or at least gives them something they actually need. When did I become Leo from The Wolf of Wall Street?

Hamlet is still prowling the floor, so I put my headset back on and at least pretend to be busy. But I can’t make more calls. I can’t deal with more people telling me they already know the window is closing, that they’ll be stuck holding the bag after the products we sell them are rendered worthless by FDA decree. But it’s not their questions that I can’t face. I can’t face my own.

“Who’s up?” Hamlet suddenly shouts, waving a piece of paper over his head. “Hot lead here!”

When nobody volunteers, he glances over at the board and then back at me.

“Matty!” he says. “Make or break time. This one’s you.”

He strides over and drops the slip of paper in my lap with a name and phone number.

“They’re this little outfit, but we’ve made sales there before,” Hamlet is saying. “Do what you have to do to get this.”

I stare at the number like it’s in some kind of code, like it holds some deep secret to my destiny.

“Look alive, Navarro!” he’s shouting at me. I snap back and start pressing buttons on the phone in an orderly sequence. I’m making the call, I realize, almost outside of my conscious awareness. I’m half-expecting no one to answer. But then—

“Hello? This is Bobby.”

The voice is soft, warm, and a little wheezy. Elderly. Midwestern. Like he’s sitting on a porch in Omaha with a thermos of coffee and a dog at his feet.

“Hi, Bobby, this is Matteo calling from NovaCare Solutions. How are you doing today?”

“Oh, can’t complain,” he says. “Ain’t nobody listenin’ anyway, right?”

I give a polite laugh. “I hear that. I just wanted to take a couple minutes to talk to you about a new product line we’ve got. It’s helping a lot of practices improve patient outcomes and increase revenue—especially in rural areas like yours.”

He makes a little noise. “Hmm!” Then he goes quiet.

“Just a quick question to start. Are you currently offering any advanced regenerative options in your practice?”

“No, sir,” he says. “We mostly do pain management. Steroid shots, some PT. I’ve been in this business thirty-seven years. Mostly treat folks who’ve worked their bodies into the ground.”

“Perfect,” I say. “That’s exactly who this is for.”

I go into the spiel. Words flowing out of me like a broken soda machine. I say all the right things—safe, effective, FDA-cleared-adjacent—but my brain is screaming through each syllable. You don’t even know what you’re selling.

He listens. Makes agreeable noises. I can practically hear his head nodding.

“Well shoot,” he says. “Sounds real exciting. You don’t need to send nobody out here in person?”

“Not necessary,” I say, coating my voice in trustworthiness. “We do everything remotely. I’ll walk you through the paperwork myself.”

He chuckles. “Well ain’t that slick. What’s the cost?”

I quote the number. A discount. A special tier. Whatever Hamlet told me to say. I could tell him it’s magic beans and he’d still be game.

“Can’t beat that,” he says. “How many units you think I oughta start with?”

“How many patients do you see a week?” I ask.

“Oh, round about fifty. But this would be more for the chronic folks. The long-haulers. Maybe twenty to start?”

“You know,” I say, “it might be worth thinking long-term. If you’re seeing success with twenty, you’ll wish you had more.”

He pauses. “Yeah… you might be right. Let’s say forty then.”

My throat tightens.

“Patients trust me,” Bobby says, like he’s still selling me on the idea. “If this works like you say, well… I can find plenty of folks who could use the help.”

I look down at the order form. His numbers. His address. I just need to click send. That’s it. But I can’t. I can’t do this. Not to him.

I end the call. No sign-off. No excuse. Just… gone.

The phone rings again almost instantly. I pick it up.

“Hey there, I think we got disconnected,” Bobby says.

“You don’t need this,” I say, voice shaking. “Bobby, you don’t need what we’re selling. You really don’t.”

A beat of silence.

“Oh… well. Okay then. Thank you anyway.”

I hang up. My chest is pounding. My hands are damp. I stare down at the desk—blank except for a keyboard, an old cup of coffee, a plastic NovaCare pen. Nothing of mine.

I stand. Grab my phone. That’s it. I’m done. I don’t care about the commissions. The bonuses. The promises Hamlet made. I don’t care if I never work in sales again. I just need to leave before I lose my soul in this trade.

I have to walk past Hamlet’s eyeline to exit the building. He’s giving me this look, expecting that I’m going to walk straight up and tell him I made the sale.

“Well?” he says.

“Fuck this,” I say, loud enough for at least a few people in the immediate vicinity. Yousef pokes his head up from his cubicle and peers over. I don’t care. “I’m not doing this anymore. I’m not going to unload a bunch of bullshit on people that they can’t even use tomorrow. I’m gone.”

“Whoa, hold up!” Hamlet says, and I can see that he’s vacillating between rage and trying to play off my comments for the rest of the room. “You’re not walking away from this. That would be a monumentally stupid thing to do.”

“I’m out,” I say. “I don’t need this. Really, I don’t.”

“Let’s talk,” he says, pumping his head in the direction of his office like he thinks he’s going to get me alone so he can work me over. And it makes sense, because with the old me he probably could. But there is no way that’s happening this time.

“I’m outta here,” I say, making my way to the door.

But just like in a movie, the villain has to get the final word.

“Can you afford to never work again, Matty?” Hamlet says. “Because you’re not gonna work in medical sales. I know all the players. I will bury you if you abandon this team now. You see these people around me? They won’t vouch for you. You’re not going to find another job.

“You’re just going to call and call and try and post résumés and it will just be spinning your wheels because you already blew your chance. Or, if you make the smart decision, you can pull yourself out of this tailspin and try to undo the damage you’ve just done here.”

I shouldn’t really be surprised, but even after everything I still can’t believe the balls on this guy. But I have to hand it to him—he does have that closer mindset. So much so that I want to staple his asshole shut.

I take a deep breath in and out.

“You know, Hamlet?” I say. “There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

Which sounded really cool and like a badass putdown in my head, but actually seems sorta cheesy in light of everything. But as I turn and walk away, I feel victorious.

“Bad move!” Hamlet calls after me. “Philosophy don’t pay the bills, my friend!”

We’ll see about that.

I push through the doors and the cold blast of artificially chilled lobby air gives way to the heavy smog-warmed heat of the parking lot. The glass closes behind me, muting the office noise to a dull hum.

For a second, I just stand there. Like maybe someone’s going to come charging out after me. Maybe security. Maybe Hamlet with a final offer and a fake smile. But no one does. The door stays shut.

My car is parked halfway down the lot under a dusty jacaranda tree that’s dropped brittle purple blossoms all over the hood. I make my way toward it, each step feeling lighter. Not because the future looks easy—it doesn’t. But because I know I’ve stopped lying to myself.

I don’t know much, but I know who I’m going to see. Soli. Her wine-in-a-mug honesty. Her weird little apartment in Sylmar. Her clear-eyed sense of what’s right, even if it’s not always easy.

NovaCare shrinks in the rearview mirror. I don’t look back again.

Let Hamlet bury me. I’m already done with that life. And I’ve got better things to build.


14.

I can’t remember a morning commute that put a smile like this on my face. But I’ve got a big grin now, let me tell you. First, because it’s a Sunday and all the traffic is flowing the other way. Second, because I’m going home and not to work. Third, because I’m already picturing tomorrow morning and the commute I won’t be making—the traffic I won’t be sitting in. I’m free. Finally and completely.

I crank on the radio and catch Duran Duran’s Ordinary World. Even though I’m way too young to remember the ’80s, for some reason, it just works for the moment.

I don’t even think about returning to my place. I exit the 5 and head straight to Soli’s apartment. There are no free spaces in visitor parking. I’m parking on the street! Even this seems amusing to me.

I think of the person who probably moved their car off the street early this morning after they saw I vacated the space. I smile, feeling a sense of human connection with them. We’re all connected, friends! We all want the same thing. Aren’t all of us just searching for someone special to share our lives with—and somewhere to park so we can be with them?

I’m riding this buzz, which feels like being punch-drunk, and I can’t help it. I whistle as I go park on the street and walk back to Soli’s apartment. I open the door and find her lounging in just an old T-shirt and boy shorts on the couch. She’s got this funny expression on her face, and her fingers are twitching on her knee.

“What happened?” she asks, her voice breathy.

“I escaped,” I tell her.

“Oh my god!” she gasps. I come around and have a seat in front of her on the couch.

“Yep. It’s over. You were right about that place. You were right about everything. I’m never going back there.”

I reach over and take her hands in mine.

“I was so blind, and I can’t believe it took me so long to see it. But there is something sketchy going on. It’s like the veil lifted and I saw it all for the first time.”

“Matty, that’s wonderful,” she says. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks. I owe it all to you, really,” I say, letting go of her hands.

I brush my fingers through my hair and then stop. Whoa. I catch a whiff of something. I smell my hand, and it’s got a fishy tang to it. Hmm. Interesting.

Soli looks at me like she’s been caught in something, and that look—like she’s just done something naughty and she’s embarrassed about it—makes my cock perk up right away.

“Were you playing with yourself?” I say, a huge grin on my face. I make sure to keep my tone nice and even, because I don’t want to tease her too much. I can tell she’s already embarrassed.

“No,” she says, but she’s got this smile, which is as good as any confession.

“You were!” I say. “Look at that smile. What’s the point in denying it? I think it’s cute.”

“What’s so cute about it?” she says.

“To guys, it’s cute,” I say. “I think it’s absolutely adorable when girls masturbate.”

“Why?” she says, apparently genuinely surprised.

“Do you not know this is something that turns guys on?” I ask.

“Well, I know guys like porn, and girls squirting in videos or whatever—”

“No,” I say. “Well, yes. But not only that. To me, a girl who pleasures herself whenever she wants, just for herself, is incredibly sexy.”

She’s giggling now, giddy like she can’t believe she’s having this conversation.

“I was horny and you weren’t around, so… I just flicked the bean a little.”

“And that’s perfect,” I say, reaching over and running my fingers up her bare thigh. “Wonderful, in fact.”

“If I’m so wonderful on my own,” she says, “what do I need you for?”

“Yeah, good point,” I say, stroking her just a little bit harder. “Oh, I just remembered. I’ve got a mouth.”

“Oh,” she says, raising an eyebrow. “Do you?”

“You forgot that about me, did ya?” I say.

She laughs.

“I guess I did,” she says. “What are you planning on doing with that mouth of yours?”

“I’m going to give you a little taste of what you gave me at the car wash,” I say, climbing onto the couch and prowling closer to her. She slides her knees down under me, inviting me closer. I rub her pussy through her shorts, finding them damp already. I reach for the waistband, preparing to pull them down.

“Not yet,” she says. “Go slow.”

“No problem,” I say, slowly sliding two fingers under her waistband, feeling the warmth and wetness of her mound without penetrating her yet. Fuck, she’s already wetter than I realized. She clenches her thighs together gently, pressing my fingers between them.

“Aaah,” she groans, a big smile forming on her face. “Yeah, that’s so good.”

I keep it up, stroking her mound, going just a little bit lower each time. She arches her back off the couch just slightly, pressing her thighs together in rhythm. We keep at it until I can see from her expression that she’s more than warmed up. She’s practically begging for it.

“Now?” I say, though from my tone it’s hardly a question.

“Uh-huh,” she sighs.

Slowly and carefully, I slide down the boy shorts she’s wearing, revealing her slick pussy. She spreads her legs, resting her ankles on my shoulders and letting them slide down my back as I lean down and begin kissing her inner thighs.

I pride myself on being pretty good at this. Not that I started that way—past girlfriends had to instruct me along the way. But now, with some experience, I know I can blow her mind. Once I’ve kissed her inner thighs all over with gentle pecks, I nuzzle my way into her folds. She squirms a little, and I realize it’s too much, so I slow things down and tease her, allowing the intensity of her sensations to build gradually.

“Mmm,” she hums, and she starts tweaking her nipples and palming her breasts as I press deeper.

Soon, I’m running my tongue along her labia and then shifting my attention to her clit. She presses her thighs together, squeezing my ears the first time the tip of my tongue makes contact. It’s not a warning—more like an involuntary signal. She’s feeling so much pleasure she can’t help herself.

“Fuck, Matty, oh my god!” she squeals as I lash her clit in alternating patterns. I keep this up until I have her moaning so loud that the sound must be audible through the walls—if not the whole complex.
“Umh, yes!” she yells as she orgasms, creaming in my face and giving me the sweet satisfaction of knowing I’ve paid her back—and then some—from our first encounter.

“You’re a god,” she says once she’s recovered from her high and we’re both on the couch together. I’ve washed my face and brushed my teeth, and she literally can’t seem to get close enough to me. The urge to cuddle and touch is overwhelming after the dopamine dump I just delivered her.
“Go on,” I say.
“I’m serious,” she says. “You’re so good. I’ve known girls who aren’t even that good at eating pussy. How did you know just what to do?”
“Well, I’ve had some practice,” I say. “But I was also inspired. You’re really good yourself, you know?”
“You’re a keeper, Matty. Seriously,” she says. “I’m so happy for you. So happy for us.”
“Me too,” I say.

We just sit there for a moment, and I try to take a beat and collect my thoughts. I’ve done something major today. It’s a good thing, I think. I needed to get the hell out of NovaCare, but now I’m contemplating what the next step is going to be.
“What are you thinking about?” she asks, although she can probably already tell.
“Just everything,” I say.
“Well, here’s something you may not have considered. I haven’t eaten or had any coffee this morning,” she says, with this big grin.
“You wanna go out?” I ask.
“Not yet,” she says. “I haven’t eaten anything, and I haven’t had coffee. Know what that means?”
“You’re hungry?” I venture.
“No, sweet, stupid boy,” she says. “It means that I’m already prepped and ready for you to fuck me in the ass.”
I smile. “I was supposed to get that from I haven’t had coffee this morning?”
“Well, yeah,” she says. “What, you’ve never heard the coffee thing before?”
“I guess I just underestimated what a horny, filthy girl you are,” I say.
“Well, now you know,” she says. “Now, take this horny, filthy girl in the bedroom and penetrate her ass. No condom. I trust you, and anyway, I really want to feel your cock inside me as deep as possible.”

I’ve had some good days and bad days. Lately, I’ve had days that I struggled just to get through. But seriously—this day is already shaping up to be one of the best of my life.

Soli can barely drag me into the bedroom fast enough. She climbs onto the bed, crawling on all fours across the bedspread and raising her bare ass, presenting herself to me as she spreads her hips. I’m already getting stiff just looking at her.
“There’s lube in the drawer,” she says. “End table.”

Slipping off my pants and boxers, I go over and get the bottle of KY out. I flip open the top and spread a generous dollop on my cock. Then I move over to the bed, getting on my knees and applying just a little bit to the inside of Soli’s tight hole. I test the muscle with the tip of my finger and know I’m going to have some fun.
Still rubbing my cock with one hand, I prep her a little with my finger, gently applying pressure to let her body know that it’s time to let those muscles relax and dilate.
“Umm,” she says—the sound exactly like what she would make if she just ate something lip-smackingly delicious. Once I feel that she’s ready, I rise on my knees and position myself, smacking my hard cock against her thighs just a little so she can feel what’s coming.

She groans loudly as I squeeze myself into her. I go slow, much slower than I would if it were her pussy I was entering. But as she bends and stretches, lowering her upper body down closer to the bed while keeping her thighs and pert ass nice and high, I can get in just a little deeper. Each time I thrust into her, she groans. The groans seem to be coming from deeper inside her, like I’m literally reaching in and unearthing deeper pleasures from inside her body.

My cock is in so tight that each time I slide in, it’s stimulating the seam just right. I have to pace myself, breathe, not go too fast, because I know that if I rush, I’m gonna nut way too fast. I press deeper. Jesus. She can take me all the way to the hilt.

She’s mewling softly, almost delirious with pleasure, as she tries to stimulate her breasts at the same time that I’m pounding her hard. I’m bringing so much weight down on her that she’s having to use her elbows to keep herself upright, just to keep me from pressing her face into the mattress. I’m starting to sweat, and that’s when I feel it—that little knot of nerve endings buried very deep inside, making her legs spasm uncontrollably.
“Ahhh!” she squeals, amazed by the pleasure of it.

I pull back and then come back just as hard the second time. She wails loudly and doesn’t stop, and now I’m sure that I’m going to deliver her an anal orgasm. Two more thrusts and she’s there. She screams loudly, her legs turning to jelly as I penetrate as deep as I can possibly go.

Hearing her gasps of pleasure, knowing that I’ve delivered her all the way over the edge, I see stars as I come too. I shoot my hot load deep inside her, letting it fill her up. My breathing ragged, I slide out as gently as I can, her hungry ass still squeezing my cock like it wants to empty it of every last little bit of semen my body can produce.

“Fuck,” she says. “You ruined me.”
“Goddamn right,” I say, sensing that it’s the right moment to be arrogant in a playful way.

She turns and collapses on the bed, splaying her naked form in front of me. She’s still rubbing and touching herself when I return from rinsing my dick in the shower.
“That was fucking amazing,” she says as I climb onto the bed and kiss her.
“Yeah,” I say. “That was a great idea you had. I never would’ve thought you would be into something like that. None of the girls I’ve dated have actually volunteered to do anal. It’s always something I have to ask for.”
“No more,” she says. “Your cock is so big. And you really know what you’re doing with that thing too.”
“I’m just happy I could make you happy,” I say.
“Oh, I’m very happy,” she says. “Very, very, very.”

I curl up next to her and spoon her, and everything just feels right. I don’t know what’s going to happen or what the future holds for us, but I’m feeling hopeful about what’s ahead. After a while of us just laying there silently, I think maybe Soli has fallen asleep. But when I rise to look at her, she opens her eyes and looks back at me.
“What?” she asks.
“Nothing,” I say. “Just enjoying laying with you and watching you breathe.”
“Good,” she says, and turns over.

We lie there, and then I really do fall asleep. It’s late afternoon when I wake up again, and I’m feeling that groggy, almost dead feeling that I get when I take a nap in the afternoon. I don’t want to disturb Soli, so I rise from bed and go into the living room, shutting the door gently behind me. I do some pushups on the floor and then get the last Red Stripe from the fridge and drink it. There’s a cool, meditative atmosphere to the place as I wait for Soli to wake again.

She enters the living room about forty minutes later.
“Hungry?” I ask.
“Starving,” she says.

Then I remember what she told me before—that she hadn’t eaten.
“I’ll order us some pizza,” I say. “What’s the best spot nearby?”
“Sylmar’s kinda small, so probably Domino’s?”
I’m already searching for the nearest location on my phone. I see it’s just up the road, so there’s no need to pay for delivery.
“What do you like?” I ask.
“Pepperoni, mushroom, and feta cheese,” she says.

“Love it,” I say, ordering one medium pan-tossed pizza for her and a meat lover’s for me. I know we probably won’t be able to finish both, but that’s the beauty of cold pizza the next day.

Soli settles in on the couch, and after ten minutes I head out to pick up the pizzas. I stop by Ralphs and grab a six-pack and a few essentials I can’t do without. I pick up things she might need—bananas, toilet paper, that sort of stuff—plus my favorite brand of lard-free refried beans. I figure she can probably use it, and while I’m not exactly sure what we’ll cook together, it’s always a good idea to have basics like that on hand.

We end up spending the rest of the night watching Jack Reacher, which is honestly just okay. I have a hard time accepting John Krasinski in any role other than Jim Halpert from The Office. Probably not his fault—but still, that’s how I feel.

“Hey,” she says, rising from the couch to check the time on her phone. “I gotta go.”

“Go?” I say, genuinely confused.

“Matty, I have to drive,” she says. “Not that I’m not happy for you, but I didn’t quit my job today.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “I guess I just spaced.”

“It’s cool,” she says. “I’m gonna be driving around West Hollywood. Probably won’t get home till, like, one or two.”

“Okay,” I say, trying to mask my disappointment. I know I’ve got no real reason to feel lonely—Soli has a life, and she needs to make a living. Life doesn’t stop for everyone else just because I make a major transition. I get that. But still, I’d pictured the two of us vegging out. I also feel a flash of worry thinking about her driving alone at all hours, and for a second I consider volunteering to join her—but of course that’s ridiculous.

She kisses me on the forehead on her way out.

“Stay here and stay as sweet and sexy,” she says, winking as she slips on her hoodie.

