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The day after Alicia found out she was pregnant, her dream man stepped through the diner’s front doors for the first time in two weeks. Already buoyant, Alicia’s smile went even wider. How could it not? He was her favorite customer, and not just for his rugged middle-aged good looks.



“Mr. Dowling!” she said, whirling by with an armful of dirty plates, cups, and silverware.



“Hello, Alicia,” he said. His voice was one of the most intriguing she’d ever heard, like the thrum of a bass guitar, low, pleasant.



“Good to see you. Seat yourself and I’ll be with you in a minute.”



His tight-lipped smile and cool blue eyes along with his craggy face made him look like he was angry or frustrated and trying to hide it. It was a rough smile, a hard man’s smile, but she’d never heard Mr. Dowling lose his temper or be anything but kind to her, the other staff, or anyone else he encountered in the diner.



The early fall air bit hard that day, and Mr. Dowling wore an overcoat to ward away the chill. The Bruin Diner didn’t generally attract business from the downtown types, but he was an exception. He always wore one of three different colored suits – blue, gray, or black – along with leather shoes. The only exceptions were his days off, but even then he wore slacks and a button down. He always smelled so good too. Sometimes when Alicia caught a whiff of his varied aftershaves, she fought the urge to lean in and drink in the scent.



He slipped out of his coat and folded it neatly before placing it on a stool at the counter and sitting next to it. Most guys – okay, all of them, practically – Alicia knew, they would have tossed their coats or jackets wherever. Her fiancé Gio certainly would have, but he’d always approached the world with a boyish enthusiasm. Mr. Dowling was the definition of reserved and careful. He came in at least once a week and usually twice, save when he went on business trips. Despite the frequency of his presence, Alicia knew almost nothing about him. He was careful like that, and it only stoked her interest – and the truth was, her fantasies.



Not that she’d ever act on them, of course. Gio was her man, and that was that. She loved how fun he was, how spur-of-the-moment his thoughts and actions could be. She loved the vivaciousness of him, that bright-eyed approach to the world that had drawn her to him a couple years ago.



But Mr. Dowling was undeniably attractive in his mannerisms, in the quiet, polite solitude of him. The first time she wrangled what felt like an honest smile out of him, Alicia melted like butter. The truth was, she’d never really stopped. Her boss Shannia told her every server who ever worked for her had that one customer who could make the day pop for them, and Mr. Dowling was Alicia’s.



That he would come in just the day after she got the lab results back to confirm what her pregnancy test told her was a cheerful portent, Alicia decided with a widening smile as she dropped off the dishes in the kitchen. The universe celebrated with her, sending on not just news about her baby, but a favorite customer. Work and home, in sync. Perfection.



Alicia grabbed the freshest pot of coffee on her way back down the counter to Mr. Dowling. He flipped over his mug on the counter for her, and she filled him up halfway, the way he preferred it. “Where were you this time?” she asked.



It was the one thing he’d talk about when it came to his job. He traveled a lot for his work, which she knew was something to do with audio production, but that was it.



“San Diego,” he said, hooking two sugar packets out of the condiment caddy. “A hundred degrees when I left there, and now forty here.”



“My goodness,” Alicia exclaimed. “Too hot for me.”



He chuckled. “Even for me. And I love the heat.”



“Order up!” Linda, the cook, called.



Before Alicia hustled away, Mr. Dowling said quickly, “Buffalo chicken sandwich. Coleslaw. Please.” There was never a need to give him the menu. He was as familiar with it as any of the staff.



Alicia winked at him. “Got it.”



She hustled away to tend to her other customers. The place was hopping but people were coming in and out at a steady stream, so it wasn’t too bad. Given her mood the Bruin could have been slammed and she would have still been humming under her breath and all but twirling with plates of food or bussing dishes. Mr. Dowling grabbed a paper when another customer left it on the counter and flipped through it, thanking Alicia distractedly when she topped off his coffee. She was pleased to see him sneak a glance at her once. Sometimes she thought Mr. Dowling had a thing for her, just a cute harmless wandering eye but he was always a gentleman and never made her feel uncomfortable.



That said, when he did sometimes forget himself and glance at Alicia’s butt in a skirt or her legs if she was wearing shorts, well, it was nice to know she still had it.



When his order was finally up, Mr. Dowling put aside the paper and gave Alicia a fainter smile this time as she approached. When she settled the sandwich and his customary coleslaw down, he said, “You’re in a good mood. Even for you.”



Alicia settled her arms on the counter and leaned across it just slightly, grinning. “That obvious?”



“Yes.”



“Well,” Alicia said. Was she really going to tell him? Outside of Gio, no one knew yet. But this was Mr. Dowling. Who was he going to gossip to? “Just between you and me, now?”



“Of course.”



Just low enough that only he could hear, Alicia said, “I found out yesterday I’m pregnant.”



His eyes widened, and for just a moment, it was possible to imagine the boy he must have been once, so wide-eyed, so appreciative of something. He grinned, and clapped a hand down onto hers. “That’s incredible, Alicia. Congratulations to you and your fiancé. Gio, right?”



She nodded, beaming. “Spot on.”



“I hope remembering his name didn’t come across as too strange.”



“Oh relax. I know you’ve heard me mention him.”



He chuckled again. “I suppose. Do you know when you’re due?”



“Seven months almost on the nose,” Alicia said. Another customer waved at her, and she stood upright.



“What’s the best dessert on the menu?”



“Ooh, this week? The apple butter pie.”



“Two slices of that to celebrate. When you get a minute.”



Alicia lit up all over again. She could have leaned over and kissed him.



* * *



Oscar – or Mr. Dowling to a certain wildly attractive young waitress – listened with half an ear to the production meeting. Try as he might to focus in on the schedule for that week’s studio lineup, he couldn’t shake the thought of Alicia from his mind. Pregnant. Wonderful news for her and her fiancé, not so great news for his personal vanity. The diner was his favorite lunch spot not necessarily because of the food – completely fine fare, but never achieving much greater – but because of the young woman who took prisoner his imagination ever since the day he first walked in there.



She’s half your age, old man
 , he chided himself gently.
 She was never going to be interested in you.



Still, though, Oscar held out some hope maybe she would break up with her boyfriend and he could slide into a date with her. He refused to so much as flirt with her unless she happened to call it quits with the man.



There was no helping the attraction to her. Alicia pulled him in without any effort whatsoever with her long auburn hair, so light it looked reddish under the right circumstances. The sun adored her, kissing Alicia with a gentle, ever-present tan that left Oscar wanting to caress every inch of her to see if she was as warm as she looked. Couple that with the heart-melting smile, the sleepy, sultry eyes, and dimples that caught hold of his dreams, she was one of the most naturally beautiful women he’d ever come across.



Jen Monaghan, his lead producer, swiveled in her chair to give Oscar a look. Her shark’s smile couldn’t be further from Alicia’s, though it held its own appeal too. Once it might have drawn him in, but now he preferred a gentle smile to a killer’s. In any case, Jen was an employee, and like his rule about not pursuing women in a relationship, he would not contemplate even for the briefest of moments a relationship with someone who worked for him.



“Any objections, Mr. Dowling?”



He focused again on her. “No. When Shad flies in, let me know. I’ll get you seats at Musubi.”



The hosts and his producers cracked up, and Jen’s grin widened. Oscar gave her a quizzical look and she said, “That’s exactly what I was just saying, Oscar.”



He smiled. “Yes. No offense. Distracted. Was there anything else while I was, ah, napping?”



The others laughed again, and Jen carried on again with the plans to make the multi-time bestselling author and chef guru comfortable. The meeting went on another ten minutes before the room cleared out.



Oscar’s production company, Skin Deep Audio, took up the top two floors of the five-story office building. The conference room they dissipated from took up the bulkiest spot on the fourth floor, which was central to the actual business side of the company. A floor above them were studios dedicated to music, audiobook, and podcast production, as well as Oscar’s office.



Jen stowed away her tablet as everyone left, but stayed seated. “Everything all right, Oscar?”



“Yes. Great.” He leaned back and folded his hands on his lap. “Just some good news that caught my attention. An acquaintance is having a baby.”



“Ooh, yours?”



Oscar throttled down a flash of pain dredged up from an old wound never quite healed. Jen didn’t know about it. Only a few people in his innermost circle did. His forced smile came with two decades of practice. “No.”



“Well, congratulations to her.”



“Mm. Let me get your advice. What’s the standard response for these things?”



Jen raised her eyebrows. “Sorry?”



“People having children. A card?”



“I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of anyone giving a gift for announcing they’re pregnant, but… sure, a card would be nice. Maybe flowers.”



“Flowers might seem too intimate.”



She stood up. “Well, maybe a houseplant then. Everyone can always do with one of those and it’s not so personal.”



Oscar pointed at her. “I like that.”



“Who’s the friend?”



He stood up too, and they started for the door. “Remember the Bruin Diner?”



“I don’t. Should I?”



Out in the main office, everyone headed for their spacious work stations or offices. Jen and Oscar made for the elevator along with a pair of podcast hosts and their producer. “We went there after the Abigail Mills gig, before she had to fly out.”



Jen shook her head. “That was a long time ago.”



“It was. She’s one of the waitresses there. I go there occasionally for coffee.”



“Well, good for her. Want me to have something ordered and delivered for you?”



“No, that’s fine. I’ll pick it up myself.”



“Oscar Dowling, shopping like the rest of us humans,” she said, stepping onto the elevator with the others. The hosts and producer watched them, amused.



“I even buy my own socks,” Oscar said drily.



“That explains the yellow polka dots.”



* * *



The brief respite between the diner and going to work at the hobby store was the best part of Alicia’s day. Both her jobs could generally be called okay depending on the customers, but by the time she finished her shift at the diner she was ready to sit down for a few minutes. For two glorious hours between jobs she could take a nice shower or a bath, get a bite, and veg for a few.



She headed for home, a blandly pleasant apartment in the suburbs not all that far from the diner. Biking had always been her greatest love and she suffered through the cold in the air for it. Not long before she’d have to take the bus again, but for the moment, she enjoyed the fall colors and pretended that her fingers, always cold anyways, weren’t lengthy ice cubes by the time she got to her building.



To her surprise, Gio’s Jetta was in the lot. That was not as odd as it perhaps should have been. Any excuse he could find to burn up his sick and vacation days, he’d use it. A new game coming out he wanted to play, going camping, sometimes just because he wanted to sleep in. It was frustrating because they sorely needed his income from Wahoo Life, the supplement store he worked for.



Maybe his boss gave him the day off because of the baby. That would be like Martin. Sure, sometimes the guy made Alicia feel uncomfortable when he’d stare at her, but he was generous to Gio. Maybe more than her boyfriend deserved, sometimes, though she tried not to think that. It was just hard to watch him get a good job like that, then walk the fine line between doing the bare minimum and getting fired. Alicia would have killed for a full-time job with benefits.



That was the big difference between the two of them. Gio always had the safety net of his parents to fall back on. They didn’t earn much money themselves, but they refused their children nothing. Alicia’s own parents tried to be a better example to her and her sister, but the truth was, they just couldn’t afford many luxuries, especially after her mom got involved with a pyramid scheme business selling exercise clothing. They lost everything investing into the inventory she was required to buy, and were only now starting to see the daylight again.



Alicia learned early and often to be smarter with her money, but it was a lesson that had, so far, escaped Gio. She hoped the baby might change that, motivate him to grow up.



The elevator brought her up to the fourth floor. The unmistakable booming she heard down the hallway was the hallmark of Gunstuff: World War Oblivion, Gio’s latest video game obsession. Mrs. Diggle, the sixty-something next door to them, popped her door open as Alicia wheeled her bike down the hallway. She knew precisely what her neighbor was going to say, since it definitely wasn’t the first time.



“I’ll tell him to turn it down, Mrs. Diggle,” Alicia said.



“He should know by now,” the older woman snapped.



“I’m sorry. We had some good news yesterday. He’s probably just celebrating.”



Mrs. Diggle’s sour expression loosened some, as much as her lemony lips could allow, anyways. “Oh?”



“We’re going to have a special visitor in about seven months,” Alicia said, patting her stomach.



Alicia thought she might win a smile out of their cranky neighbor, but Mrs. Diggle let out a wounded breath and said, “Oh Lord, more noise.”



With that, she retreated into her apartment and slammed the door in Alicia’s face. Feeling like she’d just been slapped, Alicia carried on, tears threatening to take her over. But she wouldn’t let them. Today was too good to be ruined by Mrs. Diggle.



The volume on the TV was almost deafening when she walked through the door. Gio, in a tank top and basketball shorts, was sitting on the leather couch they were renting to own. The interest was killing them on the thing along with the half-dozen other pieces of furniture they owed on, but it was a pretty killer couch, big enough for the both of them to cuddle on their sides. Maybe not now with the baby on the way, she thought, a smile winning through the threat of the tears.



Her boyfriend’s eyes were glued on the screen but flicked over to her. Alicia covered her ears and sheepishly he grabbed the remote off the coffee table, his other hand never leaving the controller. He turned down the TV just a few notches. Alicia’s grin widened and she shook her head, coming over and taking the remote from him to turn it way down.