“I’ll do my best,” I say, trying not to sound like a bummed-out puppy.

She grabs her keys from the hook, and I follow her to the door just to watch her go. The hallway outside is dim and quiet. She turns to look at me before heading down the stairs.

“You good?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Better than I’ve been in a long time.”

She smiles, then disappears down the steps, the soft slap of her sandals echoing until it fades completely.

I close the door, lock it, and look around. The place still smells like pizza and shampoo and Soli. There’s a half-finished can of La Croix on the coffee table, and the TV has gone to the idle menu—a looping preview of shows I’m probably never going to watch.

I take a long breath and sit down on the couch. It creaks under me, familiar now. I rest my hand on the blanket she left balled up in the corner and feel, for the first time in a long while, still.

Not stuck. Safe. The kind of still that makes me think I can finally slow down and let things come to me, instead of always charging at them like a battering ram.

There’s no plan. No clear next step. No income stream. No pitch to rehearse, no emails to check, no leads to chase. Just me, a warm apartment in Sylmar, two half-eaten pizzas in the fridge, and the distant sound of a car door closing somewhere outside.

And for tonight, that’s enough.

I stretch out on the couch and pull the blanket over me.

Tomorrow can wait.


15.

For the next five days, we slip into a pretty steady rhythm. It’s an easy routine. Soli works nights, some days. She wakes me up when she comes in most nights, but it doesn’t bother me. I have all the time in the world to do whatever I want. There’s TV, of course. But I can’t veg out forever. And the really good stuff I want to save so that Soli and I can watch it together. The stuff that’s not good—why bother?

I’ve been taking more time for myself. Time alone to think. Not meditation exactly—well, maybe meditation in the older sense. Contemplation, but no humming or mantras. Sylmar is full of ranches. I’ll spend hours just walking—up into one hill, down again. I don’t have a plan, yet. But I’m not nervous.

I’ve brought some stuff over to her place, enough that it now feels like my space too. Mostly, it’s just clothes, but that’s all I have in my apartment anyway. Soli told me I could move in if I wanted. But it feels a little too soon to make a change that drastic, even with things going so well between us.

This morning, I’m lacing up my New Balance running shoes and heading out for a run through this loop of state land. I run along the road until I turn into Veterans’ Park. It’s part park, part horse paddock. I’m not sure what it is about Sylmar, but people in this neighborhood really seem to like horses. The little decorations above people’s gates have horseshoes and horse head silhouettes on them. There are even piles of horse shit in the streets. I guess it’s part of the appeal.

Beyond the park and the paddock, there are trails that seem to go on for miles. There’s a dry riverbed at the end of the trail, and maybe more beyond it, but I’ve never been out that far. I usually just make the loop around, maybe passing some riders taking their horses out, and then head back. It’s about two and a half miles all the way around. I was huffing and puffing and cramping up on the first day. But I’ve been getting up consistently and going out pretty much every day, and I’m starting to build some stamina. Now it’s effortless. Just part of my routine, like showering or having coffee first thing in the morning.

As I’m walking back, I catch sight of a blonde in a ponytail doing stretches on the curb. She’s bending deep, getting a burn in those inner thighs. Her yoga pants and sports bra reveal a figure that’s—what’s the word? Rubenesque? Definitely not fat. Rubenesque makes it sound like she looks “like Ruben,” which makes her sound like some old fat guy. Which she is not. Not fat and definitely nothing like a man. A lot of people use curvy as a polite euphemism, but that’s not the case here. This woman is stacked and gorgeous, with big hips and thighs and breasts that her sports bra can barely contain. She’s built like Christina Hendricks from Mad Men, if you’ve ever seen that show.

“Morning!” she says, not stopping for my response.

Shit, I must have been staring. Really I was just stealing glances.

“Morning!” I say.

There’s this unspoken camaraderie between early risers, especially runners. If this encounter had happened late at night, I doubt we would’ve even made eye contact. But when the sun’s still low and the streets are mostly empty, a nod or a greeting feels like part of the social contract—a little breadcrumb of recognition that we’re both here, alive, trying.

She bends over again, ponytail swaying like a pendulum, and I suddenly remember I have somewhere to be. I make my way up the cracked stairs to Soli’s place, the metal handrail warm with sun. I fish my key from the waistband of my shorts and let myself in. The air inside is cool and still.

I take off my shoes and put them on the shelf. There’s the faint smell of her shampoo drifting from the bathroom. I go to the fridge and find the only cold water is a half-finished can of La Croix that’s lost all its fizz. I hate the taste of carbonation without the sugary syrup of soda to cover it, but it’s still refreshing—and satisfying to consume something that Soli probably would’ve just thrown away.

Ever since I was young, I’ve liked finding little ways to conserve things, even if they don’t really matter in the grand scheme. Probably because we never had enough. But some people with that experience end up going the opposite way and seem bent on wasting as much as they can. So I guess it depends.

I take a seat on the couch and play with my phone while I wait for Soli to finish showering. She comes into the living room wrapped only in a towel.

“Look at you,” I say. “I wasn’t expecting to see you up before ten.”

“Uh, it’s Saturday!” she says.

“Really?” I say.

“Yeah, what day did you think it was?” she asks.

Honestly, I had lost track of the days and didn’t think about it much. So, I just shrug.

She comes over and sits in my lap.

“Careful, I stink,” I say, admiring the contrast between her scent and mine. She’s clean and smells like soap and that shampoo. Lilac? I’m not great at identifying smells, but I know what I like.

“You’re okay,” she says.

“I read somewhere that men’s sweat has some kind of hormone that turns women on,” I say.

“Yeah?” she says.

“Yeah, but only while it’s still wet. Once it’s dry, it just stinks.”

“Go shower then,” she says, running her fingers along my stubbled chin. “Don’t shave, though. I like you like this. You’ve got just the perfect amount of stubble.”

We kiss—just a quick peck because I haven’t brushed my teeth yet. She rises from the couch and I go shower. When I come out, she’s blow-drying her hair while I pick out what I’m going to wear. Usually it’s t-shirts and gym shorts—athleisure, I think they call it. But I’ve been trying to switch it up with some polos and collared shirts. Just nothing I would’ve worn to work. I’m not looking for anything that reminds me of NovaCare.

“Hungry?” she asks once she’s killed the blow dryer.

“Yeah,” I say. “I could definitely eat.”

“How about Lola’s?” she asks.

We both smile because it’s practically the only breakfast place in Sylmar. This town doesn’t even have a McDonald’s. The food’s good at Lola’s, but it would be nice to have a few more options we don’t have to get in the car for.

“Lola’s is perfect,” I say, picking out my dark navy polo and a pair of jeans to go with it. Soli still needs time to get ready. I don’t mind. I love watching her get ready.

She picks out an outfit and models it in the mirror, then picks out another. She doesn’t ask for my opinion, but she looks at me out of the corner of her eye. I nod or smile, reassuring her. But she goes back to trying on something else. She spends another half hour on her makeup. It’s worth it to see how she looks when she’s all put together. She runs her fingers through her voluminous black locks, and I’m treated to another whiff of her shampoo while it’s still fresh.

“Ready?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she says, giving me this cute, shy expression. “What do you think?”

I once had an ex who was always looking for compliments and validation but would never accept them when she got them.

“You’re so fine I don’t know how I’m going to keep my hands off you,” I say, moving in for a kiss. She lights up, and I know she knows just how hot she looks.

“Who says you have to?” she says.

I take my cue, moving my hands lower to explore the curves of her perfectly round ass. Smaller than the blonde’s outside—not that I’m complaining. Sometimes you can admire two women with opposite attributes and think both are great. Soli touches my chest too, staring into my eyes.

“Oh!” she says. “I forgot something. Come on, let’s go see.”

We gather our phones and wallets and stuff, and I follow her outside. We round the corner of Soli’s building and cross the lot to the little mailbox area beside the sad, closed swimming pool.

“Is that thing ever getting fixed?” I ask, thumbing at the yellow caution tape wrapped around the front gate.

“Oh, it’s been like that for more than a year,” she says. “Ever since a kid drowned.”

“What?!” I say.

She gives me a smile, like I’m just a little slow, and I get that she’s messing with me. She takes out her key and opens her mailbox. She flips through the mail and one item catches her interest—a plain white envelope. She reads the address and tears it open with the edge of her key. I realize, not for the first time, how hard it must be for women—having long nails they have to keep looking nice. But then, that’s the point, right?

“It’s from the insurance company,” she says, handing it to me. “The check finally came.”

“Nice,” I say, looking at the check.

“It’s addressed to me, so I’ll just write you a new one, yeah?” she says.

“Sure,” I say. “But you know there’s no rush.”

“I know,” she says. “I just don’t want there to be any money stuff between us.”

“I get that,” I say.

“I’ve honestly been thinking about this check a lot,” she says. “I had this worry that it wouldn’t come, and it would be this weird thing between us—or like you’re secretly waiting for me to pay you back or something.”

“I honestly haven’t thought about it,” I say.

“How?” she says, pushing my chest playfully. “How do you give your girlfriend twelve thousand dollars and then just forget about it?”

“I know you’re good for it,” I say. “I was never worried I wouldn’t get it back.”

“And if I just ghosted on you, would you even try to get it back?” she asks.

I shrug.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I mean, if you ghosted me—with no way for me to ever contact you again—then I’d probably be more upset by that. Losing you forever, I mean.”

“Bullshit!” she says, pushing me again, her palm pressing hard against my chest. “No guy is that sweet and nice. Not ever.”

“I’m a simp,” I say, smiling.

“No, you’re a good man,” she says, reaching up to kiss me. It’s a long, deep kiss that communicates a lot without words. When it’s over, she says—

“Come on, I’m hungry.”

I hand her back the check.

“Hold onto that,” I say. “Put it in a safe place.”

“Right,” she says, reaching for her purse and tucking the check inside.

We get in her car, and I settle in. She turns the ignition and starts backing out of the spot, careful, one hand on the wheel, eyes flicking between mirrors.

Thunk!

A soft but unmistakable metal-on-metal noise. Nothing sharp. But enough to freeze us both. Soli jerks the brake and throws it in park.

“No way.”
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I look out the window and, sure enough, a car’s come around the corner and tapped the rear corner of ours. A silver CR-V, angled just wrong. No damage I can see from here. Probably just a scrape, but Soli’s already out of the car.

“Are you kidding me?” she calls, pacing toward the front bumper.

I follow but hang back a bit, scanning the situation. The other driver’s already out too. She’s flush from what looks like a post-workout glow. The blonde with a ponytail. The neighbor. She holds up her hands before Soli can say anything else.

“God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you. That truck on the corner was blocking my view.” She gestures behind her, where a lifted Dodge Ram is parked like a wall. “I swear I was going slow.”

Soli exhales hard and walks around the back of her car to check the damage.

“Just… great. I swear I’m cursed,” she mutters, crouching. “Jesus.”

There’s a smudge, maybe a shallow dent, but nothing serious. The blonde, ponytail swishing, walks closer, already reaching into her bag.

“Here, let me give you my info. I’ve got insurance. Whatever you need.”

Soli looks at her, then back at the car. She seems to be talking herself down. “It’s fine. It’s not even worth it.”

“Are you sure?” the blonde asks gently. “I’m really sorry.”

“Yeah, it’s okay,” Soli says. “No real damage done. Probably just a buffer job.”

I stand there, not sure if I should get involved, and if so, how much. Soli’s temper is cooling, but I also need to be the supportive boyfriend here and just want to stick to my prescribed role. But it’s awkward because I can’t exactly pretend we didn’t just see each other out here less than an hour and a half ago.

“It seems like that truck was the real culprit,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

“Yeah,” the blonde says. “But I’ve never seen the owner move it. Actually, I don’t even know who the owner is. Are you new here?”

“I don’t really live here,” I say. “Well, I guess I almost do. I’ve slept over every day this week. I’m Matty. This is Soli. She lives here.”

“Yeah,” the blonde says. “I’ve seen you around before.”

I could be crazy—and maybe I’m reading too much into it—but it kinda feels like she says it with an I’ve checked you out before vibe. She smiles and looks at the ground. Soli smiles back. There’s a beat where nobody says anything, and I think everyone is trying to get a sense of what to say.

“I’m Jordan, by the way,” the blonde—whose name I now know is Jordan—says.

“Were you just coming back from the gym?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “I would’ve gone longer, but uh… well. It’s nothing.”

“Nothing?” I ask, cautiously pressing.

“Well, I usually like to get a solid hour in. I’m a member at the 24 Hour Fitness just up the road?” Her voice rises at the end, like, Are you familiar with this place? “Anyway, there was this guy. He was kinda bothering me.”

“Ew,” Soli says. “I’m sorry.”

I can see Soli’s attitude toward Jordan shifting.

“What was this guy doing?” I ask.

“Apparently not enough for the management to do anything about it,” Jordan says, rolling her eyes. “He was staring. Right at my chest. Really obvious too.”

“What a perv,” I say. Though, to be honest, I don’t have any difficulty understanding why a guy would stare at this lusciously built woman in a skimpy outfit. No excuse for leering, obviously. But what he was probably thinking is no mystery.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “I mean, guys look. I get that. But it really threw me off mentally. I was at the crunch machine, and well, you need to concentrate. And it’s not easy to do that when someone is looking at you like a piece of meat.”

“And the manager just said, what? He’s got a right to look?” Soli asks.

“I guess there’s something about proximity and physical contact in their harassment policy,” Jordan says, shrugging. “They were really apologetic about it, there just wasn’t anything they could do.”

“That really sucks,” I say.

“Yeah, well, it’s open twenty-four hours,” Jordan says. “The staff member told me she always comes early to avoid the guys.”

“You shouldn’t have to do that,” I say.

“It’s almost impossible anyway,” Jordan says. “It’s like eighty- or ninety-percent male at that place. I wonder why.”

“Men are garbage,” Soli says, then turns to me. “No offense.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I get it. I’ve felt intimidated in gyms plenty of times myself, but I never realized how much more uncomfortable it must be for women.”

“Sorry I ruined your morning,” Jordan says.

“No, you didn’t really,” Soli says. “We were just going to breakfast. Do you want to join us?”

Jordan reacts with surprise, even mild shock.

“I’m not really dressed for it,” she says.

“Are you kidding?” Soli says. “You look cute.”

Something about the way Soli says it makes it sound like she’s being more than polite.

“I stink,” Jordan chuckles.

Soli sniffs the air.

“I don’t smell you,” she says. “Matty, does Jordan smell?”

“No,” I say. “And you’re perfectly dressed for where we’re going. It’s pretty casual. You probably know it—Lola’s?”

“Yeah, of course!” she says, and I can tell from her tone that she’s already picturing something mouthwatering she likes there. “It would be hard to miss it. It’s like one of five restaurants in the area.”

“Exactly,” I say. “Please join us. We’d love it if you would.”

She bites her lip. It’s one of those moves that’s usually pure theater. But on her, it somehow feels… innocent. Or maybe that’s what makes it more dangerous.

“Okay,” she says. “But you have to let me pay.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Soli says.

“No, really,” Jordan says. “I insist.”

“Well, if that’s what it’s going to take for you to agree to come with us, then we don’t really have any choice, right?” I say.

“Guess not,” Soli says.

“Great,” Jordan says. “So… whose car are we taking?”

She grins.

“How about we walk?” I say. “It’s not far. And we’ll probably save ourselves some trouble anyway.”

“Sure,” says Jordan. “Oh, let me park properly first.”

“Right, obviously,” I say.

While Jordan parks, Soli and I give each other a look. I raise my eyebrow and purse my lips and she nods slightly, as if we’re both thinking, Isn’t this an interesting development?

We have to walk along the shoulder and cross with no crosswalk, but there’s not that much traffic. Lola’s is located in a strip mall along Foothills Blvd. It’s a real Americana-style diner with American flag bunting and wood paneling everywhere. Inside, it smells like burnt coffee, bacon grease, and waffle batter—a perfect combination. It’s brunch time, so I have my choice of breakfast or lunch. I go for a patty melt with fries, and Soli gets a Cobb salad. Jordan orders fish tacos.

“We could get a pitcher of Bloody Marys,” Jordan says.

“Ooh, yeah!” Soli says.

There’s an outdoor patio, and after we put in our order we head out there and wait.

“So, what gym do you go to, Matty?” Jordan asks.

“She saw me coming back from my workout,” I explain to Soli. “I’ve actually just been running in Veterans’ Park.”

“I love that place too,” she says. “It’s so open. When I first signed my lease, I figured I’d be going there a lot. But I guess I just haven’t much.”

“Me too,” Soli says. “Matty makes me feel like a bum. I haven’t worked out in so long.”

“I really just got back into it,” I say. “Before, I was way too busy.”

“Before?” Jordan says. Then her expression changes, and I can see she’s worried she’s being too nosy. “Sorry—didn’t mean to pry.”

“Not at all,” I say. “I recently quit my job, and I don’t have anything new lined up.”

“How long ago?” Jordan asks.

“It’s been a week now,” I say.

“You’ve still got plenty of time,” Jordan says.

“That’s what I’ve been telling myself,” I say. “There’ve been other things occupying my attention.”

I touch Soli’s leg with mine gently. Claiming her, I guess you could call it.

“You two are such a cute couple,” Jordan says. “Is this a new relationship?”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It doesn’t feel like it, though. We’ve only known each other a few weeks.”

“Wow!” Jordan says. “I wouldn’t have expected that. You seem really close. Really solid.”

“I feel the same way,” I say. Jordan smiles at me again. Friendly, casual, just neighborly. Probably.

The Bloody Mary pitcher arrives, condensation beading on the glass. Jordan lifts it with both hands, careful not to spill, and pours out three tall drinks. She slides one across the table to me, then to Soli, before topping off her own.

“How did you meet?” Jordan asks, casually curious, as she leans back in her chair and stirs her drink with the celery stalk.

“The same way we did,” Soli says, grinning toward her like it’s an inside joke.

“Almost,” I add, chuckling. “We were in the same car.”

“I was driving him to the airport when it happened,” Soli says, angling her body toward Jordan. “We’d never met before. And someone hit us. Some asshole.”

She glances over at me, her eyes twinkling.

“Can I tell her?” she asks.

I shrug, smiling. “Go ahead.”

“Matty offered to cover the cost of the repairs until my insurance check came through.”

Jordan’s eyebrows go up. “Whoa. I don’t know a lot of guys who would do something like that for someone they just met.”

“That’s how I knew I had to snatch him up,” Soli says, nudging my leg under the table. “So I pursued him. He was miserable at his job, and he said he had no time for me.”

“Soli helped me escape,” I say, smiling at her.

“Escape?” Jordan asks, her tone brightening with intrigue as she takes a sip.

“I didn’t really realize it until Soli gave me something to focus on instead of work,” I say, pausing to find the words. “She helped me mentally escape. Once she did that, it was just a matter of walking out the door.”

“That’s amazing,” Jordan says, sounding genuinely impressed.

“Yeah,” Soli agrees. “And it happened totally by accident.”

“Here’s to happy accidents,” Jordan says, raising her glass.

“And to unexpected collisions,” I say.

We clink glasses. The sound is light, crisp. A tiny ceremony.
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The conversation softens into a comfortable lull. Jordan leans forward slightly, resting her arms on the table.

“So, what do you do, Jordan?” I ask. We’re settling in now, finding an easy rhythm. I want to get all the usual small talk out of the way before the food comes so we can just eat when it does.

“I’m just temping around the city,” she says. “Right now I’m in K-Town.”

“I used to work around there,” I say. “I was coming from North Hollywood, but I know what the commute is like.”

“It’s not even that bad,” Jordan says with a shrug. “Two months ago I was waking up at 5:30 to make it to El Segundo by 8:00 a.m. That was brutal.”

Soli winces in sympathy. “Yikes.”

“So, what kind of work are you doing?” Soli asks, genuinely interested.

“Boring clerical stuff, mostly,” Jordan says, picking up her drink again and playing with the straw wrapper. “I’ve been bouncing around a lot but not actually doing what I moved out here to do.”

“Actress?” I venture—teasing, but not unkind.

Jordan rolls her eyes and lets out an exaggerated scoff. “Nope. I don’t have the looks for that, and I know it.”

“That is not true,” Soli says, shaking her head with a slight frown.

“It is,” Jordan insists with a small, self-deprecating smile. “Anyway, you have to be a nepo baby to be a movie star these days. I’m lucky that’s not my dream. I don’t know how those people handle it, although I admire them.”

“So, what do you want to do?” I ask.

“Design sets for films and TV shows,” she says, sitting up a little straighter now, her voice gaining a touch of excitement. “It’s like this super-specific kind of interior design. And trust me, it’s hard enough to break into.”

“That’s really cool,” Soli says. “I’ve never known anyone who had that job—or even wanted to do that.”

“I’ve always been fascinated with spaces and the way people keep them,” Jordan says. “I remember being ten years old and obsessed with Friends. And when I learned it was someone’s job to design Monica’s apartment, I knew that was the job I wanted to have.”

She pauses, looking down at her drink for a beat, then back up at us.

“Of course, there’s really only one place in the country—maybe in the world—where you can have that job.”

“So you moved here to pursue your dream,” I say, reaching for my glass again.

“It’s a cliché, right?” Jordan replies with a half-laugh. “All of us hustling and grinding.”

She swirls her Bloody Mary absentmindedly, then takes a small sip, her eyes flicking toward the window like she’s already replaying all the early mornings and low-paying gigs.

“I think that’s so cool,” Soli says warmly. “I don’t really have anything like that.”

Jordan turns to her, genuinely listening.

“It shouldn’t be mandatory to have some kind of dream job,” she says. “Especially because it’s not easy, even once you land your first job and start to establish yourself. But it gives me something to hope for—to look forward to.”

“I know what you mean,” I say, nodding. “Whether we have a dream or not, everyone’s here looking for something they want to be doing. We’re all working toward something.”

Jordan smiles, thoughtful. “What about you guys?” she asks. “What are you out here for?”

“I was born here,” Soli says, matter-of-factly.

“Same,” I add. There’s a pause as that sinks in.

“It’s weird being from L.A.,” Soli continues. “You grow up and everyone around you is striving and struggling so hard trying to make it. And you’re just... struggling kinda for its own sake. But what do you do? Move away?”

Her voice softens at the end—not defensive, just honest. The weight of it hangs in the air for a second too long. Jordan picks up on it, gives her a small, reassuring smile.

“I know it wasn’t easy for me to leave home,” Jordan says. “Growing up, I never saw myself leaving Tucson.”

Soli looks over and offers a grateful little nod. “I think it’s really cool what you’re doing.”

“Thanks,” Jordan says. “I’m really only trying. But maybe someday I’ll look back and feel like I have a lot to show for it. And that it was worth it.” She shrugs. “Maybe not.”

Just then, the food arrives—crispy, hot, and fragrant—and the server slides the plates in front of us with a practiced flourish.

“I’m sure you’ll do great,” I say. “You seem to have a very realistic plan and understanding of your prospects.”

Jordan looks at me, surprised for a beat, then smiles. “Thanks, Matty.”

We all start to eat, the clinking of utensils filling the space. The conversation doesn’t pick up again right away, but the silence isn’t uncomfortable. It’s just a natural pause, like everyone’s letting the moment breathe.

I usually inhale my food, but I force myself to slow down. The meal’s too good to rush. I look around the restaurant, taking in the little details, and reach for a napkin from a chrome dispenser that looks like it’s been here since the ’60s.

“I like the décor here,” I say, wiping my hands.

“Does it give you any ideas?” Soli asks, glancing toward Jordan with a playful smile.

Jordan looks around, her eyes scanning the retro signage, the warm wood paneling, and the overhead globe lights. She chews, swallows, then nods.

“Yeah,” she says. “I always thought this place had a real sitcom feel. I love sitcoms. They’re just like comfort food to me.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask, intrigued. “Which ones?”

“Okay, I’m being a dork here, you guys,” she says, holding up her hands in mock surrender. “So no making fun of me.”

“No, we won’t,” Soli says, laughing.

There’s something sweet about the way girls talk when they first meet. There’s this gentle choreography of self-deprecation and affirmation. I’ve noticed it before. One puts herself down just a little, and the other lifts her up in return. It’s simple—but nice.

“You know The Big Bang Theory?” Jordan says. “That’s probably one of my favorites. I know a lot of people hate it—I mean hate it—but I dunno. I think the jokes are pretty funny. Oh, and Community. The set design on that show was amazing.”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I remember those. It seems like there aren’t that many good ones anymore.”

“Yeah,” Jordan agrees. “Abbott Elementary is great, but it’s basically just a ripoff of The Office set at a school.”

“Have you seen Ted Lasso?” Soli asks. “Matty and I have been watching that one.”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I spoke too soon.”

Jordan groans lightly. “Ugh, I don’t have Apple TV or whatever. I’ve heard it’s pretty great, though.”

We chew quietly for a few moments. The lull that follows isn’t awkward exactly, but it has that familiar tension—like the air’s waiting for someone to break it. Still, I kind of like it. There’s something honest about just... pausing.

“So, what have you got planned for the rest of the day?” Jordan asks eventually.

I smile, appreciating the gentle pivot.

“It’s kinda funny because we almost never make a plan,” I say.

“Yeah, we kinda just let things happen,” Soli says with a shrug, her voice light. “You?”

“I don’t really have that much going on,” Jordan admits. “It sounds terrible, but the truth is I just spend most of my time sleeping on the weekends.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Soli asks, genuinely curious.

Jordan flips her ponytail over her shoulder in a reflexive, slightly self-conscious motion.

“I dunno,” she says. “I was talking to my mom and I told her that, and she said it sounded like I was depressed. Which I’m not. At all.”

“That’s really unfair,” I say, frowning. “I’m sure she meant well, but who needs judgment like that?”

Jordan nods, the tension in her jaw easing a bit.

“Yeah, everybody’s always talking about self-care,” she says. “But it sometimes feels like it’s only okay to take care of yourself in ways that other people notice and approve of.”

“Ugh,” Soli says, leaning in slightly. “Right?! I’m glad you said that. I’ve had the same thought. It’s so stupid. Who are we performing for?”

“Our parents, apparently,” Jordan says, exhaling sharply. “And… I don’t have a boyfriend, which is its own thing.”

“Any reason why?” I ask, trying to keep the question casual, though I’m genuinely curious.

“Oh, just the usual reasons,” she says, her voice softening, a little shy.

“What he means,” Soli jumps in smoothly, “is that you’re gorgeous, intelligent, interesting, and easy to talk to. There’s definitely no reason why you don’t already have a boyfriend. Just so that’s clear—in case your conversation with your mom got you thinking too much.”

Jordan flushes—visibly, warmly. It rises from her cheeks down her neck and across her collarbones, even tinting the upper part of her chest in a slow, blooming wave.

“Thanks,” she says, her voice small and almost swallowed. “Really. It’s not like no one’s interested. I’ve just tried the dating apps and... dating just feels really weird out here.”

“Totally,” Soli says, instantly in sync. “Guys will ghost you for nothing. For literally no reason at all.”

“Girls too,” I chime in. “Believe me. Nobody has it easy. No matter who you are, there’s always someone ‘better’ out there. At least, that’s what everyone thinks.”

“It’s not just finding someone decent,” Jordan says. “It’s the distances, too. I rented in Sylmar because it’s kinda, sorta affordable for me. But every guy I match with lives like an hour away, at least. And the apps keep sending me these little pop-ups saying, Widen your search area for more matches! It just gets really exhausting.”

“I know how you feel,” Soli says. “I’d totally given up on even trying to date. Then all of a sudden—bam!”

“Yep,” I say. “Bam. Literally.”

Jordan laughs, her eyes flicking between us. “You’re really lucky to have found each other. It’s like you were meant to be together.”

Soli smiles at me with warmth, then turns back to Jordan. She gently rests her hand on top of Jordan’s, whose fingers are long, bare but polished, and perfectly still beneath Soli’s touch.

“You believe in that stuff?” Soli asks, her voice quieter now. “Like, fate?”

Jordan’s expression changes—opens, almost. Her features light up, and there’s a shift in her body language, like something just unlocked.

“Yeah,” she says. “I do. I think people can find each other every day. I mean, I’m not religious.”

“Me neither. Anymore,” Soli says softly.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “Me too. Anymore. But I still think there’s magic in this world—and that people are kind of magical when they come together. That’s love. That’s the thing we’re all looking for. My parents didn’t have that, but it makes me want to believe in it all the more.”

“Oh my God,” Soli says, her voice suddenly hushed but full of feeling. “That’s beautiful.”

“Super cheesy,” Jordan says, laughing nervously. She blushes again, though this time the embarrassment feels more vulnerable than shy.

“No,” Soli says, eyes locked on hers. “I believe all those things too. I just never had the words to say them.”

Her hand hasn’t moved. Their fingers are lightly interlaced now. The two of them are sharing a look that feels heavy with new electricity—but also delicate, like glass that hasn’t decided yet whether it wants to break or hold.

I sit quietly. Watching. Not intruding. Letting it play out. I’m getting very good vibes from this moment: gentle, tender, and charged with possibilities. The conversation has just taken a very interesting turn, and I want to see where it’s headed.

“I’ve had some really shitty luck with love,” Soli says. “Now I feel like I’ve found something really special. And I just want to share it.”

“Kinda sounds like you want to share your boyfriend,” Jordan says, laughing nervously.

Soli doesn’t blink, just lets a devilish little grin spread across her face.

“That would be too much, right?” she says, teasing. “We’ve only just met, and that’s not the kind of thing that girls are supposed to do. Not good girls, definitely. Right?”

Soli lets her fingers dance across Jordan’s for just a moment. Jordan goes redder than the Bloody Mary in her glass.

“I, uh,” Jordan stumbles. “I should use the bathroom real fast.”

Soli releases her hand. “Of course,” she says, allowing Jordan to uncross her legs and push her chair out from the table.

“Be back in a sec,” Jordan says as she retreats around the corner.
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“That was some pretty hardcore flirting,” I say.
Soli gives me this big-eyed expression, pursing her lips as if to say, Who, me?
“I kinda felt a vibe and decided that instead of dropping it I was gonna pick it up and see where it took me,” Soli says. “You think she’s sexy, right?”
“Come on. This is breakfast talk?” I say, only half-seriously. “Although, I guess we have been drinking a little.”
“Just tell me she’s not hot, that you don’t find her attractive, and I’ll drop the whole thing,” Soli says. “I’m only interested in getting this thing started if you are.”
“What thing?” I say.
“You know,” Soli says. “Look, I’ve been very upfront with you, Matty. I like girls. I don’t consider monogamy necessary in a healthy relationship. Why do you think I said all that stuff? You’re going to act surprised when I start making moves to make a three-way happen?”

Wow. Okay, so this is really happening.

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re right. You did tell me all that stuff. Just let me catch up a little here. I’m getting whiplash. A second ago, I thought we were just having a polite conversation. I didn’t expect that you were going to find someone you like this quickly.”
“Does it bother you?” Soli asks. “Tell me honestly, because this isn’t something that I need to have today, right now, with her. If you would rather focus on us first before bringing anyone else into the relationship, I’m cool with that.”

My head is swimming, and the Bloody Marys have almost nothing to do with it.

“Jordan is great,” I say, struggling to walk a fine line here. “I don’t have any objections to flirting with her and us just seeing where this goes.”
“Okay,” says Soli gently. “But not having objections isn’t the same thing as saying, Let’s go for it, right?”
“Right,” I say. “That’s true. I’m probably thinking way too much about this. We don’t even know how Jordan feels yet.”
“We know,” Soli says, with a look of confident self-assurance. “She’s probably in the ladies’ room touching herself right now.”
“Jesus,” I say. “You think so?”

I hear the words, and my mind can’t help but conjure up the image of Jordan’s face—her features scrunched slightly, eyes closed as her fingers probe her depths, breath ragged with a need so intense that she’s willing to risk being caught in public trying to satisfy it. I’m instantly stiff and try to shift in my seat as my erection presses against my pants leg.

“Girls have needs just like guys do,” Soli says. “And you heard her say she isn’t having sex. She needs this, and we can give it to her. Or not. Choice is yours.”
“You put it that way, and it’s almost like I would be selfish not to go for it,” I say. “Of course, she may not actually want to do anything right away if she’s just curious.”
“Maybe,” Soli says. “A lot of girls are like that. But speaking as a girl, we’re not as hesitant to try stuff with other girls as we are with men. There’s this double standard that guys have pretty much no idea about. I’ve fooled around with a lot of girls right after we met and done things that I would have made a guy wait till the second date to do.”
“What about the car wash?” I ask.
“The car wash was our second date, Matty,” she says. “If you’d had a pussy, I might’ve fucked you the very first night we met.”
“Holy shit,” I say. “And this is like a thing? Girls know about this?”
Soli shrugs. “A lot of girls—straight girls—and I think Jordan falls into this category too, don’t view hooking up with another woman the same way they do hooking up with a guy.”
“Right,” I say. “I get that. But you really think she’d be down to hook up with us both today, just like that?”
“I’m not sure,” Soli says. “But it’s a very real possibility.”
“So, how do we do this?” I say. “What should we do to help her along?”
“Okay, so you are down, then?” Soli says, leaning forward slightly, a small smile forming on her lips.
“Yes, totally,” I say. “If that’s the way things are flowing, I’m happy to go with that flow.”

Soli’s face grows serious, and I can tell she’s putting on her practical hat and sizing up the situation.

“We should stop drinking,” she says.
“Yes,” I say. “Definitely a good idea.”
“But maybe we could try smoking a little weed?” she says. “I’ve got some at my apartment.”
“Hmm,” I say. “Could turn her off. Not everybody smokes weed.”
“True,” Soli says. “But it’s also a nice, casual offer that gives her the opportunity to back out if she’s uncomfortable without risking offense. And if she is interested, then getting her in my apartment is the right first step. It’s like a… what do you call it?”
“Litmus test?” I offer.
“Yeah,” Soli says. “If she doesn’t like weed, we can always make an offer to do something else some other time. She does live in my complex, after all. This isn’t the last time we’re gonna see her regardless.”
“That’s another thing that I was thinking about,” I say. “This won’t be awkward for you after?”

Soli seems genuinely surprised by the question.
“Why would it be? It’s not like we’re just going to fuck this sweet girl and then discard her, right?”
“No, of course not,” I say. “It’s just easy when people hook up for feelings to get hurt, regrets to crop up out of nowhere.”
“That’s why we need to make sure that we pay attention to her signals and not rush her into anything,” Soli says. “As long as we respect her boundaries and don’t try to pressure her into anything, I don’t think she’ll have any reason to regret the things we’ll be doing together.”
“Yeah,” I say. “That makes sense. This all makes so much sense.”

And it really does. I’m feeling good about this—better than I expected. Soli is unlike any woman I’ve ever dated. Unlike any woman I’ve ever met, really. She’s emotionally attuned, kind, and deeply thoughtful… but also clear, confident, assertive when it comes to sex and getting what she wants. It’s a powerful combination, and watching her navigate all this—thoughtfully, responsibly—only makes me more certain I trust her.

“Matty,” Soli says, her voice calm, clear. “If we go forward with this, it means bringing Jordan into our relationship. Maybe not forever—but maybe. I don’t know how she feels about that yet. But we both need to be ready, either way.”

I nod slowly, feeling the weight of it settle in. This isn’t just about tonight. It’s a door we’re opening—one we can’t close in quite the same way.
“This will change us,” I say. “I think it’ll be for the better… but it will be different.”
“You know where I stand,” she says.

And I do. It’s written in the way she’s looking at me now—steady, open, and maybe just a little bit vulnerable, even if she’d never admit it.

I smile. “I do. I trust you. I love you. I’m glad we’re doing this together.”

She rises a few inches in her seat to kiss me across the table. Her lips are warm, confident. The kiss lingers just long enough to draw a glance or two from the other diners, but neither of us care. When she pulls back, her eyes are soft.
“I love you, too,” she says, settling back.

We let the moment breathe.
I turn my attention to the last few bites of my patty melt—perfectly crisp bread, buttery and still warm, with the sweet depth of caramelized onions. I don’t want to eat too much, but I know I’ll want the energy later. The server arrives with the bill, placing it quietly on the table’s edge.

I glance at it. “Should I try to pay?”
“No,” Soli says, quick and firm. “She insisted. If you pay, it undermines her. Let her be generous.”
I nod. “Smart call.”

We fall into a comfortable silence, but the air feels subtly charged now. It’s like something’s shifted, even though the booth and the people and the restaurant’s low chatter remain exactly the same. A few minutes pass.
“It seems like she’s been gone kind of a long time,” I say, my voice low.
“She’s probably just coming down,” Soli says. “She’s got to clean herself up. If I’m right about what she’s been doing in there, she’s got hormones flooding her system, sweat pooling in every crevice of her body.”
“You don’t think she’ll be, like, spent already, do you?” I ask.

Soli gives me a smile and just the smallest shake of the head, as if my question is adorable for being so foolish.

Moments later, Jordan emerges, looking perfectly composed.
“Sorry I took so long,” Jordan says as she returns to the table, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear.
“No, not at all,” I say.
“They’ve brought the bill already,” she notes, eyes drifting to the folded check. “Does anyone want anything else? More Bloody Marys?”

“We were actually thinking of something a little different,” Soli says, her tone light but intentional. “Do you ever get high?”
Jordan perks up. “Sure. My roommate in college was kind of a stoner, so we ended up hotboxing in her car a lot. Not that much lately, though.”
“Well,” Soli says, “I’ve got something that’s covered in hairs and very sticky. Wanna try?”
“That sounds amazing,” Jordan says, and the flush in her cheeks leaves no doubt in my mind that the double entendre was not lost on her.
“Yes!” Soli grins. “Let’s do this.”
“Let me just grab the bill,” Jordan says, reaching for it without hesitation.
“Thank you again for treating us,” I add. Maybe it’s old-fashioned, maybe it’s just ingrained, but I feel the need to acknowledge the gesture one more time.
“No worries,” she says with a shrug and a smile. “I’m just glad I ran into you guys. I mean, not the way it happened with the car, of course.”
“We know what you mean, sweetie,” Soli says, gently touching her arm. “We feel the same way.”

We head to the register together, the three of us in a kind of quiet sync. Jordan leaves a generous tip. Outside, the sun has shifted slightly, casting long, amber streaks across the sidewalk. Soli takes my hand as we cross the street, and I feel the soft pressure of her fingers wrapping around mine. There must be a smile a mile wide on my face.

Chance encounters. Random collisions. Who knew things like this could actually happen? Not in a dream, not in some story you tell yourself, but in real life. In daylight. On a Saturday afternoon.

And I’m cruising right for it.
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Soli’s apartment is cool and dim, the blinds pulled back just enough to let in bands of afternoon light. The faint hum of traffic outside fades into the background, replaced by the quiet clink of glass as Soli loads the bong on the coffee table.

“I tried smoking with ice once, and I got totally addicted to it,” she says, her long fingers slipping a cube of ice down the neck.

The ice crackles faintly as it hits the catcher, already fogging slightly from the change in temperature. There’s something precise and graceful in the way she handles it, like she’s done this a hundred times but still finds the ritual worth doing right.

“Where do you get your weed?” Jordan asks.

“There’s a place in Hollywood I like called Greenhaven,” Soli says. “I’ve got a punch card, so if you ever want to come along and buy with me sometime, just let me know. Bulk buys equal discounts.”

I hang back a little, giving Jordan space to settle in. She’s sitting at the edge of the couch, one leg tucked under the other, scanning the room with quiet curiosity. She seems at ease but tuned in, like she knows something’s happening here, even if none of us has said it out loud yet.

“I love your place,” Jordan says. “It’s really cozy.”

“Make yourself at home,” Soli says. “Mi casa es su casa.”

Jordan offers her a warm smile, then glances my way. That quick flicker of connection—just a glance, but it’s enough to steady me. I look at them both: Jordan, tall and golden and quietly thoughtful; Soli, dark-haired, deliberate, magnetic. Very different women. Both stunning. Both kind, sharp, open-hearted in their own ways.

And both here. With me.

The air hums with something electric. It’s that rare feeling you get when life suddenly feels a little bigger than you expected, like the edges of your ordinary world are blurring into something you didn’t even know you wanted.