“Mrs. Diggle says hello and thanks for the noise,” she said, leaning in to give him a kiss.



“She needs to get out of the house and mind her own business,” Gio muttered.



“Mm.” She kissed him again and hurried to put her bike up on the wall mounted rack. “She was less than thrilled about hearing the baby’s coming too.”



He shut off the game and leaned back, watching her. “I thought we agreed we weren’t telling people about that until we talked to our parents.”



“It’s Mrs. Diggle. She’s not going about to jump on Bottlegenie and blab it to her friends.” She carefully tested the bike’s sturdiness. The thing had a tendency to crash if she didn’t get it just right. Oh, to live somewhere with a bike room – or a garage. If it was big enough to store Gio’s car too, she’d probably have a mini-orgasm just looking at the way everything fit together. “What are you doing home?”



“I asked Martin for a couple hours off. Thought maybe we could sneak off to tell my parents real quick.”



“Ooh, yes, that sounds like a plan,” Alice said. “Let me get a quick shower and a bite to eat and we’ll go.”



He got up and followed her into the bathroom. Gio was like a puppy like that. Once she was home and he wasn’t otherwise distracted, he’d stay right on her heels. It was cute. “Who else did you tell?” he asked as she worked her shirt up and over her head.



“No one, goof. Wait. Mr. Dowling.”



“Mr. Dowling,” Gio said flatly. “We haven’t told my parents yet, but you’re telling your customers.”



“He saw I was in an even better mood than usual. He even bought me pie to celebrate.”



Gio grunted sourly and knocked down the lid on the toilet. He watched her finish undressing. “It’s weird, you telling him.”



“Oh, come on, baby,” Alicia said, leaning in to kiss him. “You’re being grumpy for nothing. Mr. Dowling’s harmless.”



“You called him handsome.”



She sighed and turned for the tiny tub. “I had too much wine and we were just talking about who we found attractive. I don’t really expect you’d sleep with Chiaki.”



Chiaki was an acquaintance of theirs, one of the prettier women they knew. She also had a terrible crush on Gio.



“That’s different and you know it. Chiaki’s not coming into the shop every other day.”



“It’s not every other day. Mr. Dowling’s a sweet guy. He was happy about the good news. That’s it.”



The shower blasted cold water against the end of the tub. Alicia waited for it to warm up, then stepped in.



“He’s a sweet guy who’s obviously into you.”



“Okay,” Alicia said. “I don’t want to argue. If it’s a big deal, I won’t serve him anymore. Okay?”



“Good.”



As Alicia started to lather up, she had an idea on how to mend fences. She poked her head out. “Want me to prove you’re the only man for me?”



Gio looked up at her. “Isn’t that… you know, kind of bad for the baby?”



“What? Sex?”



“Yeah, like me… you know… me poking in at it?”



She laughed, thinking he was joking. But Gio’s expression darkened, if anything, and she said, “No, no, sex isn’t going to hurt them.”



He didn’t look convinced. “I thought I read that somewhere.”



“I’ll talk to the doctor just to make sure, but I don’t think so, baby.”



Blessedly, Gio let it go. He wandered back out to the living room and was playing his game when she finished with her shower. She dressed, ate a quick lunch, and touched up her makeup. By that point, Gio was half on his side on the couch, deep into his game again. She sat next to him until the end of the next round, and finally he shut it off again, looking at her.



“Ready for this?” he asked.



Gio didn’t sound happy. And soon she knew why.



* * *



It felt like an ambush. Gio’s parents Emiliano and Lili sat around the table with Gio and Alicia. Emiliano’s stare was mostly emotionless while Lili tried at first to seem empathetic, even if Alicia knew by now who really led the family.



“I know these accidents happen,” Lili said. She was a tall, graceful woman who bordered on beautiful but missed the mark in favor of character. “Did you forget your pill, or…?”



No, Lili, your son told me he’d pull out but he couldn’t control himself. At least twice.



“Something like that,” Alicia said. Her hands knotted together.



“Something like that,” Emil said. He was a big, brutish man with a hard, sour look to his face even when he was happy. Gio inherited most his dark Italian looks from his father, but thankfully looked mopey, not mean.



“Dad…” Gio started, his voice tinny and quiet. When it came to his parents, he was almost always deferential. It hurt this time. It hurt so damn much.



Stand up for me. Stand up for us.



“We’re excited for you, of course we’re excited for you. But we worry, too,” Lili said, sounding very decidedly unexcited.



“Of course,” Alicia said. “But there’s really nothing to worry about. We’re doing okay on bills.”



“Yes, for now,” Lili said. “But when the baby comes, you won’t be working two jobs anymore.”



“Well, not until we figure out childcare, but once we do, I’ll be right back at it,” Alicia said, feeling stung. Emil and Lili had never quite been this out and out hostile with her, but now the knives were bared.



“And by childcare, you mean maybe us,” Emil said. Lili reached out and rested a hand on his arm. He glanced sharply at her for that, but said nothing else as he returned his glower to Alicia.



“I… don’t honestly know. We only just found out about this yesterday,” Alicia said, faltering. The tears that threatened her earlier boiled up harder now, and she knew she wasn’t going to last long without unleashing them. “I mean, we… my parents… there are some people we can ask, and…”



“Nine months seems so far,” Lili said, syrupy sweet. “But it’s really over so fast you hardly realize it’s gone by. Planning, it can never start too early. That’s something I wish I’d realized earlier.”



“Yes, well…” Alicia said. She tried to smile, failed, and the first tear streaked down her cheek. “I’m sorry, I… I really need to go to work. Gio, do you mind?”



“Of course,” Lili said, rising. “Oh, sweetheart, don’t cry. I’m sure you two will be just fine. Ignore us old folks. We’re just trying to look out for both of you.”



“Of course,” Alicia said, hoping her faked smile showed just enough teeth to get her own point across.



They barely made it out onto the road before Alicia broke down into harsh sobs. Gio reached over and rubbed her back, not saying anything. He looked like he’d swallowed a lemon whole, his lips downturned, his eyes distant and elsewhere. His hand made the requisite motions across her back, but if there was any comfort offered in the gesture, Alicia didn’t feel it.



* * *



The dream was as vivid as any Oscar could remember, the colors bright, Alicia’s voice as clear as if she were coming down the hallway to his office.



“Are you ready?” she called to him.



He lounged back in his big executive chair. His door was open, and Alicia stepped in, a hand on her round stomach. The black top she wore was tied off above her baby bump, the gray skirt flattering to her newest curve. Her auburn hair spilled down across her shoulders, silky smooth waves he wanted to plunge his hands into. Her eyes sparkled as she came around the desk.



His eyes locked on her belly as she worked the zipper on her skirt. He helped her and she climbed onto his lap. With the ease of a dream, he was naked now, his hard length pressed to her ripe stomach, his need upon him in a fierce wave. He reached around and gripped her bottom as she lifted up, guiding him to her entrance. In real life, the chair would have been too cumbersome for such a thing, but in this dream, the logic didn’t register. Only her presence mattered to him.



He stared up into those beautiful eyes as she guided herself down onto him with a soft, breathless laugh. He laughed too, and dropped his face to one of her full breasts. Her hard nipple poked through the fabric and he sucked at it, squeezing her ass.



“Are you ready?” she asked him again.



He ground up into her, trying to answer, but unable to. It was that frustration, his inability to speak in his own dream, that made him conscious of what this must be, and with that, he woke to the earliest morning light, his prick so hard it felt like a rock.



Oscar wasted no time spitting into his palm. It was Alicia’s face he thought of as he stroked himself fast and hard, his need for release roaring within him like he was a teenager again. Her face, and that odd dream desire of seeing her full and so very pregnant. Of her swollen breasts and the sheen of vitality to her. He thought about her riding him like this, in the darkness, her on top of him, his hands roaming her baby bump.



“Alicia,” Oscar moaned, and came so hard it nearly hit his neck.



He dropped his hand away, panting and chuckling to himself. His pregnancy fetish was not a new thing, but the intensity of the dream rivalled anything short of his dreams of Malin from time to time.



Malin.



It was her he thought of when Jen brought up him having a child. As he cleaned himself up, memories flashed through his mind, of being young and silly in love. Of plans for the future. Of a child neither of them knew was on the way.



It had been too long since Oscar went to visit her. Memorial Day, he thought, trying to remember if he took a drive out there on the weekends since. It still hurt so much, even all these years later. Malin would have been the first to forgive him for staying away, but still, a pang of guilt hit him harder than he expected.



Oscar glanced at the clock. A little after five in the morning. He still needed to pick up a houseplant and maybe a card for Alicia and her fiancé. If he hurried, he could drive out to visit Malin before work, pick up a plant, then cruise back to the Bruin Diner, drop off the plant, and have breakfast, if traffic wasn’t too bad. A good plan.



Into the darkness, he spoke the commands to bring up his condo lights slowly. The track lighting pointing up towards the ceiling glowed low and warm, highlighting the big, sparse bedroom painted in warm tans and light browns. After a minute, the recessed lighting and lamps came to life too, and both slowly intensified until the room was well lit. The dining room and living room lights would come on as well with that command. He had about eight such commands programmed into his smart home devices, but he usually only used the “condo lights” command and the “midnight run” for trips to the bathroom or to the fridge in the middle of the night.



With another command, the shower started up. As fancy as the wiring might be in his house, the plumbing still needed a minute to warm up, so he used the opportunity to do his morning business and bring up a mix of music. He preferred lo-fi hip hop and downtempo beats first thing in the morning, and would graduate to garage and indie rock by the time he got ready to go to work.



His walk-in shower was starting to steam when he stepped inside, the water just on this side of boiling hot. He liked the heat, and if he ever owned a house, he would have loved to install a sauna. As it stood, the shower was pretty damn close to one, and he breathed deep the cleansing steam, letting it rush through his system and give him a kick in the ass.



After finishing up and dressing for the day in one of his customary suits, he grabbed a cup of coffee for the road. His floor, as usual, was as quiet as the grave. He shared the floor with two couples, all of whom were retirees and constantly on him to date their forty-something daughters or relatives. Nice intentions, he told himself, but dating was not easy for him. Oscar was a strange man, one of a different era, a fact he was fully aware of. He liked a quiet night of theater or live music at the Lost Light tucked away in his VIP seating up on the balcony. He liked holes in the wall restaurants where he knew the staff. He liked poetry and old detective novels by names almost forgotten by history. Some thought him peculiar, a few thought him gay. Peculiar, yes, though he did love the company of women. It was just hard to find someone who truly wanted that quiet life too, someone who could appreciate the kind of man’s man that had died out a century ago.



Malin forged so much of that in him. She was the one who hooked him on poetry. She would walk through their apartment, a book of it in hand, mumbling passages out loud to herself to hear the beauty of the words. It drove him crazy at first until her tastes seeped into his bones and he told her to read them louder so he could hear too. She bought him his first bottle of good scotch, a 21
 st
 birthday present. They’d never tried it before and both loved it, but could never afford it in those days. She dragged him to every restaurant precisely two months after they opened, when they weren’t “putting on airs” as she called it. Malin loved old-fashioned dresses and liked him in slacks and button downs. She was the one who helped him balance his passion projects – the music, back in those days – and his work goals in the production side of things. With her, he learned so much.



They started off as teenagers together, and by the time she died, she forged them into adults.



The elevator took Oscar down to the basement level parking. His condo, one of the nicer ones, afforded him four spots, two of which he leased out to other tenants. In his own two spots were his summer and winter drives. The Ram was pretty nicely kitted out for comfort, but the Jaguar F-Type R was his baby. A birthday present to himself, it cut through the streets like a knife and accelerated like it was on a mission to Mars. He meant to go with the slightly less pricey version, but the salesman hooked him when Oscar heard the engine noise.



He wasn’t an insane driver, far from it, and rarely put the pedal down. But there was something about the knowledge that he could that he loved about the car. He’d sleep in the thing if he could. Not long now until he had to put it away for the winter, though, so he hopped in it, getting in what precious time he could.



Malin was buried in Brooklyn – not the New York Brooklyn, but a town sixty miles outside of New Bainbridge. There used to be a long stretch of nothing between the cities, but now, with New Bainbridge expanding in every direction save towards the mountains, Brooklyn was more of a suburb than an independent city.



No one was out and about that early, so Oscar hit the Interstate fast, barely stopping at the red lights before he was flying down the road. He made one stop along the way to buy a houseplant for Alicia and a small arrangement of orange and yellow flowers for Malin. Had he the choice, it would have been roses, but those looked withered and lifeless, and knowing his Malin, she would have loved the vibrancy of the ones he picked.



Did Malin use to have a favorite type of flower? That seemed like such an odd detail to forget. Surely he must have bought her favorites at some point or another. It stung to not remember, but it was a slight Oscar had to forgive himself for. Malin was two decades gone.



A cop followed him for a while, no doubt fishing for a ticket from the fastest thing on the road that early. Oscar didn’t rise to the bait and kept his speed steady, eventually making the turn to head into Brooklyn via an old highway as opposed to straight through town. The cemetery was on this side and there just wasn’t much there for him anymore. Even back when they lived there around the turn of the century Brooklyn existed largely to send people on to New Bainbridge, workers looking for cheaper housing or the quiet away from the bigger city. Their cheap apartment building was long gone in favor of tract housing, and all their favorite spots were something else now. Her parents and what family of Malin’s he kept in touch with were mostly gone too.There was nothing here but her, and it was directly to her Oscar went.



The cemetery took up a big sprawl of the plains, surrounded on all sides by a stout rock wall from back in a time in American history when people still built such things. The hour was still so early his was the only vehicle out there. He cut down the lanes at a crawl, his headlights flashing across stones older than him until he reached the newest addition to the place. The route to her grave was as embedded in his memory as his own name.



Malin’s charcoal gray marker used to shine, but time and the elements faded it. He stopped the car at the nearest pull-in, and got out, bracing himself against the chill morning wind. It wasn’t the cold he thought about, though, but the news, the worst fucking news of his life. There had been an accident. Malin was helping her grandfather get a truckload of firewood from the mill, their sixth load of the season. They could get it cheap if you were willing to dig through the piles and piles of sawdust-covered cut logs themselves. She was halfway up one of those piles, and it shifted underfoot. She lost her balance and took a bad fall. Broken bones, some internal bleeding, her father said, trying to hold his shit together. It looked like the doctor could stop it.



Except that morning, of all mornings, Dr. Sheryl Quinby was fighting off a massive hangover, the result of two of her college friends come to town to visit. She had no right to be in the operating room, no right to hold a scalpel in her shaking hand as the nurse asked if she was all right. And by her hand, at just twenty-two, Malin Tikkanen, the first and only love of Oscar’s life, passed away.



A second revelation shattered Oscar even harder. Unknown to him or to Malin, she was pregnant.



* * *



A low-level migraine threatened to rip Alicia’s head in two if she didn’t stop for aspirin and maybe some caffeine. That combination could stop her stress headaches if she caught them early enough, but now with the baby on its way, she knew she couldn’t drink coffee and wasn’t entirely sure about the aspirin.



Everything felt like it was crumbling. What should have been the most joyous week of her life was instead marred by haunting nightmares of Gio’s parents and their reaction. And even with her doctor giving her a call and explaining why it was perfectly fine to have sex while she was pregnant, Gio himself wasn’t convinced. An honest-to-God doctor, and he still believed his vague “I read that somewhere” source instead.



That meant seven months without sex. No. Longer. Because her body would need time, it would probably be more like ten to fifteen months. Over a year of frustrated self-pleasure.



Alicia was not shy about her love of sex. She liked it however she could get it – sweet, hard, sometimes even anally. Gio used to revel in that too. They were crazy for each other in the early days. He’d come in the door already tossing off his shirt and she’d be so ready for him, laughing her way to the bedroom as he chased after her. They’d do it two, three, sometimes four times a day, forgetting to eat, forgetting there was a world outside their door.



Alicia wasn’t sure what got her to say yes to their first date. They met at a mutual friend’s party, a campus thing even though neither of them went to college. He danced up on her, grinding into her ass, his hands on her waist. The blend of his soap and deodorant mixed with his raw sweatiness intoxicated her and she spun to face him, hands going around his neck. Gio was such a dudebro it almost made her laugh. His ballcap sat to one side, his tank was half tucked into his basketball shorts, and he had the dopiest pair of tattoos on his shoulders. One was a stylized crystal heart with a top hat at an angle on top and LOVE written in the middle. The other was a skeletal hand around a pistol with HATE written on the barrel. She could have laughed, but he was super cute.



They danced together practically chest to chest for the next two songs, their eyes doing most the talking since the music made it impossible to hear. Gio’s hands moved all over her, and Alicia had to admit, she liked it. Liked it enough that when they finally had enough of dancing and staggered outside, she found a quiet corner of the dorm and slid her hand down into his shorts. Gio’s cock had been pressing into her all night, and she decided to relieve some of that pressure.



His tip was slick already, making it easy for her. He looked around, then fumbled up her top up over a black bra-clad breast. “You’re so hot,” he groaned. “You gotta let me fuck you.”



“Gotta take me on a date first,” she murmured, staring into his eyes as she jacked him with hard, short strokes.



“What’s your number?”



In a moment so surreal it made her laugh to think about it later, he dug out his phone and texted her as she jerked him off. Without any of his earlier swagger, he asked her too if he could take a pic of her boob. She allowed it especially since she was still wearing the bra. To Gio, it was like gold, and he stared more at the picture than he did the very real breast right in front of him. He came not long after, a flurry of small gobs coating her palm. She wiped it off on his shirt, but licked her skin afterwards with a wink that left him groaning.



Gio did take her on a date that weekend, first to see a movie, then to dinner at a bar and grill. The food was forgettable but the way he ate her up with his eyes wasn’t. He drove her home, and in the car, she invited him up to her apartment. That first time, she wanted it hot for both of them, so she stripped him down and pushed him onto the bed. He rested on his elbows and watched as she shimmied out of her clothes, dancing to a beat only in her head. When she’d fished a condom out of his pants and returned to the bed, Alicia sucked him back to hardness, watching him with a twinkle in her eye. He protested the need for a condom, as he would every time until their six-month anniversary when she finally gave in and let him fuck her bare.



Gio was, well… good enough. He didn’t last long that first time, but the second he managed to bring her to a nice, low-key orgasm. Alicia learned pretty early on he was hopeless when it came to fingering her. He was too rough, wanted to go too fast. Oral with him was mostly good enough too, though he got impatient if she didn’t come fast, and she usually didn’t.



Even though Gio was twenty-one when they met, he still seemed so much a boy. He had a few girlfriends before her, but had never really lived with anyone. They might not have moved to that stage so quickly if his roommate didn’t skip out on rent two weeks after Alicia and Gio’s first date. On his own, Gio said he couldn’t really afford to pay his bills – he could, if he asked his parents, but Alicia didn’t know that yet. Offering to let him come and stay with her seemed so breezy and natural. Just a suggestion, really, and then there he was the next day, toting in boxes of games and movies.



What followed was strangely like babysitting. If it wasn’t for her getting on him, Gio would have spent his entire paycheck on games, beer, the bar, and everything else that caught his eye in the moment. That started an argument six months into their relationship that ended with him sullenly setting up an auto-pay on his bank account so she was covered for his half of things. His parents got involved, of course, accusing her of trying to take advantage of their son until she laid out all the receipts.



Chores were impossible to hang on Gio too. Alicia thought they had a good arrangement going of him unloading the dishwasher if she loaded it, and him starting the laundry if she folded it. Even that was beyond him, and nothing got done if she didn’t either do it herself or prod him into it. He never remembered to fill up his car with gas, forgot his keys at least once a week, and eventually stopped buying condoms.



That last one might have blown up, hard, if Gio hadn’t also proposed one day eight months after they started dating. They’d been going through a rough patch – again, about his responsibilities if they were living together – and Alicia had all but given up on her boyfriend learning anything at all. She told him she hated feeling like she was training him constantly. He sensed her growing sullenness and panicked, buying a ring and proposing to her at the lake. It was, mostly by luck, a beautiful place and time to do it. The lake was quiet that day, peaceful, and everything was green and lush around them. He told her he couldn’t be whole without her, and with tears cascading down her face, Alicia said yes.



He seemed better after that, happier. He tried harder for her, at least for a while. Things had been slipping again lately but he wasn’t as out and out lazy as he had been before the proposal. Now, though, Alicia was beginning to doubt everything about them after being so happy just five days ago when she found out she was pregnant. Was this going to be their life? Gio bending in the breeze whenever his parents blew a breath? Would he ever grow up and become a responsible adult? Was he – and she hated herself for asking this question – was he even capable of that?



She didn’t know. And the stress was eating her alive.



Everything compounded, built up. Her head pounded with the stress and she could barely focus at work. So of course in walked Mr. Dowling, the man she usually loved to see.



He looked as haggard as she felt, his suit rumpled, his eyes red as if he’d been crying. The hard set of his face softened as it always did when he saw Alicia. He held a small houseplant and a card for reasons she didn’t understand.



She froze.



That stupid little argument, the one when Gio got mad that Alicia told Mr. Dowling about her pregnancy, played out in her mind. She knew he had a small point, and even if she thought it was insignificant, telling Mr. Dowling first went against the original plan of telling their families. But maybe Gio was right in another way. Maybe it was time her friendship with Mr. Dowling stopped. She knew she would never sleep with him, never let him make a move on her, but Gio couldn’t possibly know the same. And if this was going to work between them, she had to start it off on the best possible foundation.



“Hello, Alicia,” he said. “Got you something of a… well… a good news gift, I suppose.” He chuckled bashfully, waiting for her response. When none was forthcoming, he added, “My coworker said no one really gives gifts for this sort of thing. I’ve, ah, probably made this awkward. I swear, it’s-”



I’m sorry, Mr. Dowling.



“Mr. Dowling, Raquel’s going to seat you today,” she said, whirring by him on her way to the kitchen. Raquel, who had worked there longer than Alicia, knew about her friendship with Mr. Dowling and gaped at her. But Alicia couldn’t explain, not now, not until he was gone again.



In the kitchen, the cook looked up from the grill, blinking. “Hey, you okay?”



Alicia nodded, trying to smile and wondering if it looked as wounded as it felt.



* * *



“You’re getting weak, old-timer,” Tobias cackled above Oscar. That his closest friend and fellow musician was five years older than Oscar seemed to make no difference to him.



Oscar glared up at him, his arms quivering. Good God, why did he put himself through this? Who was he trying to impress? He tried not to grit his teeth, tried to breathe, and completely screwed up both. But he did push at the same time, and slowly the bar came up, up, up until he settled it back on its metal rack, the breath shooting out of him in relief.



“I really am,” Oscar said. Well, panted really. He sat upright, wiping the sweat off his forehead. “Would you believe though I can do a faster mile than I could in high school? How’s that for strange?”



“I’ve seen pictures of you in high school. It’s not that strange at all,” Tobias said, coming around to take Oscar’s position. Older though he might be, he was built like a freight train, standing nearly seven feet tall. When they first met, Oscar thought for sure Tobias was a roadie, not the lead guitarist for Punch Happy Shit, one of the greatest underrated grunge rock bands to come out of the late nineties. Now, nearly twenty years later, he was still a force to be reckoned with, though his shaggy hair and braided beard had long ago been left by the wayside.



Oscar felt some satisfaction seeing Tobias having the same trouble as him getting the last few up. He had to lift for him, and Tobias glared bloody murder for it.



“I had it.”



“Oh, no doubt,” Oscar said mildly. “Just wanted to see you finish out the reps before the next century.”



Tobias gave him the double bird and pushed himself back up slowly. He grimaced and rubbed his lower back. “Docs don’t want me doing so much on the free weights.”



“And you said I’m old.”



“Yeah, well, fuck you. What are you up to tonight? Keith just put in a new sound system at the house. Want to come on over and have your ears blown out watching a movie?” Keith was Tobias’s partner, and a good friend too, though he was less of a gym rat and more of a swimmer ever since he broke his leg falling off a stage piss-drunk a few years back.



“Tempting,” Oscar said. “I think I’m going to knock out another couple reps on the machines, maybe get in a jog to cool down.”



Keith jabbed a finger at him. “I was kidding about the old man jokes. You give yourself a heart attack, who’s here to help you out?”



He gestured all around them at the near empty gym. Snow finally hit New Bainbridge, and hit hard. In the week since Oscar took his morning drive to see Malin and the weird, disastrous trip to the Bruin afterward, the temperatures had yet to rise about thirty. A freak cyclone of cold weather, the news was calling it, and all the sane people out there were staying away from anything but work and home.



Oscar headed for a nearby bench seat and their towels. He tossed Tobias one, and patted himself down with his own. Tobias’s mitt landed on his shoulder. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”



Oscar looked at him. “It’s the dumbest thing.”



“Dumber than me dragging you to the desert so we could smoke peyote and ride four-wheelers?”



Oscar laughed. “No, nothing on that level. Jesus, I’d managed to forget about that.”



“Not me. I still have that hubcap we found. Wish I knew what the hell the story was on that.”



“Me too. Anyways, I ever take you to the Bruin Diner?”



Tobias started to shake his head, thought about it, and ticked a finger in Oscar’s direction. “The waitress.”



“The waitress,” Oscar agreed. “Alicia. I go there maybe twice a week just to grab a coffee and lunch.”



“Yeah, sure,” Tobias said. “Lunch and coffee.”



“All right, maybe it’s to see her,” Oscar said, sitting down on the bench. Tobias joined him on the other end, looking like some Norse god given his massive frame and dyed-blond hair. “But that’s all it’s ever been. Friendly conversation, a joke here and there. I didn’t think it was anything that could put her off. But it did, apparently. The last few times I’ve been in there, she won’t say a word to me. She passes me off to one of her coworkers.”



“She catch you staring at her ass or something? Shit, that woman, I might jump back into the closet to have a chance with that.”



Oscar shook his head. “Don’t think so. Maybe, I guess. I do occasionally look, but I try not to be… well, a guy about it.”



Tobias grunted. “Well, it’s a big world. Plenty of other pretty waitresses.”