I’m trying not to jump too far ahead. Just stay present. Just take it in.

Soli finishes grinding and taps the last of the flower into the bowl. She leans back, lit from one side by a blade of sunlight that cuts across her cheekbone. She looks like she knows exactly what she’s doing, and she’s enjoying every second of it.

“Let’s let our guest take greens,” Soli says, offering Jordan the bong.

I nod, smiling. “Excellent idea.”

Jordan takes the bong with a kind of quiet reverence, cradling it carefully and settling the base squarely in her lap like it’s a fragile relic or some kind of ceremonial object. Soli passes her the lighter, their fingers brushing in the exchange. There’s a softness in Soli’s eyes as she watches Jordan adjust her grip.

“I always overdo it and end up burning my throat,” Jordan says, glancing down at the bowl with a half-smile, half-wince of anticipation.

“If that happens, I’ve got almond milk in the fridge,” Soli replies, her voice low and reassuring. As she speaks, she places a hand gently on Jordan’s shoulder, thumb tracing small circles through the fabric of her shirt. The gesture is casual but intimate, comforting, grounding.

Jordan sparks the bowl with a practiced motion, the flame flaring briefly before vanishing into the swirl of smoke. She pulls out the downstem with a soft pop, and a thick gust of ice-cooled vapor fills her lungs. Her eyes flutter closed for a moment as she holds it in, then exhales smoothly through her nose, the smoke curling in slow tendrils toward the ceiling.

“Wow!” Soli says, grinning.

“You’re a pro,” I add, watching Jordan with no small amount of admiration.

Jordan coughs—just a little—and waves a hand like she’s fanning away embarrassment. “The ice helps,” she says once she catches her breath.

“Yeah,” Soli agrees. “I don’t know if it actually filters anything out, but the ice cubes get all smoky and covered in soot, so maybe so.” She leans forward to inspect the bong with amused skepticism.

Jordan lifts the glass and offers it to me. I rise slightly from my seat and accept it gingerly, careful not to knock anything over. I take a short, measured rip, letting the taste roll over my tongue before exhaling. Then I go in for a second, slightly deeper pull before handing it over to Soli.

As I ease back into my chair, that cozy, familiar haze begins to settle behind my eyes, softening the world’s edges.

“Has anyone ever had to work someplace where they drug tested you?” I ask, voice already a little looser around the edges.

“Target,” Jordan says. “But I left that job before I ever tried weed.”

“I got turned down for a job once,” I say, laughing a little at the absurdity. “They were ready to hire me until I realized the drug screening included marijuana.”

“What was the job?” Soli asks, lighter in one hand, the bowl now glowing faintly as she takes a long, steady inhale.

“Dishwasher,” I say, with theatrical solemnity.

Soli exhales a cloud of smoke, shaking her head. “So, you can’t even get work as a dishwasher if you smoke weed? That’s messed up.”

“It was at a retirement home,” I explain. “It was already fully legal in California, of course. But it was this big national chain, and they told me that was just their policy. What could have been, right?”

“Their loss,” Jordan says, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“Exactly,” Soli says. “You could have been an amazing dishwasher. You have everything it takes.”

“I know,” I say, grinning. “I still think about it sometimes. It was steady work. I might not have even looked for a better job for years. Of course, after that I got my first job selling door to door, and thus my illustrious career as a salesman began.”

“I don’t think I could do sales,” Jordan says. “Way too much rejection for me.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” I say. “But it stings less and less each time.”

The room feels softer now. Warm. Slow. I can feel the weed working its way up the back of my neck, loosening my shoulders, smoothing out my thoughts. I sink a little deeper into the couch, body giving in to the moment.

“What’s the name of this strain?” Jordan asks, stretching her legs out in front of her, clearly settling in.

“Just a little Lemon Haze,” Soli answers, settling back into the cushions beside her. “Nothing special, but it gets the job done.”

“Oh, yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s definitely getting the job done.”

Soli sets the bong down on the coffee table and takes the opportunity to scoot a little closer to Jordan on the couch. My focus may not be laser sharp, but I’m definitely watching what’s going to happen next. There’s this goofy smile on my face, but luckily it makes sense given that we’ve all just gotten high. Besides, nobody’s judging anyone. This is a safe space.

“The first time I ever got stoned, I was with my best friend,” Soli says. “She was always the more adventurous one, pushing us to do new things.”

“Yeah?” Jordan asks, a little hazy. “What kind of things would you do together?”

Soli gives this big smile, like the memory is coming back to her.

“We’d get a little wild together,” Soli says, starting to giggle. “She always said that weed made her super horny.”

“Oh, me too!” Jordan says. “It just makes me feel so good all over.”

“Where?” Soli asks, glassy eyes widening with excitement. “Show me where you feel it.”

Jordan is grinning now, and I can see her chest is rising faster, breath quickening.

“Right here,” she says, holding her hands over her chest.

“Here?” Soli asks, slowly reaching over and cupping Jordan’s breast through her tank top. She touches her gently, then presses more firmly.

“Yesss,” Jordan says, placing her hand on top of Soli’s, encouraging her to press with a little more pressure. “God, that’s it.”

Jordan’s own hands begin to rub her thighs through her yoga pants, and I can feel the blood rushing to my cock. Soli flashes me a conspiratorial smile.

“Is it okay if he watches?” Soli asks.

Jordan looks at me and gives a lidded smile.

“He can watch,” she says. “He can do other stuff, too.”

“He has to wait his turn first,” Soli says, showing that dominant side she told me she likes to bring out with other girls. Turns out it applies to me too, when we’re having a ménage à trois.

Soli is inches from Jordan now. She reaches out with her free hand, turning Jordan’s face toward hers. The kiss is gentle, tentative. Then Jordan breaks away.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Soli asks.

“Does my breath stink?” Jordan says.

Soli laughs loudly. When Jordan winces a little, Soli reaches over and runs her thumb down Jordan’s chin.

“No,” she says, kindly but firmly. “You taste great to me. And me? How do I taste to you?”

“Fine,” says Jordan.

“Really?” Soli says. “No lying, now. If you want to stop to brush our teeth first, we can.”

Jordan shakes her head slightly, then she appears to grow bolder, like she’s letting go of her reservations. She presses her lips to Soli’s, making a delicious smacking sound as they connect.

I’m so hard it aches, and I want so badly to unzip and start rubbing my throbbing cock. But I know this will take time, and I need to maintain my stamina. I’m going to be coming again and again this afternoon, and I want to hold out for as long as I can before I start touching myself.

The girls’ kissing gets more eager, almost frantic, as they rub and touch each other. Jordan’s skin-tight workout gear puts every detail of her body on full display. Soli works her nipple with her palm, the other hand rubbing the area around her belly button.

Jordan tugs Soli’s top up, exposing her nipple. I watch with rapt attention as she tweaks Soli’s caramel-colored nipple between her fingers. Jesus, this is hot. I’m watching my girlfriend getting pleasured by her hot neighbor, and they’re doing it all knowing I’m watching them.

“Lay down,” Soli commands.

Jordan spreads herself across the couch, lying on her back while Soli pulls off her own top, breasts jiggling as she tosses it over her shoulder. Jordan pushes herself up on the couch with her elbows, offering her own breasts up to Soli. Soli straddles her, tugging her tank top down to expose her own full breasts with those little pink nipples.

Soli takes both of Jordan’s breasts in her hands, playing with their girth as she massages them.

“You like that?” Soli asks.

“Yeah,” Jordan says, almost whimpering.

Soli keeps kneading Jordan’s breasts with her palms and rubbing her thighs against her own, building friction. I’m about to lose it and quickly unzip, freeing my cock from the prison of my underwear. The pressure was getting unbearable, and now my cock is standing at full mast, pulsing gently as I watch my girlfriend go to town on a girl she just met.

Soli leans down and starts kissing and licking Jordan’s nipples, her hips pressing against Jordan’s. Jordan raises her ass up, lifting her ankles in the air so Soli can press her groin against her. Soli’s pussy collides with Jordan’s, both of them gasping slightly at the pressure.

“Fuck me, Mommy!” Jordan cries out.

I start rubbing and caressing the head of my cock, willing myself not to cum too soon as I watch this erotic display.

Soli spreads her legs wider, entangling them with Jordan’s. She brings her pelvis down against Jordan’s again and again. Then she switches tactics, focusing back on Jordan’s breasts and kissing her again.

Jordan takes charge for the first time, reaching up to touch Soli’s pussy through her thin shorts.

“Unzip me,” Soli says, almost begging. Jordan eagerly complies. Once her shorts are unzipped, Soli rises up on the couch to wiggle out of the tight-fitting jean shorts. There’s a wet stain on the front of her panties already. Then Soli helps Jordan wiggle out of her own tight yoga pants, the two of them never breaking concentration. They are laser-focused on each other’s bodies, both ready to pleasure each other as much as possible.

I’m already near bursting, so I stop touching myself, afraid I’m going to nut before these two have even really gotten started fucking each other. My cock feels impossibly dry all of a sudden. It throbs, begging me to sink it into one of those wet pussies—one and then the other. But I have to be patient. My turn will come.

When both are in just their panties, Soli reaches under Jordan’s underwear and starts fingering her pussy.

“Too soon?” Soli asks, gently checking in on her.

“No,” Jordan says. “Keep going. Don’t stop.”

Soli keeps teasing Jordan, playing with her pussy and flicking her clit. I don’t have the best angle from where I’m sitting to see the penetration. So I rise, stroking my cock as much as I dare, standing over the two of them wearing a look of total absorption. Soli pulls down Jordan’s panties, exposing her glistening wet pussy. Jordan must have just shaved this morning, because there’s not even a hint of hair anywhere from her mound to her slit. Soli brings her fingers together, forming an arrowhead she uses to part the lips of Jordan’s pussy, pressing deeper.

“Ooohhh, fuck!” Jordan whimpers, eyes closed as she gives herself over to the pleasure of the experience.

Soli keeps pressing her fingers into Jordan, making wet, sloppy noises as she stimulates her wet cunt.

Precum is already forming, and I know that in another second, I’m going to cum. There’s nothing I can do. I get up and reach over to grab Soli’s discarded top, which sits on the throw pillow on the couch. I give myself a few quick jerks, watching Jordan’s face contorted in a look of pure ecstasy. I cum hard, spraying white slick liquid from the tip of my cock, which I catch with the flowing top’s frilled fabric.

“Shit,” I mutter, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

“It’s fine,” Soli says, arms still pumping as she brings her fingers down against Jordan’s pussy.

It’s just the weed, I tell myself. You needed somewhere to spill your seed, and you reached for the first thing handy. It can be washed. Don’t detract from the moment. Let go of your ego and just enjoy.

“Mmmmm–aaaaaah!” Jordan’s breaths are getting ragged now, and I can see she’s getting close. The sight of her back arching, eyes shut and mouth open wide, is getting me hard again already.

“Oh fuck, fuck, fuck!”

I watch as Jordan’s orgasm spasms through her body, the moistness between her legs turning creamy and dripping between her thighs.

“Holy fucking shit!” Jordan says.

Soli is sweating, her exposed back covered in beads of dew that roll down between her crack. I move to her, knees bending to get down on her eye level. My stiff cock wiggles a little as I bend down.

“That was incredible,” I say, kissing Soli’s neck. She presses the back of her neck against my shoulder, bending to me.

“You liked that, didn’t you?” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “And I can see that you enjoyed that just as much as Jordan did.”

“Not possible,” Jordan says, sighing deeply.

Jordan’s ample chest is still heaving, and I can see she’s still trying to catch her breath. I rise from my crouching position beside the couch and my stiff cock wags like a pool toy. I’m not as rock hard as I was a few moments ago, but it’ll take a while before I calm down enough to get flaccid again—not that I want it to.

“Watch where you put that thing,” Soli says with a grin.

“Where are you gonna put it?” Jordan asks, sitting up.

“Wherever I damn well please,” I say, resting my fists on both sides of my waist, arms akimbo, and turning my hips slightly to make my cock flop around. Both girls laugh uproariously as I bring my flopping cock closer to Soli’s face.

“Are you just going to stand there flapping your cock around?” Soli asks.

“No,” I say. “Because you’re about to take it in your mouth.”
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“Oh, I am, huh?” Soli asks.
“Fuck yeah, you are,” I say, grabbing my cock and tugging on my shaft, pumping up the head.
“And what am I going to do?” Jordan asks.
“You’re gonna eat sweet little Soli’s pussy,” I say.
“Mmm,” Jordan says. “That could work.”
“I’ll lay down here,” I say, pointing to a spot on the couch. “Then Soli, you get on your knees and position yourself in front of Jordan.”
“Yep,” Soli says, already moving to comply. “I can see where you’re going with this.”

I slide onto the couch with Soli in front of me, one leg hanging off the couch and the other resting against a pillow.
“Comfortable?” Soli asks.
“Oh yeah,” I say. “Jordan, are you comfortable?”

Soli wiggles her bare ass in front of Jordan’s face.
“Yep,” Jordan says, swatting it playfully. “I’m definitely enjoying this view.”

Soli laughs, and it’s a beautiful sight—watching the girl I love getting so much pleasure and satisfaction from our little three-way sex play. I reach out and take her chin in my fingers, drawing her closer for a long, passionate kiss. We stare into each other’s eyes, and I’m overwhelmed with how lucky I am to have found her.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I ask.
“Are you thinking how much you like sucking cock?” Soli asks.

I laugh.
“Actually, I was just realizing how lucky I am,” I say.
“That’s an understatement,” Soli says.

She purses her lips, winking at me. Then she cranes her neck down to meet my massive erection with her lips. She tongues my head first, stimulating the sensitive nerve endings and giving the seam under my cock plenty of attention. I let out a contented sigh that turns into giggles bubbling up from inside me.

Maybe it’s the weed, but I’m feeling even greater sensitivity than the first time Soli did this for me. Something about the way the tip of her tongue darts across my mushroom head, the way her pillowy lips slowly move around the head and down the shaft. I close my eyes to heighten the physical sensations as they arrive.

I can hear small kissing noises, and I know that Jordan is behind Soli and about to give her some of what she needs.
“Ummm, uuhhh,” Soli moans. There’s an almost involuntary spasm that passes through her, and I can tell Jordan’s tongue has just made contact with Soli’s wet pussy. She keeps moaning, momentarily breaking her concentration.

I open my eyes and see Jordan with her face pressed to Soli’s backside. Our eyes meet, and she gives me this look of utter contentment.
I take Soli’s head in my hands and slowly guide myself down further. I can feel my head touching her—first her palate and then sliding past it. She gags, which scares me, and I pull myself back.
“Are you okay?” I ask.

She swallows some saliva and breathes deeply.
“Yeah,” she says.
“Did I hurt you?” I ask. Jordan has paused too, peering at us both from behind Soli’s back.
“No,” Soli says. “It’s fine. You did good. Just a lot to pay attention to. I got distracted.”
“Okay,” I say. “Let’s take this again, nice and smooth.”

I let Soli get comfortable first, adjusting to Jordan’s lips, nose, and tongue—licking her lips and then pressing herself inside her. The pleasure is unbelievable, I can tell, and Soli’s so gone that her eyes are half-open in a kind of wild ecstasy. After a moment, she gets this look of hunger and pure determination on her face and practically propels herself forward to resume sucking my cock.

We find a nice rhythm after that. I’m more careful than before, but I’m reading her signals and she wants me to make her go deeper. She’s still moaning while she deepthroats me. I cum suddenly, faster than I’d expected, and she swallows it down in big, loud gulps.

Soli comes up for air, and Jordan is still working her from behind. I rest my neck in my hands as I watch Jordan bring my girlfriend to orgasm. Or is it that they’re both my girlfriends now? I’m not totally sure, but we can figure that out later. For now, I’m just enjoying watching them.

Soli’s big tits with their huge brown nipples jiggle as she kneels on all fours, getting stimulated from behind. Jordan has clearly got some experience eating pussy, judging by the way Soli is completely absorbed by what her tongue is doing.
“Damn, you look good like that,” I say.
“Uh-huh,” Soli manages to say.
I chuckle.
“You really are so gone, aren’t you?” I say.
“Oh, fuck yes!” Soli gasps, beads of sweat running down her neck and sliding off her nipple.

Soli spreads herself further, lifting her ass slightly to help Jordan’s tongue stimulate her clit.
“Fuck!” Soli screams.

Jordan’s eyes snap open as Soli’s orgasm floods her tongue. She withdraws her head and Soli stretches, deep and low, in a very feline gesture.
“Oh, baby,” Soli says, looking at me. “I have to give Jordan some attention for what she just did to me.”
“Go right ahead,” I say, smiling.

Soli turns around and wraps her naked body around Jordan's, the two of them kissing and nuzzling each other all over.
“You’re so warm,” Jordan says softly. “Your pussy tastes so good.”
“Really?” Soli says. “I can’t believe your tongue moved like that. You give amazing head.”
“Better than me?” I say, with a big grin, letting her know there’s no real competition.
“Matty does give amazing head,” Soli says. “You’ll have to try him out sometime.”
“Ooh, sounds good!” Jordan says, brushing aside Soli’s long black curls with her fingers to kiss the side of her neck.
“But first, how about some ice cream?” I say, already halfway to my feet.
“Yes, please!” Soli says, perking up like I’d just offered her a foot massage and a promotion.
“I think there’s caramel and chocolate swirl, and some mint chocolate chip,” I say, squinting toward the kitchen like I’m trying to visualize the freezer’s interior. “Is that right, Soli?”
“Mint chocolate chip’s gone already,” Soli says, stretching her arms overhead. “But there’s some peach sherbet in the back behind the frozen taquitos.”
“We’ve got taquitos, too?” I say, like this is the best news I’ve heard all day. “Score.”
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I distribute the bowls of ice cream first. Two full scoops for them, a sad little runt of a half-scoop for myself. There’s just barely enough to go around. The sherbet’s a little freezer-burned, but nobody complains. It feels like the kind of day where sweetness, in any form, is enough.

Then I pull on my underwear and fish the taquitos out from behind the bags of frozen spinach and old banana halves. I line them up on a cookie sheet like little soldiers and slide them into the oven for eighteen minutes. The hum of the oven kicks on. The room fills with that faint smell of pre-fried, pre-seasoned anticipation.

By the time they’ve cooked and cooled, the girls have flopped onto the couch and show no signs of being interested.

“So I’m just gonna eat twelve taquitos by myself?” I ask, holding the tray in both hands like an offering.

“Looks like it,” Soli says, without even looking up.

“I’m good with that,” I say, already biting into one.

Jordan stands, stretching, her spine popping faintly as she reaches for the ceiling. “Okay,” she says, brushing hair from her face. “I really need a shower.”

She starts collecting her scattered clothes from the floor—bra under the coffee table, shirt draped over the arm of the couch like it was lounging too.

“You can use mine,” Soli offers, nodding toward the bathroom.

“Thanks,” Jordan says. “But I’ve got my loofah and all my soaps and lotions and stuff at my place. It’s easier if I just shower over there.”

“Are you coming right back?” Soli asks, her voice gentler now, a little thread of vulnerability winding its way in.

Jordan leans down and kisses her—a soft, reassuring peck on the lips. “Of course,” she says. “I’m happy to keep hanging out. Just need to take a second to regroup.”

“We’ll be here,” I say, standing to wrap my arms around her. She lets herself fall into me for a moment, warm and relaxed, and then leans up to kiss me too. It’s a soft, simple kiss—brief but sure. Natural. Comfortable. Which is strange, when I stop to think about it. It’s the first time we’re doing this, and somehow it doesn’t feel like the first time at all.

Jordan steps into her thong and pulls it between her shapely ass. I keep munching taquitos—not staring, exactly, but having a healthy appreciation for her body as she dresses in her dirty clothes. The top and yoga pants are mostly spandex, so they stick to her as she struggles to put them on.

“It’s gonna feel so good to throw this stuff in the hamper and put something on that’s billowy and flowing,” she says.

“No panties too, ‘kay?” Soli says.

“Yes, mistress,” Jordan says. She walks over to the door and then turns to give a cheeky little sign-off—“To be continued.”

Once she’s gone, it feels like something’s missing. It’s funny—because this morning, I would’ve told you Soli and I had everything we needed. We were whole. But now, with just the two of us in the apartment, there’s this… absence. Not loneliness, exactly. Just a space that didn’t used to be there, and now I can’t unfeel it.