“Yes, I suppose. Beyond the attraction, I thought we were friends. I guess I’m being a bit foolish, but I’d love to know what happened and say I’m sorry for it.” Oscar sighed and stood up. “You’re right, though. I’m going to push myself too hard and hurt something. What do you have in mind for a movie? And should I bring pizza, wings, or beer?”



* * *



When Gio came in through the doors of the hobby store, Alicia’s heart sank. It was a full hour before he should have been off, and given his hangdog expression, she knew with no doubt in her mind what he was about to tell her.



He started towards her till as she turned her attention back to her customer, an older woman with thin, blue-rimmed glasses. The customer glanced between Alicia and Gio and asked loudly, “Are you all right, Miss? Is this man some kind of danger to you?”



No, I’m just pretty sure I’ve made a couple of horrible, horrible mistakes with him.



“No, it’s all right. That’s my fiancé.”



“Oh!” the customer exclaimed. “When are you getting married?”



Good question.



“We haven’t set a date yet,” Alicia said, trying to fix a smile in place.



To Gio, the woman said, “Better get on that!”



Gio chuckled heavily. “Ohhhh-kay, thanks.”



The woman looked between the two of them again, her pleasantness vanishing. Her eyes caught Alicia’s one more time and Alicia shook her head just slightly.



When she paid and left, Alicia leaned on the counter, not looking up at Gio as he tiptoed towards her. Fat, heavy tears rolled down her face, and he said quietly, “I’m sorry.”



“What happened?”



He tried to make her look up at him with two of his fingers, but he barely put any effort into it and his hand fell back by his side again. “I was late by, like, ten minutes. That’s all.”



“You knew you were on your last strike,” Alicia said, her voice thick. She reached under her counter for a box of tissues and yanked out a fistful. She’d need them all.



“Come on, I…” He grunted irritably, and spread his hands wide. “All right, let me have it.”



“We have a baby on the way!” she shouted. Thank God Kaye was the only other one working that day and was taking her smoke break out back.



“Do you think I don’t know that?” Gio asked.



“You haven’t acted like it for a minute,” Alicia said, lowering her voice marginally.



A big man entered the store, one of the biggest she’d ever seen. He had to be at least six-six, and maybe even taller than that. Older, too, sandy-faced and well-worn, but handsome in a rugged way. He glanced in their direction, his lips quirking upwards. He headed towards a display of folding dinner trays nearby, and Alice ignored him.



“Jesus, that guy’s huge,” Gio said.



“Gio!” she hissed.



“Well, he is. Look, my dad, he wants me to come apply at the dealership. I think I’m going to do it. He says the owner will take me on and he pays pretty good.”



“More of a chance for them to tell you how our lives are going to be crap,” she muttered.



“Come on, that’s not fair. It’s a good job. I sell a couple cars a month, I’ll make some really big money.”



“Do you get an hourly wage, or is it all on commissions?”



“Um,” Gio said, squinting at the far wall as he puzzled that out. “I don’t know.”



She dabbed at her eyes and tossed the tissue into the garbage can. “All right. It’s done. There’s no point in me getting upset about it. But baby, if we’re going to do this…”



“I know,” Gio said, and for the first time, she thought he was genuinely sorry. She came around the till to give him a kiss and a hug, and he rocked with her a minute. “It’s going to be okay, Alicia.”



“I know,” she murmured. “I’m worried, but I know.”



“I’ll make dinner tonight,” he promised. She knew, deep in her heart, he wouldn’t, but that was okay. A melancholy acceptance settled into her soul. Martin, his former boss, wasn’t the only one looking at giving Gio his last strike. She was at her end with this, but that end came with a hell of a frightening question mark, one she seriously needed to contemplate.



“Love you,” she whispered.



“Love you too,” Gio said, his voice almost as faint as hers.



When he left, she dabbed at her eyes again, and when she looked over at the lumbering giant, he was coming her way, a natural, easy smile on his face. Something about him seemed familiar, but Alicia saw so many people between her two jobs that she couldn’t place him.



“I know you, right?” she asked.



“You do. Any clue where?” he asked. His voice was surprisingly light, though well-seasoned.



“Had to be here or the Bruin. I’m sorry, you are?”



He held out a hand. “Tobias Carroll. Maybe you’ve heard of me. Punch Happy Shit?”



She stared blankly at him. Had she heard him right? Punch happy shit?



“I’m going to go ahead and guess by the blank expression you haven’t. It was a band.”



A lightbulb flickered in her mind, dim, but a lightbulb nonetheless. “If you’re in a band, that means you probably came in with Mr. Dowling, right? He’s in sound production.”



“One of the best,” Mr. Carroll said. “And he’s also the reason I’m here to talk to you. Well, that, and a couple of those dinner trays, now that I’ve had time to talk myself into it. But Oscar first.”



Alicia chuckled and sniffed. “Then what can I do for you?”



“We were working out the other day, and he told me kind of a funny story. See, he was kind of… hm, off-center, I suppose. When I asked him why, he mentioned he’d come in a few times to the Bruin and you were giving him the silent treatment. Now, I don’t want to strong-arm you or anything like that. I know how I look and I want to promise you I’m not here to intimidate you or anything sketchy like that. He doesn’t know I’m here and you can pretend I never was, if that’s what you want. But the fact of the matter is, Oscar’s my friend. I owe him a dozen favors big and small.”



Alicia nodded. “I’d do the same for one of my friends.” What a mess it would be to tell this man the truth. She didn’t know him at all, didn’t know if he really was a friend to Oscar, but more importantly, what if he actually was? What if she told him the truth about Gio and Mr. Dowling thought he needed to intervene? Or this giant? “It’s not Mr. Dowling’s fault. At all. He’s always been a gentleman and a… well… a friend.”



“That guy that just walk out have anything to do with it?”



Alicia couldn’t answer that, not without giving something away. Instead, she said quietly, “That’s all I can really say. It’s not his fault. It’s maybe mine.”



“Now, that I don’t believe for a second,” Mr. Carroll said.



He dug in his pocket for a slim black wallet that seemed too small for money or a credit card. Instead, from it he pulled a business card and flipped it over. At the same time, he dug out his phone and scrolled through it. He mumbled a number as he wrote it on the card, then added a name to the top – Oscar Dowling. He slid it across the counter.



“He’s a good guy,” Mr. Carroll said. “Give him a shout sometime if you decide you want to talk about it.” He hesitated, looking like he might say something else. But then he glanced back at the TV trays and headed for them, grinning over his shoulder. “Damn fine salesman, you are.”



“I didn’t say a word about them,” Alicia said, a smile finally breaking through.



* * *



Cammy Javisin didn’t so much move through a room as dance. She drew the eye as naturally as a sunset, the product of a drop-dead model and rapper for a father, and a world-renowned Israeli model and clothing mogul for a mother. Talk shows and the Internet buzzed for years about who was the most beautiful in their family. For Oscar’s money, it was the thirty-five-year-old stunning woman coasting through their offices, her long puffy coat folded over one arm.



“Cammy,” he said with real delight. All around them, people were poking their heads up to catch a glimpse at the actress, model, and songstress.



“Oscar,” she said, her voice as sweet as cream. Most people were familiar with her for her acting and her modeling – and a few youthful indiscretions. Oscar knew her first as a nervous young Black woman, no older than twenty, trying to get her hands to stop shaking as she played a piano rendition of her first song in front of a live audience. It was still that young woman he pictured in his head whenever they spoke, though he had to admit, this version of her was very much to his liking too.



She was followed closely by her assistant, a mousy young white woman with big glasses and a big bustline not hidden away terribly well by her silk blouse. Her dark red hair was pulled up behind her head in a neat bun, save for a few well-placed errant strands falling across her cheeks. Cammy always did have excellent taste when it came to her companions.



He embraced Cammy in a friendly hug. Her soft frame against him stirred him to life, and a vision of their last time together rose to mind, her on her back on his desk in his office, him on his knees, his tongue flicking her big clit. She pulled back with a grin and he kissed her cheek.



“We’ve got everything prepared for you upstairs,” Oscar told her.



“I’m so glad I get to work with you this time,” Cammy said. “I’m sorry about the last couple albums.”



“Not your fault. It’s just business and that’s all I take it as. Doesn’t affect our friendship in the slightest.”



“Good,” Cammy said, smiling even wider. She stepped aside and gestured at her assistant. “Marcela, this is Oscar Dowling. Oscar, Marcela Laurent.”



“A pleasure,” Oscar said, holding out his hand.



Marcela shook, and Cammy asked, “What, no kiss on the cheek for her?”



Marcela blushed at that, and chuckling, Oscar raised an eyebrow. She nodded just so slightly, and he leaned in to kiss her cheek too.



They headed upstairs, Oscar explaining the mundanities of what they were going to do. This was mostly the equivalent of a jam session, some preliminary work to the full studio experience. He wanted to get some vocal samples down, get an idea of what Cammy had written and where they wanted to go with it. The execs had given them lots of leeway on this one. Cammy’s star had never burned as brightly as it should have, at least in the music world. Her flat-out refusal to do a pop album ten years ago probably ruined her chances at ever receiving big studio backing, but that afforded her a respectable degree of flexibility in what she could put out in the world. Oscar respected that. He did something similar himself, quitting his first band just as they were on the verge of becoming studio rock stars. He missed out on a lot of money, as did Cammy, but over a few drinks together, both of them agreed they made the right choices.



Jen was already in the studio, checking the audio equipment. She would be doing the bulk of the production work. Oscar liked for her to be in charge of the music production end of the business, as she was the most experienced, save for himself. When it came time to record the actual tracks, he would be in the booth too, mostly to observe and listen.



By that point in time, the machinery of his business pretty much ran itself. Oscar spent good money hiring talented people of a wide variety of backgrounds, some in music, some in podcasts, some in other areas of production. His business people too were a mixture of younger and more seasoned, with a mind towards new ideas and old sensibilities. Oscar did like to sit in on a lot of sessions all across the board, but mostly as an observer. His presence at his own company was really mostly an afterthought.



Two well-padded stools were set up around the room’s microphones. Beside each was a bottle of water and a leaflet of lyrics sent on ahead to them by Cammy’s people. Oscar and Cammy sat down, checked their mic levels with Jen, and started going through the songs.



The pair of them began to spitball when the RECORDING light came on. With each of her previous albums, Cammy liked to include a legacy track, something that either sampled or paid homage to one of her father Karum’s tracks. This made for a good jumping off point, since she had a clear idea in mind for the theme of the album and twenty or so of her father’s songs fit with that.



“So what I want the album to be about, essentially,” Cammy said, picking up her lyrics, “is a strong woman in her thirties, no man, no children, just focused on her life, career, and good times.”



“So autobiographical,” Oscar said.



She made a finger gun at him and winked. “Exactly. So it’s going to be a mix of good vibrations and soulful, upbeat reflection. That make sense?”



“It does,” he said. “And when I read through this, that’s what I got. I had a few ideas already for what we could pull for your album, specifically a beat from Karum’s ‘Ace Hotel.’”



She furrowed her brow and he couldn’t blame her. Karum Javisin produced a number of bangers throughout his seven-album career, but “Ace Hotel” was one of his least known songs.  “What are you thinking?”



He made a looping gesture at the production booth, and Jen brought up a sample. The beat was free of Karum’s rich, sleepy voice and all the other accompanying trappings, leaving a heavy-thumping beat that got the heart pumping. Quickly he flipped through the pages of the lyrics until he reached the song he wanted for the beat, and began to rap. It was not something he would ever do outside the booth, but for the purpose of his job, he sometimes went with it.



Cammy didn’t laugh or poke fun. She listened, watching him and tapping her foot to the beat. Slowly a grin spread across her face and he pointed a finger at her. She matched his tempo, and together they shot the lyrics back and forth, going a bit faster sometimes, going slower on others. Eventually he held up a hand and the beat stopped.



“Like it?” he asked.



For an answer, Cammy charged him and hugged him. “Knew you were the right one for the job.”



He chuckled. It wasn’t going to all be that easy – that was basically his one really solid idea for her lyrics so far, and it would take months of getting everything just right. But it was a start, and one he was proud of. Even as good as he was, it was rare he one-shotted a beat and a lyric like that. Rock was definitely easier for him, but every once in a while, he vibed on a song and miracles like this happened. It really didn’t hurt he and Cammy were old friends and he knew her tastes well.



A few hours later, they decided to call it quits for the day. They had the pulse of Cammy’s lyrics down the way she envisioned them in her head, but would spend the week playing with speed, intensity, all the fun stuff. That night, though, he wanted to take her, Marcela, and Jen out for dinner to celebrate a new start with Cammy.



They broke apart for a while, he back to his place, Jen to hers, and Cammy and Marcela to their hotel. Oscar made arrangements for a chauffeur for the evening, and was picked up shortly by a luxury SUV – comfortable, but not so ostentatious as to draw a lot of eyes.



Jen dressed to kill in a deceptively simple black dress that sheathed her frame well while pushing up her breasts and giving a taste of her creamy legs. Cammy was as tasty as ever in a green V-necked dress that plunged down nearly to her belly button. Marcela stole the show in her spaghetti strapped minidress, particularly with a hem so high it nearly flashed her panties with every step.



The latter two clearly weren’t expecting Oscar to wait inside the hotel lobby for their arrival. They came off the elevator holding hands, and when she saw him, Marcela snatched her hand away from Cammy’s. Cammy whispered into her ear, and Marcela nodded slowly before tentatively reaching for Cammy’s hand again.



Good for them, Oscar thought, but couldn’t help a pang of disappointment. He thought maybe Cammy would want… ah, but he was being foolish again. Seemed to be happening a lot lately to him.



Over steaks, omakase, and the city’s famous fish, the three women kept up a lively stream of conversation. Oscar was content to sip his scotch and listen, laughing here and there at the stories Cammy and Jen passed back and forth.



“…so I’m twenty, maybe twenty-one, and Oscar, he’s basically just got this business off the ground and he’s still kind of green and nervous. My dad wants to poke at Oscar a little bit, have some fun with him. So he comes in gruff and hard and says, ‘Hey, heard you were a fan.’ Oscar says, ‘Oh, yes sir, huge fan.’ My dad, he folds his arms, and he says, ‘Prove it. Rap one of my songs for me.’ So Oscar, he’s looking wide-eyed, he goes over to the production booth, starts up a beat, and word for word, nails ‘Concrete Coffin.’ Dad was laughing at the start, but by the end, he was in the booth with him, both of them rapping together like they rehearsed it. To this day, Dad says no one’s ever done it better.”



“How’s his retirement going for him?” Oscar asked.



Cammy finished a long gulp of her wine and shook her head. “He’s as retired as you are. He’s investing into a boat and RV shop. I think he even wants to be a salesman.”



“He’d be good at it,” Oscar said. “And your mother?”



“Always fighting the good fight. She’s on a tear at the moment because she found out her company’s been letting the unsold clothes rot in warehouses rather than give them to people who might need them, so she’s chopping a lot of heads off. Metaphorically.” Cammy considered that. “Knowing her, maybe literally.”



Jen raised her glass of wine. “To the end of planned obsolescence.”



“Amen to that,” Cammy said, and the three women clinked glasses.



After chocolate tostadas topped in two scoops of ice cream apiece, they drove Jen back to her house for the evening. Before the driver could shut her door, Cammy caught it and said, “Oscar. In back with us.”



He obliged, and Cammy wound up in the middle. She raised the partition, then kissed first Marcela, then him.



“So… your place, or the hotel?”



“Your hotel,” Oscar said. “Easier for you to get changed in the morning.”



“And for you to sneak out in the middle of the night,” Cammy said.



He hesitated at that. “Cammy, you know who I am. That’s not changed.”



“I know. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She took Marcela’s hand and squeezed it. “Can you keep this quiet? We’re okay with being out, but we really don’t want the press.”



“Jen will have noticed something. She’s perceptive,” he said. “But I’ll let her know to keep it to herself. And as for me, you know I won’t say a word.”



“Good,” Cammy said. She looked him in the eyes, and leaned over. Her lips were as warm and full as he remembered, and she smelled like jasmine. He breathed it deep, intoxicated by her as ever.



The hotel was a grand old affair. Cammy instructed the driver to park at the corner entrance. Sheltered away from the street and with a locked door, it afforded them the best chance at privacy as they spilled into the place. They took a back elevator up to the suites, and Marcela led the other two down a short hallway to their room, her ass swishing delightfully in her short dress. Cammy hiked it up for Oscar’s pleasure as Marcela fumbled the keycard through a reader. Her red panties showed off her cheeks, and Oscar knew what he wanted first.



When they rushed into the room, Oscar took quick stock of the layout, then guided Marcela and Cammy towards the separate bedroom, his big hands on their backs. The bed was a queen-size, small for the three of them if they all intended to sleep there, but Cammy had his number on that account. He’d be leaving after this, as he always did with his one-night stands.



Everyone rushed to get undressed, leaving no one in so much as a stitch. Cammy kept herself slim and fit with plenty of lunges and squats to shape her plentiful bottom. Marcela was naturally slim, her bottom tiny but tasty. Her breasts defied her frame, begging for his mouth and his tongue.



Marcela stood to the side, expecting this show to be about Cammy and him, but Oscar had other ideas and went to her first. She stared up at him, still wearing her big glasses. He started for them, but she caught his hand. “Do you mind? I’d rather like to see when you’re fucking us.”



He smiled and lowered his hand, going instead to her pert little butt. Without a word, he turned her towards the bed and guided her so she was leaning on it, her ass thrust out. He dropped to his knees behind her as Cammy went for the bedroom lamps, flicking them on and watching her lover and her friend begin the night’s work.



Oscar first kissed each of Marcela’s cheeks with loving affection, then slowly brought his mouth across her warm skin to the top of her cleft. His experienced tongue slid between her cheeks, sliding down lazily to tease her delicate bleached bud before moving down further still to Marcela’s slim pussy lips. Her folds were so delicate he wondered if he could fit inside her comfortably, but his tongue could at least give her something to remember the trip by.



She tasted soft and sweet, just how she looked, but there was nothing sweet about her moan. “Lick my pussy,” she whispered. Cammy watched them both like a wolf stalking a rabbit as she climbed onto the bed on all fours and went for the head of the bed. She twisted around, spreading her legs wide and sitting upright as she licked her fingers and brought them down to her waiting folds.



The hour was early and Oscar wanted to play, so he took his time with Marcela. His tongue painted the surface of her folds. He avoided going deep on purpose, drawing out the tease. His hands did little at first but roam her petite frame, but he couldn’t wait to have those breasts in his hands, squeezing them, sucking them. Maybe even fucking them, if he had anything left after taking both women and giving them what they wanted.



Cammy slid a finger into herself, pumping it in and out to his slow, deliberate pace. She knew him well enough that she realized this was building to something faster and much more intense. One time they got together he fucked her against a floor-to-ceiling glass window at her house in California, Los Angeles stretched out below them like some incandescent painting of light and life. A good memory, one to try and top.



Slowly he delved deeper, his tongue lapping up Marcela’s wetness like it was candy. His hands came to rest on her ass and he slid one of them around. His fingers brushed the thin strip of trimmed pubic hair pointing the way to his target and she shivered, panting Cammy’s name. That was fine by him. He knew he was a prop this night, and maybe in more to come.



His thumb brushed down across her hood, and she tensed against him, her fists clenching. He smiled against her pussy lips as he gently teased her button, his skilled rough fingers barely brushing it.



“Oh, he is good,” Marcela breathed to her lover.



“Told you,” Cammy said. She added another finger to her pussy, her smile slowly transforming into a mask of lust. She always looked angry when she was on the verge of coming, so Oscar knew she wasn’t quite there yet, but the heat in the room was rising quickly for both women.



He kept up that simple combination, brushing Marcela’s clit while he licked her pussy with slow, easy strokes of his tongue. His free hand wasn’t doing anything so he slipped two fingers inside her, pushing inch by inch through her tight, slick folds.



“Ohhhh,” Marcela moaned. “That’s good, that’s good…”



She rocked with the trio of sensations Oscar gave her. Cammy watched, her fingers pumping in and out, her other hand rising to her lips so she could suck down three fingers, wet them, and play with her clit. Oscar remembered the move well, and watched her out of the corner of his eye. As beautiful as Marcela was, the thirst for Cammy again threatened to overwhelm him. Thoughts of her on her knees in front of him, bouncing back against his cock. Thoughts of her riding him, taking his hand and bringing it to one of her full breasts.



“Come for him, baby,” Cammy moaned.



“Un huh,” Marcela agreed, her voice throaty and full. “C-close… just like that…”



Oscar kept up the pace, fighting his urge to finger her faster. She rocked harder, going all the way up nearly on her tiptoes before rushing back to meet his tongue again. Her head dropped and rose with the rhythm, like she was keeping a beat. He loved it, loved the taste of her, loved the quiet breathy moans passing through her lips.



Marcela tensed, tensed, her head dropping, her movements stilling, and finally she shoved back one last time, whimpering, “Ohhh, oh!” She came as softly as anyone he’d ever slept with, her pussy walls pulsing against his fingers, a tiny dab of wetness coating them. He grinned and gave her one last kiss on her lips before pulling his fingers out of her and away from her clit. She dropped her head and laughed throatily before looking up at Cammy.



“Was I right?” Cammy asked.



“So right,” Marcela said.



Oscar stood up and gave Marcela’s butt a nice squeeze before he kissed her shoulder. She turned, smiling, and pointed at her lips. Never one to deny a woman anything she wanted, especially a kiss, he obliged, letting his hands roam over her back before lifting her up and settling her back on the bed.



Cammy eyed him, her hand at her pussy, two fingers deep inside. He murmured, “You’re up.”



He crawled onto the bed to kiss her. She gripped the hand that had been inside her girlfriend, and watching him, she brought it to her lips. He gave her the two fingers and she sucked them down, watching him and Marcela. An idea struck him and he turned to Marcela.



“On her other side, about where I am,” he said.



Marcela cocked her head but did as he said. He reached out for her hand and brought it down to Cammy’s sex. Still watching Marcela, he leaned down and sucked one of Cammy’s nipples into his mouth as their hands explored her pussy, figuring out a natural way to fit together and play. Marcela grinned and mirrored him, her lips going to her girlfriend’s other breast.



“Oh yes,” Cammy said, wiggling her butt in happiness and pleasure. “Now this is first-class service.”



Oscar slipped two fingers inside her, his thumb resting near her clit. Marcela broke away from Cammy’s breast long enough to watch what he was doing, and slid in one more finger. Together they kept up an erratic pace in Cammy’s wet folds, occasionally breaking away from teasing her breasts and nipples to kiss her lips, her collar, or her toned stomach.



There was no seriousness to the play, only fun sexuality, and Oscar relished it. This was a gift, one he missed something terribly, not just with Cammy but women in general. His dating life usually felt clinical, a way for release when his need grew too loud within himself to ignore. But now, with Cammy writhing underneath them, panting for them to worship their queen, he smiled and felt completely relaxed for the first time in months. Years, maybe.



It was already a good night.



Just minutes after they started fingering her, Cammy grabbed at the backs of their heads and yelped, “Oh, ohhh, yesss, God, nnnnngh, shit!”



Marcela’s lips popped off her nipple as she stared at Oscar. “Take her first, I want to watch, take her first, okay?”



He winked, and she devoured her lover’s tit again, licking, sucking, slurping. Cammy came with a kick like she was trying to jump to her feet, her butt slamming back down as her warmth bathed their fingers. Oscar pulled his fingers out of her in a hurry and hopped off the bed to grab the condoms from his pants. Marcela lunged up Cammy’s body to kiss her hungrily, stopping only to feed her own juices to her off her fingers.



Cammy got her assistant onto her back and shimmied her way down her body. Her butterfly kisses landed everywhere, leaving Marcela squirming from the attention until Cammy reached her pussy. She dropped her mouth to the petite young woman’s sex as Oscar knee walked across the bed again, lining up behind Cammy and tearing open one of the foil packages. He slid on the condom and teased Cammy’s pussy with his thumb.



When his cockhead tapped against her sex, she glanced back and grinned. “God, I missed you,” she said.



Oscar leaned down and kissed her shoulder before swatting her butt playfully. He guided himself into her wet and welcoming folds. She moaned against Marcela’s pussy, then returned her attention to her girlfriend in earnest as Oscar began a slow, easy pace.



Cammy’s body responded to him with old familiar ease. Once, he thought they might be moving towards something more, but professionally that was a minefield waiting to happen. Plus, he had his company and she had her life in Los Angeles, two things neither of them was willing to budge on. His recent thoughts about making a move from New Bainbridge might have swayed him to chase her for something more real than this magical night, but she was with Marcela, and there was a sort of relief to that. He loved Cammy in his own way, but theirs were two different souls, hers a brilliant flare, his a subdued crackling blaze in the midst of a lifelong storm.



He pushed the errant thoughts aside to focus on the present and Cammy’s pleasure. His grip on her waist tightened and he drove down at an angle, familiar with her spot and just how she liked it. She moaned again, her delicious bubbly ass thrusting back at him each time he plunged in.



Marcela below her cupped her own breasts and pushed them up in a show for him. Her tongue ran along the upper slopes. The sight intoxicated him, but he almost liked the natural pleasure of her a moment later more, when Cammy must have done something with her tongue that drew a whimper of need out of her assistant and lover. She quit licking her own breast but kept one of them cupped. Her thumb brushed against the skin, her eyes starting to lose focus.



“Um hum, Cammy,” she moaned, “lick my clit, lick my little clit…”



Well, that explained it.



Oscar ran one hand down the length of Cammy’s spine, his other still gripping her waist. Even pacing himself, the sight of his sometime-lover back in bed with him and the beautiful, delicate assistant beneath her nearly drove him to take for his own need, but he hung on, keeping his pace nice and even. Cammy loved his fingers along her spine, especially her lower back, and she responded well to it now too, tensing, her breath coming hard and fast.



It was a race between the two women as to who would come first this time. They were both stirring towards a climax. Breathy moans filled the room to the timing of Oscar’s thrusts. He watched Marcela close her eyes, her lips parted as she went silent, but he could feel Cammy tense too. It was Marcela who came first, her hands dropping to Cammy’s hair, her head rolling left and right as she stuttered out a jagged breath.