Soli adjusts the green throw blanket she’s wrapped around herself, tucking it beneath her arms like she’s cinching a robe. Her bare legs peek out beneath it, folded neatly on the couch.

“Let’s check in with each other,” she says. “How are we feeling about what just happened?”

“Great,” I say—too quickly, maybe, but I mean it. “I feel absolutely great about all of it.”

“Me too,” she says, smiling gently. “I think that Jordan could be a permanent part of what the two of us have. Like… we could be a throuple. Are you good with that?”

“This is all new to me,” I say, sitting down beside her and resting my hands on my knees. “And I still need to take a little time to sort out how I feel.”

“Right,” Soli nods. “That makes sense.”

“But I have no reservations at all,” I say. “I think Jordan adds something to the relationship that brings out a different side of both of us.”

Soli tilts her head, studying me carefully. “And you’re not jealous at all? I realize that the two of us mostly focused on each other.”

“Believe me,” I say, leaning back with a grin. “I am fully satisfied with how things played out. Watching you start her off was… better for me, actually.”

“Better how?” Soli asks, brushing a stray lock of hair from her face.

“If I’d been the one to initiate things, I think I would’ve been self-conscious. Worried I was neglecting you. Or that I might accidentally upstage you somehow. I mean, there’s no comparing the two of you, obviously.”

“Obviously,” she says with mock seriousness.

“You both bring something so unique to the table,” I say. “You’re like two goddesses with different elemental powers. You’re so assertive and confident, and she’s so receptive and warm. I’m rambling now. But what I’m trying to say is that you’re amazing. I’m in awe of you. And if I’m going to be sticking my tongue down the throat of a girl I just met, I’m so glad my girlfriend was the one to do it first.”

Soli laughs. Her voice is rich and throaty, with just a touch of disbelief.

“You really feel that way?” she asks, nudging me with her foot.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “If I had tried to start things off, I would’ve been way too in my head about the whole thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Too worried that this was all some kind of elaborate trick you were pulling on me,” I say. “Like, I don’t know—some loyalty test or hidden-camera setup to catch me making the wrong move.”

“Oh, like I wanted to get you alone with another girl just to prove you weren’t loyal?” Soli says, eyebrows raised. “Matty, that would be pretty twisted.”

“I know, I know,” I say, raising my hands in mock surrender. “I trust you. You’ve always been clear with me. It’s just—these ideas about exclusivity are so deeply ingrained, you know? Even when someone gives you a flashing green light, there’s still this little voice in the back of your head whispering trap. It’s paranoid, I know.”

“Well,” Soli says, pointing her big toe toward the bong on the table, “this might have something to do with that.”

“Right,” I say, chuckling. “Anyway, like I said—I’m just grateful that it happened the way it did. For both of us.”

“Me too,” Soli says. “Come over here and cuddle with me.”

I go to her and she lifts the blanket like an invitation. I slip underneath, and we lie there together—her back against my chest, my arm draped across her waist.

I breathe her in. There’s something new in her scent, something layered—hers, but not quite. I realize after a second that it’s Jordan, too. Her perfume, her skin, her presence—still clinging faintly to Soli’s body. It’s a little surreal. But not in a bad way.

After a while, there’s a soft knock at the front door.

“It’s open!” Soli calls, without moving.

Jordan enters, wearing an oversized t-shirt dress that ends just above the knee. Her hair is still wet, pulled back behind her ears. No makeup. She looks fresh and real and strangely radiant.

She kicks off her flip-flops and walks barefoot across the rug, then slides in beside me on the couch. She leans back, settling comfortably against my shoulder.

“What did I miss?” she asks.

“We were just talking about you,” Soli says, draping her arm lazily across Jordan’s lap.

“Gossiping? Really?” Jordan says, raising an eyebrow and trying not to smile.

“Hardly,” I say. “We just both feel that you’re someone special… and we want to bring you into our relationship.”

There’s a long pause, and I can see that she’s weighing the idea carefully.

“Wow,” she finally says. “To be honest, I never thought I would ever find something like this. I mean, I’ve had boyfriends and I’ve had little flings with girls too. It’s just so daring, ya know?”

“Don’t feel like you have to give us an answer right now,” Soli says. “We just want to know where you’re at and what you’re feeling.”

“Totally,” Jordan says. “I think it’s wonderful. You’re both really sexy. Matty, you have this incredibly laid-back and effortless sex appeal.”

“Yeah?” I say, flexing a little and making my pecs dance.

“Yes! That right there,” she says. “You’ve got a nice body and a sense of humor about yourself. Very hot. And Soli…”

“I know, girl,” she says. “I think you’re gorgeous too.”

“This might sound weird to say out loud,” Jordan says. “But I actually saw the two of you—before today, I mean.”

“That’s not weird,” I say, grinning.

“No, but I mean, I saw the two of you going somewhere. You didn’t notice me, but I saw you walking to your car. You were holding hands and there was this glow around the two of you. It was like your auras or something. I don’t mean you were literally glowing—just… happy. I saw you both and thought, that’s the kind of relationship I want to be in.”

“Well, you’re welcome to join us,” Soli says, patting Jordan’s thigh lovingly.

“It’s okay to take a breath before diving in, though,” I say. “This relationship is new for us both, too.”

“It feels right, though, doesn’t it?” Jordan says.

“Very right,” Soli says. “I could tell just from meeting you one time that you were someone I could trust. That’s why we talked it over while you were in the bathroom at Lola’s.”

A smile crosses Jordan’s face, and call me crazy, but I don’t think it’s from flattery alone.

“Jordan,” I say. “In the spirit of being open and honest, I hope you don’t mind if I ask you a personal question.”

“Of course not, Matty,” she says. “Go ahead.”

“Well,” I say. “When we were at Lola’s, you left the table kinda abruptly after Soli started flirting with you. And Soli had this idea that you, uh, that you were—”

“Playing with yourself in the stall because you were so horny you couldn’t stop yourself,” Soli finishes.

Jordan goes bright red and covers her face in her hands.

“Oh, God!” she says. “Was I that obvious? You guys don’t think I’m some kind of pervert, right?”

“No, no!” I say, trying not to laugh. Jordan’s mortification at getting caught only makes her even more lovable. I rub her arm and kiss her cheek just below the ear. Soli touches and kisses her too, showering her in reassurance.

“No, of course not, sweetie!” Soli says. “We would never judge you like that.”

“Cards on the table—I think it’s incredibly sexy and adorable,” I say.

Jordan scrunches up her face like she can’t believe it.

“Adorable? Really?” she says. “I get so hot that I have to run off and touch myself, and that’s cute to you?”

“Yes!” I say. “When girls masturbate, it is always adorable. Louie C.K. has this whole bit about it.”

“What Matty means to say is that we love that we could turn you on that way,” Soli says.

“It had just been so long,” Jordan says. “And it was so unexpected. Soli just gave me these unbelievably strong, sexy vibes, and my body just responded. I couldn’t resist, so I had to scratch the itch.”

“You have nothing to feel embarrassed about,” Soli says. “It was the reaction I was hoping to get, so actually I’m flattered.”

“Soli has powers,” I say. “Sexual powers. If it had been me, I would’ve been rock hard and looking for some way to hide it. I definitely would’ve snuck off to get some release myself.”

“Well, what we did before offered some release,” Jordan says. “But there is still something I haven’t had today that I could really use.”

“That’s right,” Soli says. “Matty, can we get this girl some dick, please?”

“Don’t leave her out either,” Jordan says. “I’d love to watch you two sexy lovers go at it.”

“I guess that’s my cue,” I say. “Shall we take this to the bedroom?”
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We start slow, the two of us just kissing and getting reacquainted. So much has happened today that I feel no need to rush things. Jordan is spread out on Soli’s bed, watching us as we stand in front of her, making out. Soli’s wearing nothing but her panties, her stiff nipples pressed against my chest.

“You taste so good,” I say, glad we took a break to brush our teeth. Soli’s so sexy to me that she’d taste amazing even with weed on her breath—but this is much nicer, and I know she has to be thinking the same.

“You too, baby,” Soli says, running her fingers along my lower back.

I reach down and cup her ass. She does the same to me, and we kiss again, our tongues exploring each other. I’m starting to stiffen as our groins collide, our bodies pressing together as passion grows. I pick her up and she wraps her legs around my waist. I can feel dampness forming against the gusset of her panties as she bucks gently against my stomach.

My stiffness grows as she rides me. I stumble a couple of steps, then toss her onto the foot of the bed. Jordan is sitting at the head of the mattress, her fingers already rubbing her bare pussy under her dress. I glance at her, my erection tenting my shorts. She stares back at me, eyes lidded. I’m turned on by her voyeurism—like I’m her pornographic fantasy in living color. I slide my boxer briefs off, revealing my throbbing cock for both of my ladies to behold.

“Hey, big boy,” Soli says. “Don’t leave me waiting.”

“Fuck her good and hard,” Jordan says. “Give it to her!”

I don’t waste any more time. I climb onto the bed and onto Soli. I kiss her with greater intensity, tweaking her nipples. She’s already so wet that I pull her panties down, revealing a tiny trail of pubic hair around the lips of her pussy. I run the head of my cock along her inner thighs, teasing her before I thrust inside—

“A condom would probably be a good idea,” she says.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Good call.”

“Don’t move!” Jordan says, crawling across the bed to reach the box of Trojans on the end table. She tears one open and tosses it onto the bed beside me.

“Nice assist,” I say.

“Yeah, thanks babe!” Soli adds.

“Happy to help!” Jordan says. “Now, Matty, put that big thing inside her already!”

I roll the condom onto my cock and kiss Soli’s neck as I enter her slowly, letting her envelope me. She wraps her legs around me again, clinging to me as I thrust inside. She’s so wet and hot that it seems to radiate from her core. It’s even hotter than the first time we fucked on this bed, knowing we have an audience this time.

I glance up at Jordan from time to time. She’s slid her panties down and is fingering herself, eyes locked on us. This is so fucking hot I can’t hold out for long. I start to slow, hoping to last.

But when I look into Soli’s eyes, she tells me—

“It’s okay, baby. You can nut. Those hips and thighs are getting a hell of a workout, and you need to save some strength for round two.”

“That’s right,” Jordan says. “You’d better save some for me, too!”

“Well, if that’s what my ladies want, who am I to say no?” I say.

We kiss again, and I start thrusting faster and harder. After three or four more thrusts, I feel myself erupt into the condom. Soli’s tight muscles squeeze the last bits of cum from my cock. I sigh with relief, giving her one last deep kiss before climbing off. I snag a tissue from Soli’s makeup table, tug the condom off, and toss it in the trash.

“We should give him a break,” Soli says. “That’s already the second time you’ve come today, right, Matty?”

I hold up three fingers.

“Don’t forget about when I came all over your blouse,” I say, running my fingers through my hair. I’m pretty sure this is the most sex I’ve ever had in my life.

“Don’t care,” Jordan says, a wicked grin spreading across her face. “I’ve come twice today, and if I have to snap it off, then that’s just how it goes. I need dick.”

I chuckle, shaking my head. “You’re a brat,” I tease, reaching down to try and pump some life back into my flaccid cock.

“Punish me, then,” Jordan says, shifting on the bed, her movements fluid and feminine, designed to entice.

“Tell me how much you need my thick cock,” I demand, eyes locked on hers.

Jordan’s response is immediate, her voice filled with desire. “I’m so horny,” she says, her cheeks flushing. “Getting fucked by a girl only made me hungrier for your cock, Matty.”

“You gonna put it in your mouth?” I ask.

“Not this time,” Jordan says. “I need to feel you deep inside me. I need something hard between my wet thighs.”

Exhausted as I am, Jordan’s dirty talk is working. I can feel my dick responding to her call to action. The lust in her eyes spurs me on. I keep pumping, and soon I’m stiff enough to show off my erection.

I climb onto the bed, the mattress dipping slightly under my weight. Jordan yields to me, lifting her thighs and sticking her chest out, her body inviting and ready. Soli hands me a pillow, and I slide it under Jordan’s back, positioning her for more comfortable penetration. I lean down, my face close to hers, our breaths mingling.

“I’m gonna fuck you,” I say, my voice low and husky. “When you’re begging for it.”

We kiss, our lips pressing firmly together. I take a moment to play with her breast, feeling its weight and softness in my hand. She responds eagerly to my touch, spreading her legs wider under me. I run my fingers up her inner thigh, feeling her heat and wetness. Christ, she’s already so horny. I kiss her neck, my teeth grazing her skin, then reach for the condom Soli placed on the bed. I roll it on quickly, my movements efficient and focused.

With a swift, hard thrust, I enter her—no warning. She bucks and squirms slightly, letting out a tiny groan. I pause, wondering if I’ve been too rough, but she meets my thrusts with her own, clenching and pushing back against me. I go deeper, harder this time, my body like steel as I push into her, making her gasp with pleasure. Her sighs fill the room as our bodies crash and release. My thighs and back burn, but it’s a pleasure-pain I crave.

“Yes… oh, fuck!” Jordan squeals, her voice full of ecstasy.

I’m sweating now, a drop threatening to fall from my forehead onto her chest. Soli reaches out and gently dabs my forehead, her touch soothing and encouraging. I look at her—her face glowing with love and lust. She’s enjoying this as much as we are.

“Look at my big powerful man,” Soli purrs. “Fuck that little girl. Fuck her hard.”

I ease Jordan’s thigh onto my shoulder, driving even deeper. She groans softly, eyes closed in bliss. I play with her breasts, roughly twisting her nipples as our bodies grind and slam together. Her moans fill the room—a symphony of pleasure.

“I’m coming!” Jordan cries, her voice a high-pitched wail. “Ohhhhaaaa!”

Her body clenches around me, and I give her a few more thrusts, chasing my own release. Stars explode behind my eyes as I cum, my body shuddering with the force of it.

“Oh, fuck,” Jordan says as I pull out, her body trembling with the aftershocks.

“That was great, you two,” Soli says, her voice soft and satisfied.

I slip off the condom and discard it before climbing back onto the bed on wobbly knees. I’m totally spent as I curl up beside Jordan, our bodies covered in a sheen of sweat. Soli lies down on her other side, the two of them staring into each other’s eyes, sharing a private moment.

“You had fun, didn’t you?” Soli asks, a soft smile on her lips.

“Yeah,” Jordan says, her voice distant, lost in the aftermath of her orgasm.

“You liked watching me fuck her, didn’t you?” I say, grinning smugly.

“It was almost as good as getting fucked by you myself,” Soli replies, her eyes never leaving Jordan’s.

“I love you guys,” Jordan says, her voice sweet and full of innocence.

We each lean in, kissing her on the cheek, nuzzling and caressing her and each other. Soon, all three of us are entwined in a tangle of limbs, our noses and lips meeting in effortless give and take.

We share kisses and caresses, our bodies pressed together, the feeling of closeness between the three of us so cozy and right. It feels profoundly, perfectly natural to be like this—sharing and giving love freely.

Eventually, I get up to take a piss, then hop in the shower. The girls are snuggled together and don’t pay me any mind as I look around for a clean pair of underwear. I should probably make a run to my apartment soon to get more clothes. At the very least, I’ll need to do some laundry tomorrow.

“You’ve got a pair in the hamper on the dryer, I think,” Soli says, looking up from her phone. “Or you could walk around hanging brain.”

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “We’re good with either one.”

I wag my junk a little, and Jordan smiles at my antics. But it can really only be cute for so long, and I’m getting the impression that everyone’s horniness levels are beginning to recede.

“Back in a sec,” I say.

Returning wearing a pair of underwear, I suggest that it’s time for dinner.

“Pizza?” I ask, half-hopeful.

“Again?” Soli groans from the tangle of sheets. “Meh.”

“Okay, okay,” I say. “You’re right. Enough takeout. I’ll make us some dinner.”

“Oh, I can help,” Jordan offers, propping herself up on one elbow.

“Fine,” Soli says, feigning exasperation as she rises, stretching like a cat. “I’ll help too.”

“Leave it all to me,” I say, waving them off. “You two still need a shower.”

“You’re a good man, Matty,” Soli says, grinning.

“Yeah, thanks,” Jordan echoes. She reaches over and takes Soli’s hand. “Soli, want to shower together?”

Soli gives her a sly smile. “Obviously.”

Jordan giggles, and the two of them disappear into the bathroom, the door clicking softly shut behind them.

I exhale and head into the kitchen, barefoot, the cool tile pressing up against my soles. There’s a calm in the apartment now, the sort that settles in after you’ve wrung all the lust out of a day. It feels good. Real.

I open the fridge. It’s a landscape of chaos: half a jar of sun-dried tomatoes, a tub of hummus with a post-it note that says "Don't throw out!", three eggs, an unopened bag of shredded mozzarella, half a red onion, a ziplock of pre-cooked quinoa, a wrinkled lemon, a block of feta, and a suspicious container of something that might’ve once been chili. In the crisper drawer, there’s spinach that’s somehow still good, one zucchini, and a lone bell pepper.

I close the door, then open it again like maybe it’s reset itself in the last three seconds. It hasn’t.

Still, I’ve worked with less.

I rummage through the cabinets and find olive oil, garlic, a can of chickpeas, a bag of pasta—rotini, the twisty kind—and a half-used container of red pepper flakes.

Game on.

I put a pot of salted water on to boil and set to work, slicing the red onion into thin arcs, tossing it in a pan with olive oil over low heat. The kitchen starts to fill with the smell of caramelizing onion and garlic, and I take my time with it, stirring slowly, letting the rhythm lull me into a meditative state.

I cube the zucchini and bell pepper and toss them in with the onions, letting them soften and pick up a little color. A handful of spinach goes in last, wilting almost instantly. I squeeze in half the lemon for a little sour tang, then add the chickpeas and use the pasta water to deglaze the pan, watching as the steam billows up like some kind of alchemical experiment. I crumble in feta and mozzarella near the end, just enough to make it creamy and a little salty.

By the time the girls emerge from the bathroom, both of them wrapped in towels and giggling about something I can’t hear, the food’s done. I’m plating it—three bowls on the counter, a sprinkle of red pepper flakes and a little extra lemon zest on top, because why not?

Soli peeks into the kitchen. “Whoa, this smells amazing.”

Jordan leans over my shoulder. “What is this?”

“Improvised rotini with chickpeas, zucchini, spinach, and two kinds of cheese,” I say. “Or, uh… Pantry Pasta à la Matty.”

Soli gives me a kiss on the cheek. “You’re ridiculous. And perfect.”

“I’ll take ridiculous,” I say, handing her a bowl.

We settle into the couch again, still damp, wrapped in throw blankets and bath towels, eating from mismatched bowls. Outside, the sun’s starting to dip, casting a gold line across the floor. No one talks for a little while. It’s not because there’s nothing to say, but because the silence feels earned.

“We could do this every weekend,” Jordan says. “This could just be our lives, spending time together like this.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

Soli has nothing to say, so she just contributes a deep, satisfied sigh, which seems to capture the mood perfectly.

Once we’re finished eating, the girls do the dishes and I start collecting my clothes and Soli’s from the bedroom hamper and the bathroom floor. By the time I’ve loaded the washing machine and thrown in the fabric softener, the girls have finished in the kitchen and are back on the couch.

“What should we watch?” Soli asks, thumbing through different titles on some streaming service or other.

“Oh, wait,” I say. “Office Space. Perfect. I’ve really been channeling this movie lately.”

Jordan navigates back and clicks on it.

“What’s it about?” she asks.

“You’ve never seen it? Oh, it’s a classic slacker comedy,” I say. “Maybe the classic slacker comedy.”

“But what’s it about?” Jordan asks again.

“Ron Livingston is an office worker who’s fed up with his soul-crushing corporate job and decides to take revenge against the blandness and conformity of ’90s work culture by scheming to rip the company off with his two best friends,” I say.

“It’s pretty great,” Soli says. “Jennifer Aniston is in it, too.”

“Okay,” Jordan says. “Let’s do it.”

We start the movie and settle in. At one point, Gary Cole as Bill Lumbergh appears, giving his trademark “that would be great,” and Jordan’s face lights up.