But Cammy’s orgasm wasn’t going to be long either. She dropped her head against her partner’s sex even as Marcela was still coming down, her ass bouncing back against Oscar, her fingers sliding down between her thighs to play at the meeting of his cock and her flesh. Just a few minutes after her girlfriend came, Cammy hiccupped out, “Oh-Oscar!” and slapped backwards against him one last time. Her head craned back and he gripped her shoulder, leaning down to kiss her back as he stilled himself inside her, letting her ride it out.



When she could move again, she slid forward, kissing up Marcela’s body again, stopping for a long suckle at her nipples. When she reached her lips, Cammy said, “Your turn.”



“How do you want me?” Marcela asked Oscar.



He smiled as he swapped condoms, keeping a loose grip on his cock to keep it hard. “Tonight is all about your pleasure. You tell me how you’d like it.”



She glanced around the room and settled on a table in the corner. Oscar glanced at it, then back, and held out a hand. Marcela took it, and allowed herself to be led to the table. He gripped her by the bottom and lifted her up, leaning in to kiss her neck as she spread her legs wide and wrapped them around his hips. Together they stroked his cock until he was ready again, and as he finally pressed his lips to hers, he guided his cockhead to her delicate pussy.



All Marcela could take of him was an inch. Just an inch. She tried to hide her wince when he went deeper, but Oscar was experienced and this was not the first time he’d ever met a woman with a sex too delicate to go very far. He reached up to cup her chin and kissed her again. “It’s all right,” he murmured, pulling back to somewhere more comfortable for her. “That good for you?”



“Yes, but I know-”



“I’ll be fine,” he said. He looked her in the eyes. “This is about you and her. I mean that. Okay?”



Marcela nodded, and let out a pleased sigh as he began rocking back and forth inside her. His cock went no further than he promised, and Marcela soon relaxed, her hands coming up around his neck, her eyes locked on his through her big lenses.



This was lovemaking, not fucking, and it was sweet for him, in a way. Marcela hadn’t said much that entire night, but together like this, they learned about each other. She shivered with pleasure when his big hands splayed against her back, his rough fingers seeking to cover every inch of her he could.



Cammy wasn’t much of a thought until she joined them in a robe and slippers, sitting next to them on one of the room’s chairs. She did little to help, realizing the intimacy of the moment demanded the two partners’ attention, but she did stroke her lover and her friend’s sides, her fingers making delicate, looping patterns on their skin.



Marcela quaked with the slow grind of his hips, and when his hand fell from her back and came to her clit, she dropped her head, shivering hard. His other hand went to her chin and he lifted it with three fingers so he could kiss her. Their tongues played, and she moaned into his mouth, her orgasm sweeping over her long and slow. He gripped her for a while as she came down, her eyes watering. She pushed him back with her hands, and he pulled out of her, surprised. She hopped down and twisted to take Cammy’s hand. Together they knelt in front of Oscar, stripping him of his condom and gripping his cock between them.



They stroked and stroked, no one saying a word. It was a quiet end to a good evening, and when he came across their breasts, he did so with a pleased sigh, his mind blessedly blank, his heart full.



At least for the moment, anyways.



* * *



A month. A month since the news that changed Alicia’s life. Not
 their
 life. She understood that now with a sickening clarity. She was so very afraid of doing this alone, but Gio was miserable. In every moment they were together, that was true.



They tried making love a few times. It always ended with him fumbling away, his cheeks bright red as he grabbed a fistful of tissues to finish. The books she brought home from the library, the conference call with her doctor, none of it made any difference. He believed what he believed, and she could not convince him otherwise.



It left her crying at night, and Gio tried to soothe her, tried to make it good with his tongue, but their hearts weren’t in it anymore and they were playing down the clock.



He tried at the dealership. She had to give him that. He seemed more invested into this work, happier to go in every day and happier when he came home – until he saw her. That hurt. It hurt maybe more than the sex. They were supposed to be the light of each other’s lives, and instead they dreaded seeing each other.



It all had to end. Alicia was surprised it lasted it long as it did.



They sat together around carryout cartons of Strahle’s fusion food. Usually their favorite, neither of them ate much. They mostly spent the time avoiding looking at each other until Gio finally spoke the words that broke her.



“I… think we should talk about giving the baby up.” He looked up at her, his eyes shining. “For adoption.”



Alicia froze, her fork halfway to her mouth. Slowly, her body came unclenched and she very carefully set it back down. Her voice surprised her. She thought it would waver, but there was no hint of weakness to it.



“No.”



He stared at her a long, long time, then finally looked away again and croaked, “Shit.”



“Yeah,” she said.



“What are we doing?”



“I’m having a baby,” she said, and reached forward to begin closing up the boxes. “You… are going to move out. And we… we are breaking up.”



He looked at her again, tears sliding his cheeks, fat thieves abandoning ship. “Alicia, no… no, I love you.”



“I love you too,” she said, her voice finally trembling, but that’s all there was. That tremble. This had been the right choice. This was always going to be the right choice. Gio was a boy. Maybe not in actual age, but he was as young in heart and mind as anyone she’d ever met, and she couldn’t do this having to raise two children instead of the one. There would be a way through this. She would pick up a third job, maybe. Or find something better. She would cut her own path. “Gio, I want this baby. I’ve never wanted anything more in my life. I know you don’t. I don’t hate you for that. But I can’t pretend anymore this is working.”



“So what, you’re just going to raise it yourself?”



“Yes.” An errant thought struck her. “Was it your parents? Did they tell you we should give the baby up?”



He nodded, silent.



Alicia sighed, and stood up. “Someday, you’re going to have to live your life apart from them. Or… I don’t know, maybe not. I hope you find your own way.”



“I don’t need to be lectured right now,” he snapped.



“No. You do, but it’s not going to matter. It’s never mattered.”



“Goddamn it, Alicia…”



“I’ll figure out what needs to be done for child support payments. Besides that, I don’t expect you to be involved in any way.”



He stood up. “Child support?”



She stacked all the boxes of food and carried them out to the kitchen. “You helped me make this baby. It’s partially yours, whether you want it or not.”



“That’s not fair!”



Alicia slammed the boxes down on the counter and turned on him, her voice still surprisingly calm. “It doesn’t matter if it’s fair or not. You could have worn a condom. You chose not to. You will help me pay for the baby. You will handle that responsibility.”



Gio melted. He looked so childlike in that moment, his dopey ball cap twisted to the side on his head, his lip trembling, his eyes downcast. His whole body seemed to crumple in on itself. It left her furious. Why should she have to feel like the grownup between the two of them? Why should she have to be the one who bore the weight of at least eighteen years of responsibility? He was the one who had the great job and fucked it up. He was the one who couldn’t learn any lesson – any at all. He was the one who hung onto his parents for dear life. Why should he get to look miserable and not her?



“Pack up some things and get out,” she said, her hand rising to her forehead.



“What?”



“I’m working the next four days. You can come by then and get the rest of it. But I want you out of here tonight.”



“Why are you being such a bitch?” he demanded. Finally some fire to him. Too late. Way too late.



Alicia gave him no response. She cleaned up the kitchen, tidied the living room. By the time she was done in there, he had a duffel bag stuffed with a few outfits. He came out, glaring in her direction, and unplugged his console. When he shoved it inside the bag, he said, “This is just a fight. We’re just having a fight.”



“No,” Alicia said. “It’s over.”



“No. No, I don’t want it to be.”



“This was sliding backwards for a while. Let’s be honest for once, Gio. You weren’t happy, were you?”



“I… I guess not. Were you?”



“Sometimes,” she said. “But not enough.”



“Can I…?” He drew in a deep breath and let it out. Her heart broke seeing his tears fall faster now. “Can I at least kiss you?”



“One last time,” she whispered.



He sniffed and nodded, and stood up on shaky legs. They met in the middle of the living room, their hands at the back of each other’s heads. He kissed her, and hesitantly, he looked down at her stomach.



“You’ll be a great mom,” Gio said.



And then he was gone.



* * *



“And that’s going to do it for us today,” Tia Ryan said. “We want to thank our guest, the lovely, the talented Cammy Javisin for stopping by and chatting with us today.”



“Thank you! You know how much I love coming on and laughing with everyone.”



“And we love having you on. Keep an eye on the horizon for Cammy’s latest. I’ve heard some of what she’s working on and it’s hot hot hot. Dance a little dance, all of you out there. This has been Tia Ryan.”



Oscar started up the outro theme to Tia’s podcast. Inside the recording studio, Tia, the other regular hosts, and Cammy sat around a big table, bottles of water and cups of coffee littering the thing like game pieces. Cammy danced to the theme song, and Tia was still chuckling when they stopped recording.



The usual producer for the show was out sick for the day, so Oscar was filling in. There were plenty of other people who could do it, but he was bored of budget documents. Cammy was taking a much-needed break from their recording sessions. There were a few tracks starting to take shape, but there was so much yet to do. And like with every good musician capable of taking outside input, Cammy was finding new facets to her songs from Oscar’s people. That was all part of the process.



Tia Ryan’s show focused on entertaining stories from celebs and near celebs. It allowed entertainers to go more in-depth than the usual five or ten minutes on a talk show would provide. With its emphasis on bringing in positive people and a cheerful tone, it was well-liked among the female demographics in particular and consistently drew one of their highest subscriber counts. Why Tia hadn’t accepted one of the dozen or so offers to bring her show to a larger company, Oscar didn’t know. Her star was on a meteoric rise. Every year he told himself to be prepared for her to move on, but so far, she’d happily proven him wrong.



The hosts rose and everyone began to chatter as they collected their things. Oscar turned on his cell phone. Tia rapped on the window as she walked by, and he gave her a thumbs up. She poked her head in the door and said, “We’re going to get lunch. Want to come with?”



“No,” he said, gesturing at the machinery. “Going to get this started.”



“Bring you back something?”



He thought about that and shook his head. “No. But thank you anyways.”



“Pie pie pie!” Cammy sang out in the hallway.



Tia raised an eyebrow, smiling, and he relented. “Okay, yes, maybe pie.” Tia laughed and pulled the door shut.



His phone buzzed with missed messages. His mother, talking some more about their holiday plans to travel abroad and see distant family overseas. A few work-related calls, nothing pressing. Then, at the last, an unfamiliar number. He thought it was spam and moved his thumb over the delete button, but then a familiar voice said, “Hi. Um. Wow, I hope this isn’t too awkward.”



Alicia.



He sat straighter, which given his good posture, meant his back was as stiff as a board. How did she get his cell phone number?



“I know it is, getting a call from a waitress out of nowhere.” She laughed helplessly. “Your friend Tobias Carroll tracked me down and gave me your number. He… well, we’ll talk about it sometime if you want. I wanted to say I’m sorry for the way I’ve been giving you the cold shoulder.” She paused, and her voice became distant. “Things got complicated and I… if you wanted to come in sometime, the next, oh, half-dozen meals are on me.” She laughed nervously, and ended with, “Well, anyways. Sorry again, Mr. Dowling.”



The voicemail ended there. He stuffed away his phone and laced his hands behind his head. He stared at the computer, then rose to his feet. “Screw it,” he muttered, and called down to the bottom floor. When he arranged for someone to come do the backups and start the production process on the podcast, he headed for his office to grab his overcoat and go to lunch after all.



The brisk chill finally produced some snowflakes. They cut through the air, speedy powder that would make for perfect skiing up on the mountains later in the season. The truck’s heater felt good but it was really the thought of seeing Alicia and getting an answer that made his day. Given the hurt expression on her face the last few times, there was a story there. Her manager maybe thought she was getting too chatty or something. He didn’t know.



Lunch, and the Bruin was slammed. A couple walked out as he approached, and the guy said, “Mister, if you’re looking to get served in the next half hour, you might want to try somewhere else.”



“Thanks,” Oscar said. He stopped and pulled his cell to call Jen and let her know he’d be taking a late lunch. She promised to check on the podcast production, and he headed inside. The couple was right. Every table and booth were taken. At least eight people waited to be seated in front of him. He caught a flash of Alicia darting into the kitchen, a stack of plates tottering in her arms. When she came back out, she balanced a serving table on her hand with the grace of an expert. She whipped them down the line at the counter along with silverware and a couple sets of condiments, then glanced up and saw him. Her professional smile changed to something more genuine, and not for the first time, Oscar thought to himself how stunningly beautiful she was, even frazzled and in her polo and slacks.



Customers left, customers came in. Oscar remained seated, encouraging the customers who came in after him to go ahead first. He felt a twinge of guilt about leaving the job undone, but it had been at a natural break point, so it wasn’t such a big deal to hand it off to someone else. Things finally began to die down half an hour later, and just as crazy as it had been, the place went nearly empty in the span of just minutes as people rushed to get back to work. Only a few tables of customers remained, and Oscar rose to his feet. Alicia was busy trying to clear tables while she had a moment, and Oscar set about helping her out, stacking plates carefully and following her back to the kitchens to unload them next to a man spraying down a sinkful and loading them into trays.



“I’m putting you on the payroll,” Alicia said as she passed him by on her way back out to the serving area.



“I’ll hold you to that,” Oscar said.



When they finally had the place in order, Oscar slipped off his overcoat and folded it next to him on a stool. Some ketchup or something stained the lapel, but he didn’t mind. Alicia called out to her fellow waitress that she was going to take a break, and the other woman nodded absently as she brought up a customer’s bill.



“You want something?” Alicia asked Oscar. “It really is on me for being… well, terrible.”



“I’d love a turkey wrap,” he said. “The cold weather. Always reminds me of Thanksgiving and turkey’s all I crave.”



She poked her head into the kitchen and gave the cook the order. After grabbing them each a glass of ice water, she headed around the counter and took up a stool next to him. “Mr. Dowling, I’m glad you came in. I’m so sorry about what happened.”



“I have to ask, was it me? Did I make you uncomfortable somehow?”



Alicia shook her head emphatically. “You have always been a gentleman and my favorite customer.” Her eyes went distant, and she touched her stomach unconsciously. “I was trying to keep something together that was maybe always going to fall apart.”



For the first time, Oscar noticed something missing. “Oh,” he said quietly. “Your ring.”



She smiled tightly. “My ring.”



“Alicia, I am sorry.”



“I’m not,” she said, but her shaky voice told another tale. “Not about him. I’m sorry my personal business spilled over into our… well, our social interactions.”



“Our friendship, I’d like to hope,” Oscar said.



This time, her smile was more genuine. “I’d like to hope too.”



“You have nothing to apologize for. Do you want to talk about it?”



“I… yes. But another day, maybe. When it’s not so fresh in my mind.”



“Of course.”



 They sat in silence for a while, sipping their water. Oscar turned to study her, and she blushed under his scrutiny. “Take a picture, might last longer.”



He chuckled, and pulled out his phone to do just that. She raised an eyebrow, giving him a tired smirk, and he snapped a photo of her like that. “For your number, in case I get any more lunchtime calls.”



Alicia dug out her own, powered it on, and held it up. He posed just as she had, giving her a smirk too, and she snapped the picture. While she was playing with her phone, Oscar asked quietly, “Are you okay?”



She tapped on her phone a moment longer, and finally put it away. “I don’t really know what I am, Mr. Dowling.”



“Oscar.”



“All right. Thank you. I’m going to be a single mom. That’s terrifying. But I know I don’t want to give the baby up and I know I can do this. I just need to buckle down. But the whole prospect, it’s just so… exhausting.”



“I can’t imagine.”



“Mm hm. Oh, just between you and me, I’m looking for a better job. If I end up leaving here, I’ll let you know.”



“Place wouldn’t be the same without you,” Oscar said. “If I can be any help with anything, just let me know.”



“Thank you.”



The cook brought out the turkey wrap and accompanying fries. Alicia stood up, and for a moment, there was such a look of weariness on her face that Oscar’s heart broke for her. But she was beautiful too, strands of loose hair falling down to her shoulder, almost obscuring her wise eyes. She caught him looking and blushed, but didn’t look away for a long moment. He did, and the spell, whatever it had been, was broken.



* * *



The interviewer, a middle-aged man in rumpled slacks and a mustard-stained button down, kept his eyes mostly above the neck level. That was a marked improvement over the last guy. But the words didn’t want to come out of Alicia’s mouth right, and she kept flubbing even the most basic of questions.



Finally, he gave her a tight smile and stood up ponderously slow. “Well,” Mr. Blythe said, “we’ll be in touch.”



Alicia stood up too, her cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry, I’m really sorry, I’m just nervous and I swear, I’m much more, um, with it. If you’d just give me a chance…”



“There’s a lot of candidates,” he said, almost apologetically. “I really do have a schedule to keep to. We’ll call you.”



But she already knew they wouldn’t. Two weeks until rent was due. She could afford it, but it would leave absolutely nothing for food, the bus pass she needed to get around, or her bills. At the last interview an hour ago, Alicia broke into tears on her way down the elevator. Now she fought off a surge of anger as she headed for the front door to the office. Why wouldn’t anyone give her a chance to get her foot in the door?



Outside, in the cold, she stomped towards the parking lot. Her mom in her Prius pulled out and came to her, nearly riding up on the sidewalk. Understandable, given the drifting snow. The plows just couldn’t keep up with it.



Alicia slid into the seat next to her mom. “Waaaarmth,” she moaned, waving the hot air blowing from the vents towards her face.



“How did it go?”



Her mother Joan was almost Alicia’s twin in her younger years. Tall and strong-featured, she was just a little more willowy than her daughter. The two were often confused for sisters, something that pleased her mother and made Alicia groan all in fun.



“Not great.”



“I’m sure you were wonderful.”



“No, no, I’m pretty sure I said flooglecorn at some point.”



“In response to what?” Joan asked, turning to stare at her daughter.



“I think it was a question about what I could bring to the job.”



“Well… I bet no one else says flooglecorn to that. At least you’ll be memorable.”



“I guess there’s that,” Alicia said, then burst into tears.



“Hey, hey now,” Joan said. She found a spot to pull over and parked the car, reaching over to rub her daughter’s back. “It’s okay, sweetie. It’s all going to be okay.”



But it wasn’t, though. She had to start looking for another apartment on top of a new job, and then there would be bills from her hospital visits and just… so much. So very much.



Alicia was a long time calming down, and when she did, a weary numbness settled in. Her mom hugged her again. “You know whatever your dad and I can do, we will,” she said softly.



What went unspoken was that her own parents were fighting for air too. Joan wore the chains of her financial mistakes as heavily as Alicia wore the mistake of letting Gio sleep with her without a condom.



No. Her baby was not a mistake. She had to stop thinking that way. Her baby was what she was fighting for. He or she would be worth the struggle.



“I know, Mom. Thank you.”



Joan headed for the hobby shop. Alicia contorted herself to slip off her dressier flats and put on her comfortable work shoes. Except they weren’t so comfortable anymore. Just a few months of being on her feet all the time and the support was almost gone already. Another thing to add to the long list of necessities in her life.



Before they got there, Alicia said tentatively, “Mom?”



“Hm?”



“I’m… I’m trying to find a cheaper place. But if I can’t, do you and Dad… that is, would you mind if I came home? If you have the room?”



“Oh, honey, of course,” Joan said.



“I know it would be tight.”



“We’d make do. We always will for you and the baby.”



“Thanks, Mom.” But the sour bile in the back of Alicia’s throat threatened to bubble out of her anyways. There had to be a better solution to her problems than this. There had to be.



That night, her feet aching, her body as weary as her soul, Alicia came home to an empty apartment. It was not much of an exaggeration. Gone was the couch, the table, the TV. Gone were the dining table and the chairs. She stared around at the emptiness of her life, headed into the bedroom, and collapsed on her bed, stroking her stomach.



“You and me, little pea,” she whispered. Alicia kicked off her shoes, stared up at the ceiling, and realized she knew where she could get hired with a better wage than anywhere she was working. It would suck. Oh God, it would suck. But she needed to do this, for both of them.



* * *



Picture Day.



It happened every quarter, and every quarter like he was a teenager again, Oscar dreaded it. Somewhere along the way he had the stupid idea to bring in a dedicated advertising person, a fresh-faced college graduate who recommended they update their website with more frequency than “once in a century.” The figures showed, he said with great enthusiasm, that people liked having new reasons to come to a website and social media pages. That included nice, professional pictures for the personalities around the office.



Oscar tried to bow out of it, but his podcast hosts and business people told him if they had to get new pictures, everyone did – and that included him. So like a sucker, he agreed. His business people priced out some photographers and brought in Naomi Kramer. While most of the other photographers’ work felt posed and plastic, hers did have a certain sort of nonchalant elegance to it. Natural, but beautiful, much the same as her. Tall and slim, she carried herself with a dancer’s grace. Oscar might have tried for a date with her in a nonprofessional setting, but as it was, best not to make a mess where he worked.



Over the years she developed a friendly rapport with his office. Since his turnover was low, she was familiar with all his staff and knew which ones would be reluctant to get this over with and which ones weren’t. The reluctant ones she cornered like a lion stalking its prey, pestering them until she got the perfect shot out of them. If they were particularly awful, she brought props, and threatened to use them. One time she made Oscar wear a fake mustache before she’d leave him alone. That was secretly one of his favorite photographs, but he’d never actually admit it.



He used Cammy’s recordings as a means to shy away from the eager photographer. Cammy was flying back to LA in the morning. She would be back off and on throughout the process, but they had the bulk of her lyrics down. Next would come the long, arduous task of arranging the beats, then connecting the dots with Oscar’s production team. This was the process that would take the bulk of their time, but from Cammy’s perspective, the first hurdle was done. She would stay in the loop along with her own thinktank of execs and producers, and then of course there was the insane PR work she’d have to do along with touring, but that wasn’t Oscar’s realm.



That morning, they were getting a few variations on the hook for one last song. Theoretically Oscar didn’t need to be in the production booth at all but the opportunity to listen in meant he could hide from Naomi as long as possible. Plus, he’d actually miss Cammy. Not in the sense that he wanted to beg her to stay – she and Marcela had their life to live – but he would be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy the last few weeks and the pleasant nights with them both.



Back to empty nights again soon, he thought.



With his headset on, Oscar couldn’t hear the door to the production booth open, but he did feel the caress of cool air. He and the producer next to him turned. Jen pointed at Oscar. He shook his head emphatically and pointed at his headset. The producer rolled his eyes and peeled Oscar’s headset off him.



“He’s good to go.”



“Traitor,” Oscar muttered. He stood and joined Jen and Naomi in the hallway.



“I should make you wear a clown nose for making me wait,” Naomi said. In a chiffon yellow top with a high neck and no sleeves, her delicate, tall frame was well emphasized.



“They needed me in the booth.”



“Hah!” Jen said, hustling down to the elevator.



Oscar eyed Naomi sourly. “Where do you want to do this?”



“With your head in the snow?”



“You’ve got jokes today.”



She grinned. “I try. Hm. Anyone using your podcast room at the moment?”



“No, should be clear until one.”



“Perfect.”



They took a few pictures of him seated at the head of the podcast table, both with a mic in front of him and without. Then Naomi had him sit in the podcast production booth, again with a headset and without. She got uncomfortably close on that one, and his prick lurched when he got a whiff of her cherry-centric lotion. Fruit scents on women always drove him a little wild.



As she studied the pictures on the camera, she said, “Thanks for hooking me up with the fashion show shoot. I owe you big time for that.”



“It go okay?”



“Ended up with me doing a private shoot out on the East Coast. I’ve never done boudoir shoots before, but now I think I’m a fan.”



He arched an eyebrow at that, and quick as a flash, Naomi brought her camera up and snapped a picture of him like that. She looked at it and grinned before holding the camera out. He had to admit, it was another great photograph of him, looking amused and inquisitive all at once.



“You have a great eye for a terrible model,” he said.



Naomi swatted his knee. “Stop. You know you’re one of the most photogenic men I’ve ever shot.”



Touched, he mumbled, “Thanks.”



“Anyways, I really do owe you. Let me know if there’s any way I can repay the favor in the future.”



“I will. Thanks, Naomi. Am I the last one?”



“Yup. I’ll get these done up and send them to your PR guy.”



Before walking her out, he poked his head into Jen’s office and told her he’d be going to lunch. She was on the phone and gave him a thumbs-up. On the way down, he thought about Naomi shooting boudoir photos and tried not to harden. If she got the business at the fashion show in Florida, that meant supermodels. Had it been one of them she photographed? Or just a client she met there? Hm.



He walked Naomi to her car and held the door for her. She smiled up at him and reiterated that favor, anytime. If she was making a pass at him, he had to ignore it. You work with her, you idiot, he thought. Then again, he also worked with Cammy, so… hm.



But it really wasn’t Naomi on his mind, not at all. The previous night, he had the dream again, the pregnancy dream. Only this time, Oscar walked arm in arm with Alicia through one of the skyways overlooking the road near his office. There was no one else walking down the glass-ringed hall, and she stopped him by tugging on his arm. When he turned to look at her, Alicia was slipping out of her top, baring her breasts shyly to him. They were bigger now, and he hungered to taste them. She offered one up to him in a subconscious mirror of Marcela doing the same to him on another date night with Cammy. He leaned in to suck at her nipple, staring up at her as her hand fell to his cock through his pants.



The dream ended there, but Oscar woke just as hard as he had the last half-dozen times he dreamed of Alicia like that. Why was the thought of her pregnancy driving him so wild? Was he really so base-minded as that?



Well… yes, he supposed he was. Everyone had their kinks and this one wasn’t so difficult to explain away. He had similar, if less intense, dreams of other pregnant women. Even a few of Malin after her passing, when he learned from one of the doctors she had been pregnant. Those dreams hurt, but he understood them.



There was something inherently primal about a pregnant woman, about the life coming to be within her. It was the ultimate display of fertility in his mind, the belly growing, the breasts expanding. But it was more than that. It was the sheer beauty of a woman in the midst of her greatest, most sacred task. Pregnancy was erotic. The thought of Alicia, full, drove him to become a mindless, lusting thing, a man in full-blown need of her.



The question was, what did Oscar intend to do about that?