“Oh, this is what it’s from,” Jordan says. “I knew this guy was a meme. I just never knew what it was a reference to.”

“Yep,” I say. “Now you know.”

Even though I’ve seen the movie plenty of times on Comedy Central, I know that if it had played a month ago, I would’ve changed channels. I couldn’t have stomached it. Way back then, laughing at a guy wasting his life in an office cubicle would’ve just been impossible for me. The jokes hit too close to home.

The eventual triumph of Ron Livingston’s character would have only reminded me of everything I wasn’t doing with my own life. And the fact that, in his carefree and enlightened state, he managed to get Jennifer Aniston for a girlfriend would have just pissed me off.

Now, though, I see it from the other side. I'm as free as the guy in this movie—and then some. I’m able to live every day to the fullest. I’ve escaped the rat race, the constant pressure to make money—all thanks to a simple choice I made to walk away from it all and live the life I want, instead of the one I thought I had to live.

I look over at Soli, the woman who made all of it possible, and at Jordan, the woman she welcomed into both of our lives. I’m amazed that this is my life now, and it’s all here right in front of us.

“That was great,” Jordan says once the movie’s finished.

“They don’t make them like that anymore,” I say.

“So, now what do you want to do?” Soli asks.

“I’m going to do nothing,” I say. “And it’s everything I hoped it would be.”
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The following week is more of the same. I’m waking up blissful every morning—and early, too. Since I’ve been getting up without an alarm, Soli sleeping beside me, I’ve decided to start going on runs. And since Jordan needs a workout and doesn’t want to deal with weirdos at the gym, I invite her to join. We’ve been doing this for three days now. Soli stays behind. She’s still tired from driving late at night.

“Besides, I’m lazy,” she says as I sit on the edge of the bed. “You two go ahead. It’ll be nice to have something for you both to bond over.”

“You don’t mind?” I ask.

“No, you should,” she says. “She’s your girlfriend too now. You should be doing some one-on-one stuff together. I want to do one-on-one stuff with her, too.”

“Can I watch?” I ask, climbing onto the bed and bringing my face closer to hers.

“Not exactly what I meant,” she says. “But of course you can watch us pick out clothes and paint our nails and stuff.”

“Those sound like the kind of intimate situations between female lovers that could easily turn sexual,” I say.

“I would say that you’re being a horny teenager,” Soli says. “But the fact is, you’re probably right.”

“Okay,” I say, leaning over to kiss her. “Running together can be something Jordan and I do. But don’t think that just because you’re not running with us, I’m going to let you get away with absolutely no exercise.”

Soli grins and we share a long kiss before I roll off the bed, feet still dangling, and then plant on the floor.

“Save some strength for when you get back,” she says, grabbing the other pillow and wrapping it around herself.

“Can do,” I say.

It’s just after dawn when I meet Jordan outside her apartment. The air is cool in that fleeting, golden way Los Angeles mornings can be—before the sun sets to work cooking everything. We kiss hello and lace our fingers together as we head down the quiet road toward the park with the horse paddock.

The neighborhood is still stretching awake. Above us, the foothills glow pink and orange with early light, the San Gabriels rising rugged and blue-gray beyond the 210 freeway, already humming with traffic.

“This is so much nicer than a treadmill,” Jordan says as we reach the trailhead.

“Right?” I say. “I don’t have anything like this near my place.”

The trail is dusty and uneven, winding through low scrub and parched grass. A pair of rabbits dart out from the underbrush, startled, and we pause to watch them disappear into the chaparral.

“So, where is your apartment?” she asks as we fall into an easy jog.

“North Hollywood,” I say. “But it’s starting to feel more like a storage unit than a home. That can of marinara sauce I left in the fridge is probably mutating into a new life form.”

Jordan laughs. “So, like a fifteen-minute drive from here?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

She glances at me, her tone gentle. “Have you thought about making any changes to your living arrangement?”

“I have,” I admit. “I’ve thought about moving in with Soli. But even with how intense this connection is, it still feels... fast.”

The idea of bringing Jordan into that equation hovers in my brain—unspoken, not unwelcome, but definitely premature.

“But I’m not really getting much use out of the apartment, so something’s gotta give,” I add.

The trail bends toward a scenic overlook. In front of us, the valley stretches out in hazy gold, suburban rooftops glinting under the early light. A red-tailed hawk circles overhead, gliding on thermals. It lets out a piercing cry before perching on a distant power pole.

“Wow,” Jordan says, shading her eyes. “You forget how beautiful this city can be when you’re not staring at it through a windshield.”

“Seriously,” I say. “It’s like a secret world up here. So what’s your plan for the rest of the day?”

“Oh, you know,” she continues before I can answer. “Just work mostly. This is probably the highlight of my day.”

“Really?” I say, surprised.

She nods. “After this I’ll shower, get dressed, sit in traffic, deal with meetings. The usual grind.”

“Well,” I say, “I’m glad I can be part of the best part of your day.”

“Me too,” she says, giving my butt a playful swat. “Watching you in those shorts is a highlight too.”

We laugh. Up ahead, three riders on horseback approach, trotting steadily down the trail. We step off to the side and wave as they pass—two women and a man, all in wide-brimmed hats, their horses kicking up little puffs of dust.

“Morning!” one of them calls.

“Morning!” we respond in unison.

Once they pass, we pick up the jog again.

“So,” Jordan says, “what do you have going on today?”

It’s a perfectly reasonable question. And yet, my brain suddenly feels like it’s buffering.

“Well,” I say slowly, “after we get back, I’ll probably cook breakfast. Or she will. Then we’ll hang… She’ll go to work at some point in the afternoon, and then I’ll find something to do with myself.”

“Sounds fun,” Jordan says.

Her tone is neutral, but I can’t help wondering if there’s something a little envious buried in it. Or maybe that’s just me, feeling guilty about not having a plan—projecting envy where there’s none. Honestly, even to me it sounds a little indulgent.

“I guess when you don’t have a plan for the day, you always end up doing pretty much what you planned to,” I say.

She chuckles beside me, breath steady but just slightly elevated from the incline we’ve started up. The path curves along a ridge, the city beginning to stretch wide below us in the morning haze. Clusters of mustard bloom yellow in the scrub, bees already hovering busily.

“You’re decompressing,” she says. “Maybe you’ve still got trauma from your last job and need time to recover.”

“That could be it,” I say. A rivulet of sweat works its way down my temple and I swipe at it with the back of my hand. “I’m not used to having nothing to do. But I can see that it’s growing on me fast. Like a rash.”

Jordan snorts. “Well, you got your butt out of bed to come running with me. That’s a ‘w’ right there.”

“Yeah, that’s something,” I say. “I’ve been taking better care of myself ever since I quit NovaCare. Now if I can just stay away from McDonald’s and crystal meth, I’ll be healthy as that horse.”

I point ahead as another trail rider rounds the bend—a shaggy white gelding ambling up the path, its rider tipping their cowboy hat in greeting. Jordan laughs. We both wave.

“It’s good that you’re taking care of yourself,” Jordan says. “But have you thought about next steps?”

“Well,” I say, my breath coming a little heavier as we crest a rise, “I do have some savings.”

I haven’t told her how much. She knows about the loan I gave Soli, so she knows it’s not nothing—but I doubt either of them knows the size of the nest egg I’ve been quietly sitting on, accruing interest and waiting for a purpose.

“That’s good,” she says. “You’ve got some space to figure things out.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But that’s something I need to figure out soon. This is bigger than me and my dream of doing nothing. It’s about all of us.”

“Office Space?” Jordan asks, grinning as she wipes sweat from her brow with her shirt hem.

“You know it,” I say. “The truth is I’ve been living like Ron Livingston. Just blissed out, feeling like I have everything I want and need in life.”

“Really?” she says. “That’s got to be an amazing feeling.”

“It is,” I say. “And I’m grateful. I can’t think of any time when I’ve been happier than I am right now… But there’s more to life than just being free. At some point, you’ve got to ask yourself, okay, I’ve got freedom from—but that also means I have freedom to. And what does that look like?”

We’re jogging downhill now, our pace picking up, the sound of our footfalls muffled slightly by the dusty trail. A gust of wind carries the faint tang of eucalyptus and the drier, earthier scent of creosote.

“Freedom is a burden, too,” I add, between breaths.

“I never thought about it like that,” Jordan says.

“Neither did I,” I say.

“What do you mean?” she grins. “You just said it.”

“Yes, but I wasn’t the first one to have the thought. Jean-Paul Sartre was.”

“Really?” she asks, not missing a beat.

“Well, maybe he wasn’t the first, but he’s the one who introduced me to the idea,” I say. “He believed that people were free—but that meant they had responsibility for everything that happens, and they couldn’t look away from it.”

“That’s pretty deep,” she says, her pace slowing just slightly as we near a bend where the sun breaks fully through the trees, casting long shadows across the trail. “Where did you learn that? I mean, I’ve never even heard of—what was his name?”

“Sartre,” I say. “Camus can do, but Sartre is smart-ruh. That’s how you can remember it.”

She laughs. “So where’d you learn about him?”

“Well, that little rhyme I got from The Simpsons,” I say. “But the stuff about radical freedom? That was from a philosophy class I took in college.”

“I didn’t know you went to college,” she says. “What was your major?”

“…philosophy,” I say, almost swallowing the word.

“You must be really smart,” she says.

“Eh,” I say.

“What does that mean? Eh?”

“People think philosophy is only for geniuses. But it’s not. Anyone can get into it. Most people get curious about philosophy at some point in their lives. Especially if they grew up religious but stopped believing.”

A scrub jay bursts out of a bush ahead of us, squawking indignantly as we approach. Jordan jumps slightly, then laughs. The morning is fully underway now. Her breathing has gone deeper, measured—like mine—but she still looks energized, alive.
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“So, you decided to study philosophy after some kind of spiritual epiphany?” she asks.

“No, not exactly,” I say. “When I was eighteen, I started selling alarm systems door to door. It gave me a lot of time to read—because you can really only knock on so many doors before the sun sets. Plus, it actually helps to look a little bored. Like you’re just doing your job, not trying to sell them anything too hard. I’d usually carry a book, mostly as a conversation starter. Something I could use to go off-script and come across more like a real person than a salesman.”

We jog past a dog walker wrestling with a German shepherd that clearly wants to bolt. Jordan and I both instinctively veer wide, giving them space. The hill we’re on is steeper than it looked from below, and I feel the burn now in my thighs.

“Actually, now that I say it out loud, it sounds kind of nefarious,” I go on. “But it worked. People are more likely to open up when they see something a little off-pattern—like a guy holding Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance on their porch.”

She raises an eyebrow. “That’s the one you started with?”

“I picked it because I thought it was about motorcycles,” I admit. “Turns out, it’s more like a philosophical memoir. The narrator spends the whole book talking about this idea of quality—what it means, why it matters. There’s a whole subplot where he used to be a college instructor. He’s teaching rhetoric, I think. But he starts questioning the foundations of how people think. Eventually, the pressure and resistance he gets from the university kind of drives him over the edge.”

“Why did they push back on him?” Jordan asks.

“Well… it’s a little blurry what’s true and what’s novelized,” I say. “But in the book, the guy—Phaedrus, he calls his past self—just gets too radical for the faculty. They don’t like how far outside the box he’s thinking. That, plus the stress of it all, leads to a mental breakdown.”

“Whoa,” Jordan says, her voice tinged with sympathy and intrigue.

“Yeah,” I say. “I read that and thought, this could be me!”

She laughs, a short, surprised sound.

“But seriously, it got under my skin,” I say. “I thought about that book for years after reading it. And then at some point I picked up Meditations by Marcus Aurelius.”

“I’ve heard of that one,” Jordan says.

“Exactly, everyone has,” I say. “Stoicism’s kind of trendy now, but back then it wasn’t. That book led to another and then another. After three years of selling alarms, I had some savings, and I figured I’d try community college. So, I did.”

The trail levels out for a bit. Jordan slows her pace slightly, and I follow suit. The rhythmic sound of our shoes on dirt and the occasional call of a crow overhead fills the silence between us.

“Then what happened?” she asks.

“I got my associate’s degree in two years. Then transferred to CSUN and studied philosophy. Two years after that, I graduated.”

“So you had a dream and followed through on it,” Jordan says. “What happened?”

“I got out and realized there was no real career path for me,” I say. “I knew I didn’t want to teach. Everyone tells you education is a golden ticket—that a degree opens doors. But it turns out some kinds of knowledge are valuable to people, and some aren’t. I had the second kind.”

“That’s too bad,” Jordan says softly.

“So, I went back to selling,” I say. “This time it was solar panels. I don’t regret getting my degree.” I kick a clod of dry earth off the trail and watch it tumble into the brush. “Still… knowing what I know now, it’s hard not to wonder what would’ve happened if I’d picked a different major. Or just fallen in love with something more practical.”

“Well, there’s still time, isn’t there?” she says. “Maybe you could do something with your degree.”

“I’ve thought about it,” I say, exhaling hard through my nose. “But I don’t have any better idea now than I did when I graduated.”

She glances sideways at me, brushing a strand of hair away from her sweaty forehead. “Maybe you could write something. Like… a book?”

It sounds like a shot in the dark—something people say when they want to be helpful and don’t know how. But I try not to shoot it down immediately.

“I’ve never written anything before,” I say. “But maybe.”

“Just a thought,” she says, voice gentler now. “I hate to see you struggling. And I want to help if I can.”

“Thanks, Jordan,” I say. “I’m glad I have you on my side.”

We run a little farther in silence until the trail loops back toward the park. Our pace slows naturally as we begin to cool down, our breathing gradually syncing to a calmer rhythm. A few kids chase a soccer ball across the grass nearby, their shouts faint and cheerful in the distance.

“You know what I realized?” I say. “I told you about my philosophy degree before I told Soli. She still has no idea about it.”

“How do you feel about that?” she asks, keeping pace beside me as we leave the park’s edge.

“Well, I had this flash of guilt for a second,” I say. “As if she should know first—but why? That doesn’t actually make sense.”

“You’re loyal to her,” Jordan says. “That’s not a bad thing. You want to be honest with her and share every part of yourself. So, you feel guilty because you’re not being as honest as you could be.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But it’s not like it’s a secret. I came close to telling her about it once, but it felt like bragging. I just didn’t share it right then. But I told you because you asked. Does that make sense?”

“The feeling makes sense,” she says. “I mean, it’s understandable. I think you should only feel guilty if you didn’t want her to know for some reason.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I say. “But I think maybe there’s another lesson in here somewhere. I might have also been avoiding talking about philosophy because I’m embarrassed that I’m not doing anything with it. Like, the more people I tell, the more real it becomes—and the more I have to do something about it.”

“When you put it like that,” she says, “I think you should tell as many people as possible. Fear of embarrassment can weigh you down, but you can also harness it to keep yourself accountable and make sure you actually do the things you say you’re going to.”

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re so right.”

We slip into a companionable silence as we leave the park behind and pass under the overpass, where a white van is still parked in the exact same spot it’s always in, looking like it’s never moved. The concrete overhead is stained dark in patches, and streaks of crusted bird shit cake the sidewalk beneath it. A lone pigeon coos from a ledge above, eyeing us with casual disdain.

On the other side of the underpass, we walk along the shoulder of Foothill Boulevard. Cars rush by in waves, close enough that we feel the gusts of wind they leave behind. The sidewalk is narrow here, hemmed in by weeds and chain-link fences with the highway beyond.

I still have no better idea about what I want to be doing with myself, but somehow, I feel lighter. Like the simple act of talking through it has shifted the weight. We reach the apartment complex, and I walk Jordan to her door.

“Thanks for talking with me,” I say. “You’re a great listener.”

I lean in to kiss her, and our faces hover close for a breath. My arms find her waist, and she rests her hands on my chest.

“Glad I could help,” she says. “I had fun, too. Thanks for saving me from having to work out with those assholes at the gym. Now I’m going to go in and take a shower.”

“They could be waiting for you in there,” I say. “We’d better shower together. For protection.”

She smiles, but it’s already halfway to an eye roll. She checks her watch.

“Rain check?” she says. “A shower together sounds great, but I’ve got to sit in traffic and be at work. I don’t think I could really be present for it.”

“Say no more,” I say. “We can catch up at Soli’s tonight for dinner.”

“Cool,” she says, lifting her face to mine for one quick goodbye kiss. Then she turns and goes inside.

Soli is sitting on the couch, curled up with a cup of tea when I enter.

“How was your run?” Soli asks as I come in.

“Enlightening,” I say. “Wanna take a shower together?”

“Sure!” Soli says.

She finishes the last dregs of tea and hops up from the couch, and I swat her affectionately on the butt. I may have no idea what I want to do for work, but there is no universe in which this isn’t me enjoying my best life. Career prospects? Kinda uncertain. Having a relationship with two amazing women at the same time? Nothing uncertain about that.
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After Soli leaves for work, I’ve got the place to myself. The morning’s conversation with Jordan keeps replaying in my head. It lit a spark under me. I can’t just coast. It’s time to stop treating this like a holiday and start acting like someone who gives a damn.

So I spend the rest of the day plotting out my plans for world domination.

When Soli gets home, I greet her at the door and we sit and talk. She tells me about her day, and I’m just a little coy about mine. Not long after, girlfriend number two arrives, and I take it as my cue to start dinner.

I open the fridge and take stock: zucchini, eggs, leftover rice, and a block of sharp cheddar. Not bad. I start with the rice, crisping it in sesame oil with garlic and scallions until it’s golden and nutty. While that sizzles, I grate the cheese, slice the zucchini into thin coins, and crack the eggs into a bowl with a splash of soy sauce. I toss it all together in the pan, stir-frying until the eggs are barely set, the cheese melted, and the zucchini just tender enough to still bite back. I add a little chili crisp at the end for kick.

Within twenty minutes, the apartment smells like I actually know what I’m doing. After everything has had time to sizzle, I know it’s done. Then I raise the idea of a group meeting.

“Uh-oh,” Soli says, arching an eyebrow as she settles onto a stool. “Sounds serious.”

“No, not at all,” I say, scooping food onto a plate and handing it to her. “Just some things I’ve been thinking about.”

“Like what?” Jordan asks, reaching across the counter for her glass of water.

“Like, I think it’s time for me to go spend some time at my own apartment,” I say, watching their reactions carefully. “I’ve been pretty much living here for weeks, and while that’s been fine—great, actually—it’s too easy for me to treat this as one long vacation. You two go off to your jobs and I just veg. I need to get serious and focused again.”

“I see what you mean,” Jordan says, nodding slowly as she sets her glass down.

“Yeah,” Soli adds, picking at her food. “It makes sense.”

“I’ll still be around, of course,” I say, trying to keep the mood light. “Just on nights and weekends. And maybe, down the road, once I’ve got myself more settled, we can start thinking about a place for all three of us.”

Soli perks up. “Are you talking, like, a house?”

“The thought crossed my mind, yeah,” I say with a half-shrug, half-grin.

No idea what the bedroom situation would be. Would we each have our own rooms? Some kind of rotating schedule? Thankfully, we can work out the details later.

“A house? Here? In LA?” Soli says, squinting at me like I’ve suggested colonizing Mars.

“Do you have any idea what houses cost here, Matty?” Jordan asks, raising an incredulous brow.

“Well, that’s the other thing I wanted to bring up,” I say, wiping my hands on a dish towel. “I have money. Kinda more than I let on.”

“Okay…” Soli says slowly. “How much more?”

“About two hundred thousand,” I say. “A little less, actually.”

Soli’s fork clinks against her plate. “You’ve got two hundred thousand dollars?” she says, blinking at me. “What the hell were you doing working for those slimeballs at that company?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” I say, leaning back against the counter. “I was getting a commission on every sale, and it added up. I was saving up to retire early. Or to have a financial parachute, or whatever. I told you I was making good money there, but I never let on how good. I wanted to wait until we got to know each other better. Money can screw up relationships—and the problem isn’t always that there isn’t enough of it.”

Soli nods slowly, chewing on that.

“I get that,” she says at last. “I was curious. I’m glad you brought it up so we’re all clear on it. Not that you can just buy a house with your savings. Even if it is a lot.”

“That’s true,” I say. “But I didn’t mean to buy one outright.”

“It’s enough for a down payment, though,” she says. “Or something else.”

She’s trying to keep her tone even, but there’s a brightness in her eyes—a giddiness she doesn’t quite suppress. This is good news. For all of us. Even if it’s too soon to talk about “spreading the wealth,” this money has the potential to unlock doors we hadn’t even dared knock on yet.

“And you don’t have any regrets about leaving?” Jordan asks, watching me closely.

“No,” I say. “Absolutely not. That company was sketchy and toxic, and some of what they were doing was probably illegal. It definitely seemed that way by the end. I owe you, Soli. Thanks for snapping me out of it and showing me just how bad NovaCare was.”

Soli raises her water glass in a toast, and I clink mine against it.

“And Jordan,” I say, turning to her, “you helped me realize I need to treat this time as an opportunity, not waste it. I don’t have to find another job right away, which is great, because I really don’t want one. But I’ve figured out what I do want to be doing.”

I lean in just a little, hands braced on the edge of the counter. They lean in too, amused, sensing I’m building toward something.

“I’m going to write a philosophy blog,” I say, deadpan.

“A blog?” Soli asks, grinning.

“Not a blog, technically,” I say. “Well—maybe there will be a blog. And a podcast. But I’ll be publishing on Substack and Medium and places like that to start, while I’m building an audience. I know it’s going to be hard, and I’ll need to devote a lot of time to it. I’ll probably never make anywhere close to what I was making with NovaCare, and I may not make anything—”

“No, don’t do that to yourself,” Jordan says, shaking her head. “Don’t shoot down your idea before you’ve even given it a chance. Self-doubt will come later. For now, just let yourself go crazy and imagine what could be.”

“Yeah,” Soli chimes in. “Who knows? Maybe it’ll be a huge success.”

“Thanks,” I say, genuinely touched. “I’m just trying to keep my expectations realistic. There’s so much free content out there—it’s a miracle if you can find someone who’ll actually pay to read your work.”

“True,” Soli says, swirling her fork. “But miracles happen every day. People are out there making money. You’re persistent. You can deal with rejection.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “Besides, it can still be your passion project, even if it’s not your full-time thing.”

“That’s true,” I admit. “But I will need lots of time to get things set up. I’ve got to spend a ton of time reading, and I’ve never written anything before—at least not outside of school papers. It’ll take a while before my writing doesn’t suck. I have to budget time to learn my craft. It’s gonna be a lot of work.”

“You’re excited,” Soli says, eyes glinting. “I can see it in your face. You’re trying to talk yourself down, tell yourself to go slow and steady. But just from looking at you, I can tell how much you want this.”

I smile, caught. She’s right.

“I’m really happy for you, Matty,” Jordan says, her voice soft. “We both are. You’re starting a new chapter and doing something you’re passionate about.”

“This can be a new chapter for all of us,” I say, stepping around the counter to place a hand on each of their shoulders. “This money I saved—it doesn’t have to just be for me. I want it to benefit us all. I don’t know exactly how yet, but if I can help either of you achieve your dreams in any way, I want to do it.”

“Aww, thanks, Matty,” Jordan says, reaching up to squeeze my hand.

“I love us,” Soli says. “I love our throuple.”

“Me too,” I say. “I couldn’t do this without you guys. I wouldn’t want to.”

We lean in and share a three-way kiss—awkward, affectionate, a little silly. Our noses bump. Jordan giggles. We all press in again, lips puckered just enough to make it work, and when we finally part, the room feels warmer, more anchored. Like something important just clicked into place.

Soli spears a few more bites of rice, grinning at her plate. Jordan carries hers over to the sink and scrapes the last bits into the compost bin.

“So,” Soli says, stretching her arms overhead, “what shall we get into tonight? We should celebrate this news, right? Consecrate your blog, or whatever?”

“I was thinking that I would sleep at my place,” I say, holding up my hands as if trying to apologize.

“Okay, so go sleep over there,” Soli says, a playful sneer spreading across her face. “That doesn’t mean you have to rush off.”

“She’s right,” Jordan says, brushing her hair over her shoulders as she sets a washed plate in the drying rack. “I had a long day full of stress, and I could really use someone to fuck all that stress and anxiety out of me.”

“Well,” I say. “When you put it like that, what kind of boyfriend would I be if I just left my two girls alone and unsatisfied?”

“The kind of guy who looks up and realizes he no longer has two girlfriends,” Soli says. We all laugh.

“Fine,” I say. “You’ve twisted my arm.”

“Not yet,” Jordan says. “But we can, if that’s what you’re into.”

I smile, putting a finger to my chin. It gives me an idea. There’s something I haven’t tried yet, but this might be the perfect opportunity.

“I don’t think you really want to hurt me,” I say. “And I don’t want to hurt either of you. But a little bit of domination roleplay? That could be fun. What do we think?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” Jordan says, playfully saluting.

“Call me Master Sir,” I say.

They both laugh, and so do I.

“Finish up here and join me in the bedroom,” I say. “Don’t take long.”

The girls smile at each other and I leave to wait for them in the bedroom, my mind full of possibilities of what we could get into. I’m wondering how far to take things. I haven’t forgotten what Soli said about how she likes to be dominant with girls. With guys, she likes to be the one not in control. My hunch is that Jordan wants the same. We’ll put my theory to the test.
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I strip down to my boxers while I’m waiting for them and have a seat at the edge of the bed. I don’t slouch, for once. I sit with my back straight, and I’m aware of my own inner masculinity. Power comes from within, and I want to radiate it out from my core for both of my lovely ladies to enjoy. To do that, I have to accept my role as the dominant one, directing their pleasure and heightening it. I take a deep breath and take notice of every part of my body. I think about the two of them and what I could make them do. When they enter, they find me almost meditative, except that I’ve already got a hard-on.

“Somebody’s ready,” Soli says. I smile gently but put a finger to my lips, letting them know that the time for talking is over.

“You’ll listen, but you won’t speak,” I say, calmly but firmly. “You’ll do exactly as I say. Put your trust in me, and you won’t have to think of anything else.”

Soli runs two fingers over her lips to say she’s zipping them. Jordan gives a little nod.

“Good,” I say. “Jordan, I want you to kiss Soli.”

Jordan turns to face Soli. She reaches up and runs her hand down Soli’s face. Soli’s pupils dilate slightly, her lip goes slack. Her eyes are lidded as Jordan presses her lips to hers. The kiss deepens, and Soli gives back the same passion that Jordan gives her.

“That’s good,” I say. “Now I want you to undress each other. Tops first.”

Soli sighs contentedly as Jordan’s hands spread over her belly and move up to slide her top off. The flowery top comes off easily as Soli lifts her arms. She’s not wearing a bra, and when Jordan tosses the top aside, Soli’s pert nipples are exposed. She grabs them and rubs, pressing them together.

“Her next,” I say, not unkind but not smiling either.

Soli’s hands leave her own breasts, and she reaches out to unbutton Jordan’s work blouse one button at a time. As she works her way down from the collar, Soli plants small kisses on Jordan’s neck. When she’s finished unbuttoning, the blouse hangs open.

“Turn around and let her take the blouse off you,” I tell Jordan.

Jordan slowly turns her back to Soli and helps her slide the blouse off.

“Unhook her bra,” I say. Soli complies, dropping it on the floor with the blouse. “Now turn around.”

Jordan turns back, and there’s this short but delicious moment where the two of them are looking at each other hungrily but doing nothing. They’re in my power, or willing to pretend they are. And I can tell from how fast their chests are rising and falling, the sound of their breath, that they’re both enjoying it.

“Kiss each other,” I say. “Don’t be too gentle.”

This time, the two girls come together even more passionately than before. Their chests press against each other as their lips meet, tongues mingling as they rub and touch each other’s bodies, tasting each other. I’m not just stiff. Now I’m rock-solid watching the two of them. I can see the fire building between them, and I have to stoke it carefully, letting it grow without burning out of control.

Soli’s hands roam across the slope of Jordan’s ass, then her fingers come around to the front of Jordan’s jeans. Soli starts to undo Jordan’s jeans.

“Stop,” I say.

Both girls look at me. Soli groans at me, her lips locked tightly.

“Do you want permission to speak?” I ask with a smile. Soli nods vigorously. “Permission granted.”

“She’s ready,” Soli says.

“I’ll tell you when she’s ready,” I say. “Don’t do anything with her until I say.”

Soli looks at me with a mix of frustration and arousal. She would resent getting ordered around like this in some other context. But in the bedroom, it’s just what she wants, and I know it. She’s horny and getting more hot and bothered by the minute.

“Tease her first,” I say. “Jordan, you do the same.”

The girls resume kissing and touching each other, now touching each other’s pussy through their jeans. After a few minutes of this, I can sense how ready they both are.

“Okay, Soli,” I say. “It’s time to take off Jordan’s pants.”

Soli casts a look at me, then makes a show of looking away. I grin, loving this rebellious streak in her that’s asserting itself even when she’s being outwardly submissive. Soli reaches down and undoes Jordan’s button, then she zips down her jeans. I can hear Jordan’s breathing getting faster as Soli helps her out of the tight jeans, letting them pool on the floor. I can smell how wet Jordan is from the bed. She clenches her thighs together shyly, covering the wet patch on the front of her panties with a hand.

“Come here,” I say. “I want to see how wet you are.”

Jordan moves a few steps closer to me, her legs rubbery.

“Spread your legs,” I say.

Jordan does as I say, her panties soaking wet now.

“Now go take off Soli’s pants,” I say.

Jordan turns and quickly undoes Soli’s jeans. Then she wraps her fingers through two belt loops and yanks the jeans down Soli’s shapely ass. The quick jerk causes Soli’s panties to slide down too, exposing her bare pussy. Soli makes a theatrical “O” with her lips, covering her mouth with her manicured fingers. I quietly admire how game she is for this. She’s clearly enjoying herself.

“Good girls,” I say. “Now, on your knees. Both of you.”

The girls kneel on the hardwood together, staring up at me with expectant expressions.

“Crawl over to me,” I say. “Slowly.”

Both girls rise to their knees and make their way to the edge of the bed where they stop.

“Good,” I say, freeing my stiff cock and balls from my boxers. “Since Soli already has her panties off, I’m going to fuck her first.”

Both girls nod.

“Jordan,” I say. “I’ll need a condom. Rise and take it from the end table. Then bring it here.”

Jordan moves to comply with my command. My eyes are locked on Soli’s. Her expression is one of pure desire and expectation.

“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” I ask Soli.

She smiles, still kneeling in front of me, and lifts one shoulder in a little shrug. I don’t know. I smile back, loving my playful girl when she’s acting bratty. Jordan comes to stand next to me with the condom.

“Put it on me,” I say.

Jordan tears the wrapping off the condom and then slides it over my erect cock.

“Have a seat on the bed, Jordan,” I say. “Don’t go far.”

She has a seat on my left side.

“Soli,” I say, spreading my legs a little wider on the floor. “Get up here, baby.”

Soli climbs into my lap.

“Kiss me,” I say. “And from now on, feel free to make as much noise as you want.”

“Thank you, Master Sir,” she says, her voice a sultry whisper. She leans in, her lips meeting mine in a passionate kiss. As we kiss, she wiggles her hips, grinding down on my cock, taking me inch by inch into her wet, eager pussy. She starts to ride me, her movements fluid and confident, cowgirl style. Her hips roll and grind, taking control and setting the pace. I can feel every inch of her, her tightness and wetness driving me wild.

We break apart, our breaths ragged and eyes locked onto each other. I lean back, propping myself up on my elbows, a dominant smirk playing on my lips.

“I’m gonna fuck you and kiss her at the same time,” I say, my voice a low growl. “How does that make you feel?”

Soli’s response is immediate, her voice filled with desire. “So fucking horny,” she purrs, her hips never stopping their relentless motion, riding me with purpose.

I lean back further, giving myself room to maneuver. I turn my head to the side, beckoning Jordan with a crook of my finger. She leans in, her lips meeting mine in a deep, passionate kiss. Our tongues dance together as I explore her mouth, my hands reaching up to tangle in her hair, holding her to me.

All the while, Soli continues to ride my cock, her movements unbroken, her moans filling the air, a symphony of pleasure that spurs me on. I pause our kiss to look at Soli, taking in the sight of her body moving above me, her breasts bouncing with each roll of her hips.

I hold Jordan’s gaze for a moment longer, then turn my attention back to Soli, who is riding me with increasing fervor. Her breaths are coming in short, sharp gasps, her body glistening with sweat. I reach up, grabbing her hips, my fingers digging into her soft flesh as I help her ride me harder, faster.

“That’s it,” I growl, my voice low and encouraging. “Fuck me, Soli. Fuck me ‘til you cum.”

She leans back, her hands on my thighs for leverage as she bounces up and down on my length, taking me deeper with each descent. Her moans grow louder, more desperate, and I can feel her body tensing, her muscles coiling as she chases her orgasm.

Jordan, not to be left out, starts kissing and sucking on my neck, her hands roaming my chest, adding to the sensory overload. I’m sandwiched between two incredible women, their bodies moving against mine, their moans and whimpers filling my ears.

Soli’s movements become erratic, her breaths coming in short, sharp pants. “I’m close,” she gasps, her eyes locked onto mine. “So close, Master Sir.”

I lean up, capturing one of her nipples in my mouth, sucking and biting gently, adding to her pleasure. She cries out, her body shuddering as she reaches her peak. Her pussy clenches around me, milking my cock, and I can feel my own orgasm building, spurred on by her release.

“Cum for me, Soli,” I growl against her skin. “Cum all over my cock.”

She obeys, her body convulsing as she cums hard, her juices coating my cock, making me slick and wet. The sensation sends me over the edge, and I cum with her, my cock pulsing as I fill the condom, my body shaking with the force of my release.

We ride out our orgasms together, our bodies moving in sync, our breaths mingling, our hearts pounding as one. Soli collapses forward, her body spent, her chest heaving as she tries to catch her breath. I wrap my arms around her, holding her to me, our bodies slick with sweat and sex.

“Holy shit,” she gasps, her voice betraying her amazement. “That was hot.”

I smile, satisfaction washing over me. “Was it just what you needed?” I ask softly, my lips brushing against her ear.

“Oh, yeah,” she replies, looking straight into my eyes, her gaze intense and honest. “That was perfect.”

Jordan, not wanting to be left out, chimes in from her spot on the bed. “Hey, you two!” she says, her voice playful and demanding. “Is somebody going to get me off now?”

We both laugh. Soli climbs off me, her body moving with a newfound grace and confidence. I start to gather my clothes off the floor, not in any rush to leave.

“Can you take care of her for me?” I say to Soli, a smirk playing on my lips as I pull on my T-shirt. “I need to get going.”

Jordan pouts, sticking her tongue out at me in a playful display of annoyance. “You’re not going to stay and watch?” she asks, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“I told you,” I reply, my voice playful. “I’m sleeping at my place tonight. I need to get some rest.”

Jordan rolls her eyes, but I can see the smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Don’t worry,” I add, leaning in to give her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I’m leaving you in very capable hands.”

Soli wraps an arm around Jordan from behind, nuzzling her neck as she catches my eye over Jordan’s shoulder. “I’ve got her,” she says, grinning. “You just worry about getting your precious eight hours, old man.”

“Wow,” I say, grabbing my socks from beside the bed. “Didn’t realize I was dating two bullies.”

Jordan snorts. “Please. You love it.”

She’s right. I do. I linger in the doorway a moment longer than I probably need to, watching them settle back against the pillows, tangled up and laughing about something already out of earshot. It hits me then. The feeling isn’t regret, not even quite sadness. It’s closer to that feeling that comes from leaving a warm room for the cold outside, even when you know it’s all you can do.

“Night, you two,” I say softly, one hand on the doorframe.

“Night, Matty,” they call out, almost in unison. Soli adds,

“I’ll text you when I get in,” I say, and I mean it. I want them to know I’m thinking of them, even when I’m not in the bed beside them.

Then I’m gone, the door clicking shut behind me.


27.

Waking up alone in my apartment isn’t nearly as lonely as I’d imagined it would be. It feels more like I’ve just returned from an amazing vacation, and I have to keep reminding myself that those two beauties are really mine, still waiting for me.

I make coffee in my little French press. For the first time, I’m grateful I didn’t bring it to Soli’s place. Something about the familiar ritual grounds me, gets me back into my rhythm. I pour just a little hot water over the grounds, enough to soak them, and let it sit for about a minute before filling up the rest. While it steeps, I look out the small window above my sink. The sky is just beginning to brighten. The whole day stretches out in front of me, and I already know how I’m going to spend it.

Books. That’s the plan. A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth as I realize this will be the first time in years—since college, really—that I’ll be able to dedicate a full day to reading and thinking. No pressure, no deadlines. Just pure leisure.

Aristotle had a thought about work: we are unleisurely so that we may enjoy leisure. I drink my coffee slowly, letting the idea swirl in my head. The Greeks didn’t believe in working for its own sake. They understood something we’ve mostly forgotten, that life is for living, and work is just the thing that supports it. Try explaining that to Hamlet or anyone back at NovaCare. Even in plain English, it might as well be Greek.

I sip my coffee over the course of an hour, unhurried. When my cup’s empty, I stretch and get down on the hardwood floor for some pushups. The cool surface meets my palms. As I lower myself, my eyeline passes beneath the bed, where weeks of dust have been gathering. I should do something about that. More tasks come to mind, but instead of feeling overwhelmed, I’m glad for them. There’s a kind of joy that comes from making order out of chaos.

While I count reps, I try to remember how many days it’s been since I walked out on NovaCare. Two weeks, at least. Or was it three? I finish my set and check the calendar. It was a Sunday, I’m sure of that. Two Sundays ago. But today’s Thursday, so it’s been closer to three weeks. Three weeks, and absolutely no contact.

It’s not like I expected Hamlet to call, begging me to come back. But I figured someone—maybe Chelsea in HR—would at least try to harangue me or get my version of events. But it’s been nothing. Radio silence.

I haven’t checked my mailbox in a while, I realize. Maybe my final paycheck is sitting there. Maybe, if I’m lucky, it’ll come with a vaguely threatening note scrawled by Hamlet himself. That would be very on-brand.

Not worth dwelling on. I finish my sets and hop in the shower. When I step out, I check my phone.

Soli:
Good morning ☀️

Still in my towel, I start a video call.

“Hey,” Soli says, her voice still heavy with sleep. “How’d you sleep?”

“I hugged my pillow all night,” I say.

“I humped mine,” Jordan’s voice chimes in.

Soli tilts the camera toward her. Jordan’s blonde hair hangs in her face. She brushes it aside as she sits up.

“You’re both still in bed?” I ask. “Sleeping with Soli is making you lazy.”

“I’ve corrupted her,” Soli says, angling the phone back to herself.

“Miss you two,” I say.

“It’s been ten hours,” Soli teases, grinning.

“Feels like twelve,” I say.

“Okay, I’m getting up,” Jordan announces.

“Oh!” Soli says. “Want to see what you’re missing?”

She pans the camera back toward Jordan, catching her mid-stumble on her way to the bathroom. Jordan waves dismissively, her hair still a mess, her bare ass in full view. My cock twitches slightly in my boxers.

“Like that?” Soli says. “Well, she’s all mine. Not sharing.”

“Careful,” I warn. “I may be in monk mode right now, but if you keep teasing me like this, I might come huffing and puffing to blow your house down.”

She tugs at her chin thoughtfully.

“Not by this you won’t,” she says.

“You don’t have any hairs on your chinny-chin-chin,” I say.

“And I’m definitely no pig,” Soli replies.

“Me neither!” Jordan calls from the bathroom.

“Point taken,” I say. “Have a great day. I love you both.”

“Aww, thanks sweetie,” Soli says.

“I thought I was your sweetie,” Jordan says as she reenters the room. Soli swings the camera back to her, still nude, hands on her hips in mock indignation. Then she flips the front camera and gives me a dramatic eye-roll. A beat later, the call ends.

I finish toweling off, glad to have my own space again. Those two are distractions, the best distractions a man could ask for, but I need to focus today.

I get dressed and start sweeping. Dust bunnies don’t stand a chance. Once that’s done, I turn to the box of books in the corner. They're dusty too. I haven’t touched them in years. I used to have a large collection, but I sold or traded most of it. These are the survivors.

I pick up The Story of Philosophy by Will Durant. A classic. Durant didn’t just write about philosophy—he made it accessible. I flip through random pages, not so much studying as soaking it in. He has a way of pulling readers into the lives of the thinkers he writes about, mixing theory with biography and drawing connections across centuries. That’s the model, I think. If I want to write philosophy that people actually want to read, I need to do what Durant does here.

I settle into my computer chair, reading by the light coming through the window. My laptop sits on the desk in front of me, but every time I glance at it, the urge to write flickers and fades. Not yet, I tell myself.

The hours slip by—five, maybe six. I bounce from one book to another, finding creative reasons to delay writing. I think of a topic for an article, then remember a book I should reference. That leads to another idea, and off I go chasing it down. Research as procrastination. But it feels productive, or at least worthwhile.

Eventually I stand and stretch, feeling the crick in my neck. Time to check the mail.

The box is stuffed full, but there’s nothing important. I’m on autopay for everything, so it’s mostly junk and coupons. No check from NovaCare. No message. Maybe they’re dragging it out on purpose, trying to make me sweat. I wouldn’t put it past them.

But I’m not sweating. Not really.

I walk back around the building, and I’m about to head up to my apartment when the door of my neighbor below swings open. I’ve seen her a few times — always in business attire, hair neat, posture sharp — the kind of woman who probably has her morning routines down to the minute. But we’ve always been on opposite schedules, just exchanging a passing “hi” now and then. Ships in daylight.

Today’s different.

She’s looking straight at me, and for a second, her face shows surprise. Not just surprise, but almost as if she’s been waiting for me.

“You’re back,” she says.

“Um, yeah,” I say.

She vanishes into her apartment. I freeze, one foot on the step up to my place, the other hovering in indecision. What could she want?

Then she reappears, holding a thick envelope. Now I notice her properly. She’s in a tailored slate-gray pantsuit, crisp blouse open at the collar. Her black hair is swept to one side, catching the last light of the afternoon, a few strands slipping free and framing her face. She’s East Asian — Korean maybe? — with fine features and calm, intelligent eyes. There’s a subtle perfume in the air, warm and floral, and the curve of her body beneath the suit is hard to ignore.

She’s beautiful. Not in a way that makes me do a double-take, but in a way that registers and lingers. And even though I’m not looking for anything — I’ve got enough on my plate in the romance department — I notice her. It’d be weird not to.

“This got delivered to my place,” she says. Her voice is calm, but the envelope trembles slightly in her hand.

I take it and look at the return address.

NovaCare Solutions.

Great, I think. It’s my check. But something about the thickness of the envelope suggests otherwise.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I would have slipped it under your door, but I didn’t see you. I thought you’d moved out and I didn’t want to throw it away. I used to work in the mail room, so I know just by looking at a letter when it’s the kind of thing you need to hand deliver.”

“Um, thanks–”

“Natalie,” she says. “And you’re Matteo, right?”

“Yeah,” I say, my eyes still fixed on the letter as if by staring I could divine its contents. “Do you remember how long ago this came?”

“Last week,” Natalie says. “Like I said, I’m sorry. I would have given it to you sooner, I just didn’t know how. I kept expecting to see you around sometime, but I stopped seeing your car parked on the street…”

“I was away,” I mutter, distracted. “Girlfriend’s apartment.”

“Well,” she says, brushing a lock of hair from her face. “There it is.”

I tear open the letter.

“You don’t have to read it right now,” Natalie says, probably looking for some opportunity to extricate herself from this situation any further. But it’s too late as my eyes are already scanning the letter.

“Legal department?” I read. “Defamation? Oh, what the hell?”

I read on, trying to understand the weird funhouse mirror version of the day I quit that they’re presenting. Apparently, I didn’t just walk out by caused a “visible disturbance” and “inflicted harm” that must be rectified.

“Those assholes,” I growl. They’re trying to shut me up. They’re afraid I’ll start telling tales about what NovaCare is doing, so they’re going on the offensive. “I can’t believe they’d stoop to this. What am I saying? Of course I can.”

I resist the urge to throw the letter on the ground, instead clutching my temple and groaning.

“Sorry,” Natalie says, filling this awkward beat with the only response she can think of.

“No, Natalie,” I say. “I’m sorry. You’re not involved in this, but you did the right thing by giving me this letter. Really, thank you.”

“Maybe you should call a lawyer,” she says.

“I’m calling the office,” I say, taking out my phone.

“That would be a bad idea,” she says.

She’s probably right, but I’m already calling. I want to hear Chelsea’s voice as she struggles to defend what they’re doing here. I tell myself that I’m in control, that I can avoid saying something that will only sink me further into trouble.

It doesn’t matter. As soon as I press the phone to my ear, I hear that pre-recorded voice they all use say, “Sorry. The number you have dialed is not in service at this time.”

I check to make sure I’ve dialed the right number, then I try again.

“Not in service?” I say. “Their phones are down? Do I have to go down there myself?”

The question wasn’t addressed to Natalie, but since I’m lost in my own self-pity, she chimes in.

“I really think you shouldn’t do that. I know it seems scary, but people sue people. It happens. I deal with legal issues all the time. Let a lawyer handle it. That’s what they’re for.”

I feel a sinking in my gut. Lawyers? Really? I can feel my mood spiralling already. This is going to be a huge hassle and eat my day, my time and money as I have to defend myself. Okay, just breathe. Breathe, Matty.

“Contacting a lawyer makes sense,” I say.

“Do you know any?” Natalie asks.

“No,” I say.

“Give me your phone,” she says.

I hand over my phone and she programs a number in.

“This is your lawyer?” I ask.

“That’s my number,” she says. “I haven’t used her in a while, and I don’t have her current number, so I have to look it up. She’s good, though. I’ll find her contact and share it with you.”

“Thanks, Natalie,” I say. “Sorry you got dragged into this.”

“It’s okay,” she says. “If it’s any consolation, I’ve been there. I mean, I don’t know all the details, but I know what it’s like to get blind-sided out of nowhere. Getting a letter like that is like finding out you have cancer.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s exactly how I feel right now.”

“But it’s not really that bad,” Natalie says. “It just feels like it is. You’ll be okay. Look at me, I’m a survivor. Not of cancer, I didn’t mean it like that. But I’ve been sued. It’s not the end of the world.”

Her phone rings inside her apartment.

“I’ll get you Donna’s contact, but now I’ve got to go,” she says.

“Right,” I say. “Thanks for everything.”

She gives me a smile so small that it’s almost possible to miss it, but then it grows and seems to radiate with sincerity. Then, she retreats into the apartment and closes the door behind her.

I drag my heavy legs up the stairs to my apartment. I can feel the anger rising inside me, and I take a deep breath trying to let it out. It’s not just the time and money I’ll be wasting defending myself in court. It’s the betrayal. Et tu, Hamlet? I knew NovaCare was shady, but I underestimated how far they would go to punish people who know it.

I’m pacing the floor, boiling with rage, replaying the whole thing in my head — except this time, it’s worse. Way worse. In the mental cut of the scene, I’m unhinged: yelling, threatening, unloading on everyone in the office. I imagine snatching the letter from the legal department and jamming it into Hamlet’s smug face, forcing him to choke it down. He sobs, getting paper cuts on his tongue, telling me with his eyes that he knows he deserves it. Then I’m screaming at Chelsea, at Tina from HR, at the guy who waters the plants. Fuck him!

Then something stops me. It’s the book, The Story of Philosophy left open on the desk with the cover side facing me like it’s a witness to me going nuts. The absurdity of it hits me sideways, and suddenly I’m laughing.

I asked for this. Not this, exactly, but something like it. A disruption. A reason not to sit down and write. And Hamlet, bless his awful three-sizes-too-small heart, delivered.

The anger doesn’t vanish, but it folds into something more tolerable — an ironic appreciation of the universe’s sense of timing. Sartre said we’re all living in a fundamentally absurd reality. Sometimes that feels crushing. Today, it actually helps.

I don’t meditate. I’ve tried, but I suck at it. I spend the next hour doing a lo-fi version of that. Letting thoughts roll through me without chasing them down or trying to clean them up. Natalie was right. This isn’t that bad. In fact, it’s a pretty minor nuisance in what is otherwise a pretty outstanding life. I could have cancer, and maybe I will someday. But for now, I’ve just got some jerks hassling using the legal system. I can fight this, and I will. 

When I check my phone again, I see that Natalie has sent me a text.

Natalie: Here’s her contact. Hope it helps. Hang in there 😃

Donna Straton (818)-954-2208.

Donna@StratonAssociates@gmail.com

Me: Thank you. Seriously.

Then open a group chat with Soli and Jordan. I get them up to speed.

Jordan: You can probably counter sue. They have more to lose in court than you do.

Me: I hadn’t even thought of that. Thx.

Soli: You should probably get in touch with this lawyer your neighbor knows.

Me: Good call. I’ll email her now.

Soli: Do you want to come over? Let your hot mommies make it all better? 

I think about it. I told myself that I needed to stay focus, but I have to be honest about just how derailed I’ve gotten. If I stay here, I’m not going to get any studying or writing done. And I’ll probably spend the time brooding, even after I tell myself that it’s useless.

Me: I’m on my way.

Soli: ♥️♥️♥️


28.

“Jordan, come here,” Soli says from behind another stack on the other side of the store.

“Aww!” says Jordan after a moment.

I peek around the corner and see the girls have made a discovery. Not a book, but a big, fluffy grey cat sitting on a table stacked with books. I smile as I watch them petting it. The cat looks like the perfect bookstore cat—unbothered by humans but uninterested in playing with them. I turn back to the shelf and find the book I’m looking for on a lower level.

I pick up the paperback and thumb through it. The pages are yellowed, and it’s dog-eared in places. Perfect. Just the kind of book I come to The Iliad Bookshop to find.

After retreating to the safety of Soli’s apartment—and her bed—I spent the day regrouping. I called the lawyer Natalie recommended. She was patient but not terribly concerned.

“Let’s wait and see,” she said. “This may all be just bluster. They might be satisfied with an NDA and no damages.”

I felt better after talking to Donna, but a grey cloud still hung over me. Soli, little ray of sunshine that she is, told me to get off my ass and stop moping. She insisted we take a day off from stress and just enjoy each other. That made me think of this place.

When I first moved to North Hollywood, I noticed The Iliad Bookshop while driving around and checking out the neighborhood. I’d been in a few times and bought a few books, but I got frustrated after buying three that I never finished. Actually, only two were unfinished. The third I never even started. But that was the old me—the one who never made time outside of work. The new me has a bright future writing about philosophy for a living. And if he doesn’t have books to read, he’ll have no excuse not to write. I’d better stock up.

I take my selection and walk over to show the girls. The cat swivels its head and flees at my approach, knocking over a small stack of books. Both girls bend down to pick them up, giving me the chance to admire the curve of Jordan’s toned thighs and Soli’s breasts through her top.

“See anything interesting?” Soli asks with a smile, clearly aware of where I’ve been looking.

“Yeah, I notice a couple things I’d like to peruse later,” I say.

“Peruse, eh?” she replies.

“Yeah. Most people think it means to skim without thinking, but it actually means the opposite. Intense, focused attention.”

“Ooh,” says Soli. “That sounds much better.”

“In fact, I could see myself not leaving my bed for days.”

“That’s an idea,” Jordan says, springing up and prancing delicately over to me. “How about books?”

“Found one of those too,” I say, showing her the title. She scans it.

Man’s Search for Meaning, she reads. “What’s it about?”

“Viktor Frankl was a Holocaust survivor. The book is about how he found a way to stay sane after everything he went through.”

“Well… I’m not horny anymore,” Soli says.

“Is this about NovaCare, Matty?” Jordan asks. “Looking for something to help you cope with the stress?”

I chuckle, a little too loudly for a bookstore.

“It’s just a good book. I’ve only read parts of it, but now I’ll get the chance to read the whole thing.”

“Let me buy it for you,” Jordan says. “You deserve a treat.”

I smile, surprised by the gesture.

“Okay,” I say. “In that case, let me pick out a book for each of you.”

“We’ll all find books for each other,” Soli says.

We fan out through the stacks. It feels like a scavenger hunt. I forget the philosophy section and head for biographies. I scan one wall and find what I’m looking for: the cover facing out.

Frida Kahlo. Perfect for Soli. Now what about Jordan?

I think about the best books I’ve read, the ones that moved me. I search around but come up short. Every time I think of something good, Iliad doesn’t have it. That’s the hazard of used bookstores—it’s better to have no idea what you’re looking for so you won’t be disappointed.

I try to think of what I love about Jordan. She’s into design and fashion. Maybe something about that? The girls are chasing each other around the stacks, and I feel the pressure to find something that fits.

Then I think of Letters to a Young Poet. Not long, full of life advice—just like Jordan. It’s perfect. And they don’t have a copy. But I do.

We regroup at the register. The clerk is a guy with thick glasses and a patched denim vest covered in band pins. He nods as we approach, like we’re fellow members of a secret book cult.

“Okay, show ’em,” Soli says, thrusting a book at both me and Jordan with a proud grin. Her cheeks are a little flushed from the hunt.

Jordan gets a book on Bauhaus (a great choice—all about design), and I get Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott.

“I’ve heard of this one,” I say, thumbing through the first few pages. The cover’s slightly bent at the corners, but the spine is solid.

“It was in the writers’ section,” Soli says. “Might help you.”

“Smart,” I say. “Thanks, Soli. I got you this one—Frida Kahlo. She was a Mexican artist.”

“Thanks, I know who Frida Kahlo is,” Soli says. “Her face is on t-shirts. She was a Mexican artist, and... that’s all I know. So thanks.”

“Jordan,” I say, shifting the books in my arms. “I picked out the perfect book for you. In my mind.”

“Okay,” Jordan says, hiding my book behind her back. “Yours is going back.”

She turns with flair, pretending to return my would-be gift to the stack. The floor creaks under her boots.

I laugh. “It’s a box at my place!”

Jordan stops mid-stride, pivots, then saunters back like a cat remembering where the treats are. She raises an eyebrow.

“Ooh!” she says. “So I get a new book and I get to see the reclusive lair of tortured writer and philosopher Matteo Navarro?”

“Yep,” I say. “You’ll both get to see my lair.”

“Can we stop to eat first?” Jordan asks, tugging her sleeves over her palms.

“Yeah,” says Soli. “I haven’t even had coffee yet.”

“Perfect,” I say. “We’ll go to Republic of Pie. It’s on Magnolia, not far from my apartment.”

We pay for the books. Jordan tucks hers into a paper bag, refusing to show me what she picked out for me. Soli lingers by a zine display until Jordan nudges her toward the door. The afternoon light outside is golden and warm, the sidewalk faintly scented with cinnamon from a nearby churro stand.

At the café, it’s crowded as usual, but we manage to snag a couch near a crooked bookshelf of mismatched board games. We order blueberry pie, strawberry scones, and three coffees—one of which Soli insists must be “the most caffeinated option available.”

“Cute,” Jordan declares once we sit down. She’s already Instagramming the pie.

“So much better than the old place,” I say.

“What was here before?” Soli asks, blowing across her steaming cup.

“It used to be The People’s Republic of Pie,” I say. “Very different vibe. Terrible. Nothing on the menu but goulash and gruel. I forgot to tip and they sent three generations of my family to the gulag.”

They both eye me like I’m nuts—then Soli cracks up, trying not to spill her coffee.

“That is such a terrible, weird dad joke,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “But I came here alone once, thought of that joke, and had nobody to share it with.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says, narrowing her eyes. “Tell me honestly—did you bring us here just so you’d have an excuse to use that corny, convoluted joke on us?”

I shrug and sip my latte. Jordan bursts out laughing.

“That’s funny,” she says. “Your joke? Meh. But how hard you tried to make it work? That’s hilarious.”

“Whatever works,” I say, brushing crumbs from my chin. “Now, where’s my book?”

She pulls it from the bag and slides it across the table to me.

Letters to a Young Poet by Rainer Maria Rilke.

“Spooky,” I say.

“Spooky?” Jordan asks, suddenly unsure.

“This is the same book I picked out for you,” I say.

“You’re lying.”

“I swear.”

“Aww!” Soli says. “It’s like you’re soulmates or something.”

There’s no bitterness in her voice, but something about the way she says it makes me uncomfortable. I glance at her, but she’s already sipping her coffee like nothing happened.

“Not that I’m jealous,” Soli adds. “I love that I brought the two of you together.”

Jordan leans over and kisses Soli gently on the cheek.

“I’m glad you brought all of us together,” she says.

“Same,” I say. “I have two girlfriends and pie. I don’t think I could be happier.”

Jordan smiles and pulls out another book.

“Soli, this was one I read in school and really liked.”

The Poisonwood Bible.

“Now this sounds good,” Soli says, inspecting the cover. “Is there, like, black magic or something?”

“No,” Jordan says. “It’s about an American girl who moves to Africa because her parents are missionaries.”

“That sounds good too,” Soli says, nodding.

After coffee, I order lunch—grilled cheese for Soli, a quinoa bowl for Jordan, and a turkey club for me—then go feed the meter. I stand by the curb while the machine spits out the new slip, watching sunlight catch in the windows of the bookstore we just left. I feel a strange sense of calm.

Once we’re full, we all settle in and start reading. Coffee shops aren’t ideal for actually reading—they’re better for looking like you’re reading—but I find myself digging in. Maybe it’s the book, or the mood I’m in, or maybe it’s just Rilke, but I’m feeling inspired. The last letter lands like a pebble dropped in deep water—gentle, but echoing.

As we leave the café and walk back to Soli’s car, I’m feeling better about everything. Rilke writes like a man who’s already lived through the answers and is only pretending to still be curious. I start to imagine myself doing the same—finding the right words to share an idea, even if only a few people hear it.

“How are you feeling?” Jordan asks, taking my hand as we cross Lankershim.

“Feeling good,” I say.

She nods, brushing hair from her face. “You look lighter.”

“It’s the grilled turkey sandwich,” I say. “Very cleansing.”

We pile into her car, which smells faintly of coconut. Soli drives, windows cracked, music low. Outside, NoHo passes in a blur of pastel murals, pop-up shops, and dog walkers. The air is still warm, even with the sun starting to dip.

We talk a little on the drive—about the books, about what to do later—but the conversation drifts in and out, like the music. We pull up to my apartment just as golden hour hits its peak. The building looks the same as always—stuccoed and sun-faded, with a crooked mailbox and a bougainvillea trying to swallow the gate.

A guy stands across the street, leaning casually against a telephone pole. He’s wearing a plain blue shirt, slacks, and sunglasses, holding a takeout coffee like he’s just killing time.

I barely register him as we step out of the car.

“All right,” I say, grabbing the bookstore bag from the floor. “You’re about to see the lair.”

“I’m expecting stacks of philosophy books and at least one vintage typewriter,” Soli says.

“And maybe a goldfish,” Jordan adds.

“A dead goldfish,” Soli adds.

“Clementine isn’t dead,” I say. “She lives on in my heart.”

We start to cross the street toward my building when I notice the guy push off the pole. He doesn’t walk fast, just angles himself toward us like he’s meaning to intercept.

He gets a little closer. Late 30s, maybe early 40s. Clean-shaven. Too neatly dressed to be a neighbor. Not smarmy enough to be a salesman.

“Matteo Navarro?” he asks, voice calm, almost polite.

I stop mid-step. Jordan and Soli pause behind me.

“Are you a process server?” I ask.

“No,” he says.

“Would you have to tell us if you were?” Soli asks.

“No, that’s undercover cops,” he says. “And it’s a myth.”

“So, you could be a process server,” Jordan says. “You may just be lying about it.”

“Yes, but no,” the guy says, clearly getting exasperated.

“So, who are you?” I ask.

“Are you Matteo Navarro?” he asks again. 

“Yeah,” I say.

“I’m Tobias Wren,” he says, reaching for something leather which isn’t a wallet. He flips it open. It’s a badge.

“I’m a special agent with the FBI,” Wren says. “I need to ask you some questions about your involvement with NovaCare Solutions. Let’s talk.”

Enjoying Collision Course? You can read the next installment on Amazon.com now! Collision Course 2 by Thurston Kade is available in ebook and is free to read with Kindle Unlimited! 
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