There was no real question where he was going for lunch. He drove to the Bruin, forcing himself to keep it under the speed limit as he thought of Alicia from the previous night’s dream.



When he walked in, Alicia wasn’t tending to the tables or behind the counter. Another waitress, Sondra, he thought, gave him a simpering smile. “Hey hon! Seat yourself.”



“Actually, is Alicia around?”



“Sorry, she doesn’t work here anymore.”



That took him by surprise. Alicia told him if she was going to quit, she’d call him.



Sondra eyed his clothes and gave him a wink. “But I’m here. How about a slice of pie?”



Oscar blinked at her. “Uh, thank you, but no. Did Alicia say where she’s working now?”



“I think the Wich Barn,” she said, squinting as though she were figuring out calculus.



There were probably thirty or forty Wich Barns in New Bainbridge. The fast-food restaurant was practically on every street corner these days. He tried to keep his smile from souring. “Do you happen to know which one?”



The waitress huffed. “I’m not, like, her babysitter.” She started to say something else, but he was already on his way out the door. With no Alicia, there was no point eating there any longer. He liked the Bruin okay, but it had always been her he wanted to see.



He sat in the truck and dialed Alicia. It went straight to voicemail. “Hello. Ah, this is Oscar. I just swung by the Bruin and they told me you weren’t working there anymore. Give me a shout, let me know where you wound up. I’d like to at least keep up with you, if, ah, that’s something you might want to do.” He grimaced. “Give me a call. All right. Bye.”



He hung up, stared at his phone, and immediately started to look up whether or not he could delete voicemails that were already sent. As it turned out, he couldn’t, so instead he did the next best thing and dropped his forehead against the steering wheel.



“She doesn’t need a goddamn white knight, you old idiot,” he muttered.



* * *



Dinner was a raucous affair at the Nine and Dime, an upscale bar with a Korean menu. The spicy fire chicken Oscar ordered left him sweating to Cammy’s wild peals of laughter. Tobias and Marcela got along well, and Keith was as reliably entertaining as always. Like Tobias, he was a big man, maybe six two. He didn’t work out quite so much as Tobias and had given over to a general softness.



As a farewell, it was as pleasant an evening as Oscar could have planned, and he was glad Tobias suggested the place. But a thought wormed its way into his brain that afternoon as he thought about the favor Naomi said she owed him and Alicia’s situation. It was a bad idea, the worst, and it was borderline solicitation. Hell, it might be. He was unclear on the laws and uncomfortable about looking it up.



But it was a really damned interesting idea, one that left him half-hard all evening. He desperately wanted to take Cammy and Marcela back to their hotel for a goodnight tour of their favorite positions and fun times, and judging by the way Marcela kept eyeing him, she was definitely ready for it too. But Cammy seemed intent on dragging things out, watching them both with a satisfied gleam in her eye.



When Tobias and Marcela went to get more drinks for the table, Oscar’s phone rang. Usually he kept it off when he was with friends or clients – or both, in this case – but he kept it on in case Alicia called. And sure enough, her name and the goofy picture of her was the one that popped up. He stood up so fast he nearly knocked over a glass of water. Only Keith’s quick reflexes saved it, and still some of it sloshed over.



“I’m sorry, I really need to take this,” he said, grabbing up napkins and slapping them at the table.



“Go,” Keith said, chuckling. Cammy looked interested, and he was unsurprised that she slid out of the booth to follow along behind him. He couldn’t waste time waving her back.



“Hey, Alicia,” he nearly shouted. “Give me aa minute to get outside. I’m at a bar.”



She said something that might have been “sure.” He shoved through the crowd of people, some of them pushing back. He nearly knocked a guy over and grabbed him by the coat, apologizing. Cammy darted through the spaces he left in his wake.



Outside, in the biting cold, Oscar could finally hear Alicia hum to herself. He smiled, holding the door open for Cammy. She stepped through with a pat on his butt, and he turned his attention to Alicia.



“Hey, Alicia, sorry, out with some friends celebrating the end of the first stage of the album we’re working on.”



“Ooh, you’re a music producer,” Alicia said.



“Yes, among other things. I guess I never told you that, did I?” he asked, chuckling.



“You mentioned audio production, but that was it. You have always been on the mysterious side.” She sounded out of breath. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you about the Bruin. It’s been a crazy few days. Moved everything to my parents, the new job.”



“Understandable. You all right? You sound winded.”



“Tired. It’s full-time work but it feels like eight shifts instead of just one. And I went from feeling like a pro at the Bruin to…” She laughed and sniffed. “Well… let’s just say I’m not as great at cooking sandwiches as I was throwing plates around.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be. It’s four dollars an hour more. I get benefits after six months. It’s… it’s okay. It has to be.”



“Can I still drop in and say hello from time to time?”



A long, awkward pause. He thought Alicia was going to tell him no, and he winced. Cammy watched him, her lips curled up into a faint smile. He tried to make a squinty face at her and she stuck out her tongue.



Then, in a hush, Alicia said, “Would you stay on the line with me? There’s someone behind me. A block away but I think he’s following me.”



“Are you walking?” Oscar asked, his hackles rising.



“Heading to the bus stop. I don’t have a car.”



“You what? Where are you?”



She gave him a street name, and he looked at Cammy again. Her smile vanished, and she stared at him now with concern. “Mr. Dow… Oscar, really, I’m all right. I just… just please, if you’d stay on the line with me…”



“Is there somewhere safe you can go into?” he asked. The door opened again, and Marcela, Tobias, and Keith spilled out, laughing. Cammy hushed them, and they shut up, staring at Oscar.



“I…” He thought she might be crying, but her voice was firm when she spoke again. “Yes. There’s another fast-food place here. I think they’re open until ten.”







“Go in there. Text me where. I’m on my way.”



She sniffed again. “I should tell you no. But… thank you.”



Oscar hung up, and turned to face his friends. “Cammy, Marcela, I’m sorry. I really am.”



“Go,” Cammy said. “It’s been fun.”



“It really has,” Marcela said, leaning up to kiss his cheek.



“You need backup?” Tobias asked, his good cheer gone in favor of his crazy eyes – and no one had crazy eyes quite like Tobias.



“No, no, I’m good, I just need to go. Would you get them back to their hotel?”



“Of course we will,” Keith said, wrapping an arm around Marcela.



“Thank you,” Oscar said, already moving.



When his truck was reversing out of the parking lot, Tobias squinted at its disappearing taillights. “What was that about?”



“Someone named Alicia,” Cammy said.



“Ohhhhh,” Tobias said, grinning. “Good for them.”



“You know her?” Cammy asked.



“Come on, one more round and I’ll tell you about her.”



* * *



Alicia stood near the counter with a cup of coffee in hand, watching the stalker as he sat at a nearby table, eating every French fry he ordered with all the speed of a slug. His piggish eyes kept roaming her and she shuddered. This was supposed to be an okay part of town but apparently the asshole didn’t get the memo.



She tried to take as much time with her coffee, but it ended up being a moot point. A truck pulled into the nearly empty parking lot, and from it hopped the only man constantly in a suit that she knew. Oscar hurried inside, taking her in.



“You all right?” he asked.



Alicia nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She gave the guy one more glance.



“That him?” Oscar asked.



“Let’s just go, okay?”



Oscar tensed, his face going about five more shades of sour, but he nodded. In a moment of surrealness, he actually took her arm in his, short as the walk to the door might be, and for a moment she thought amusedly that she’d never had a man do that.



It was… nice.



Out in the cold, Oscar asked, “Can you drive?”



“Yes. I don’t own a car but I have my driver’s license.”



He nodded, and held out his keys. “I’ve had a few drinks. They were over an hour or two but I don’t want to take any chances with you.” He paused, just for a second, and added, “Ah, and your baby, I mean.”



They hopped in, and she got herself acquainted to the big vehicle. Even all the way up, she felt tiny in the driver’s seat. He helped her adjust the steering wheel, his fingers brushing her hand. He jerked them back as if he’d been burned, and she turned to give him her best smile.



“Thank you. Really. Thank you.”



“Every night you need a ride, you give me a call,” he said, holding her eyes.



“I can’t do that to you.”



“You can. I don’t have much of a social life, so you’re not interrupting anything.”



“Okay, well… thank you.”



“Hang on one second before we go.”



He opened the door, and she reached out to catch his arm. “Oscar, please don’t hurt him. Not for me.”



“What? Oh, no, I need to grab some water.” He gave her a funny look. “It’s for you to dump on me in about however long it takes to drive you home.”



Was he going to proposition her? Oh God. Alicia was not ready for that. Yes, he was handsome, and yes, she definitely had some wicked fantasies about him, but her head was so not in the mood for sex. Not to mention she felt utterly gross after her shift. She watched him walk back in, get a water from the clerk, and eye the stalker guy one more time before he walked out and hopped back in. She pulled out into traffic, and when they were at a red light, she finally spoke.



“What are you going to ask me for?”



He dug out his phone and started browsing it for something. “We need to make a stop first.” He glanced up. “I know I’m being mysterious again, but I have the very distinct feeling this will be the last night of our friendship and there’s something I need to do first.”



She shot him a look, then returned her attention to the road. “I… look, I appreciate the ride, so very much, but I’m not in the right mental state for a relationship right now.”



“No, it’s… it’s not quite that. Just trust me a little while longer, and you can hate me later.”



He gave her directions to a bank. It was closed at that hour but it was the ATM along the side he needed. He hopped out again, withdrew some money, and hopped back in. She caught a glimpse at the cash in his hand. It looked like a gangster roll.



“Let’s talk here,” he said quietly.



“Okay,” Alicia said, her heart lurching.
 Please don’t tell me you want to run away together
 , she thought.
 I can’t right now. I can’t.



“There’s no catch to this, no expectation. You have always been kind to me, and that alone makes me happy to give this to you. This is yours,” he said, and held out the bills. Those weren’t twenties. They were hundreds.



“No,” she said, shaking her head.



“Alicia. Please. I do all right. I own my own company and… well, if it can help you prepare for your child, it’s a gift I’m happy to give. If you don’t take it for yourself, please take it for them. A gift from a friend, that’s all that it is.”



Warmth bubbled up inside her, and she reached out with trembling fingers as she began to cry. She took the money and slipped it into her pocket.“Oscar… I… there’s no way I can repay you, not for a long time.”



“It’s not a loan. It’s yours.”



“Thank you,” she whispered. “But there’s something you want, isn’t there?”



“It’s not sex. But it is, ah, related, I suppose.” He fidgeted, and it might have been a trick of the light, but she thought Oscar was blushing. “It’s an arrangement. A… proposition. I don’t think it’s any surprise that I am attracted to you, Alicia.”



Oh God, oh God, oh God, this is so weird.



But this was Oscar. Her friend. A near-stranger, yes, but he was a friend.



Wasn’t he?



“I have a room. In my condo. Well, a couple of them, I suppose, but I have extra space is my point. It’s a safe building in a safe place. For the duration of your pregnancy, I’d like to make you a deal. But I’m going to have to admit something to you, and it’s sort of embarrassing for me. I have been having the most intense dreams about you and your, ah, pregnancy,” he said, and now she was sure of it. He was blushing. Wait, what did he say? What did he mean?



“What?” she asked.



“I find the idea of you being so full of life to be intensely stimulating.”



“You have a pregnancy fetish,” Alicia said. Oh God, it was even weirder than she thought.



“Yes,” Oscar admitted. His hand rose and she flinched away from him, going for the pepper spray in her purse. But he was reaching instead for the back of his neck, his eyes watching her with a hint of sadness. “My idea was this. I have a friend, Naomi. She is a fantastic photographer, someone I’ve worked with professionally for a few years. She has recently taken up boudoir photographs.”



“What is that?” Alicia asked.



“Intimate, sexy photography. Not necessarily nudes, but provocative images, that sort of thing. What I propose is that you stay with me rent-free with no pressure whatsoever to, to sleep with me. We won’t speak a word the entire time we live together if that’s what you want. But once a month for the rest of your pregnancy, you allow me the pleasure of having Naomi photograph you. I would be discreet about this, and we could arrange for her to do the shots from the neck down, so you couldn’t be identified. And I would never distribute the photographs. They would hang in my bedroom.”



“You want me… to pose for you?”



“Yes,” Oscar said simply. “And for each set of photos, I would give you a stipend. Say… fifteen hundred dollars.”



Fifteen hundred dollars – for pictures of her. Over nine months, that would really add up, especially if she wasn’t paying rent. And if she could use the time to find a decent job…



Wait, was she really considering this?



Alicia grabbed the water, yanked off the lid, and held it out over his lap. He winced, but held still.



“I’m not your… your pet,” Alicia spat.



“I didn’t say you were,” Oscar said. “I won’t touch you. The only thing I’d ask would be that we get along as roommates. I’m somewhat fastidious, and I’d expect not to come in to wild parties or anything, but you’ve never given the impression-”



She upended a little of the water, enough to drizzle some on his crotch. His wince sharpened, and she couldn’t help a grin. “You’re overselling the deal.” Her fingers trembled as she thought about it. Thought about posing for him over the next six or so months. The idea made her feel cheap, but… God, the way that stranger stared at her tonight, the way her manager berated her at every turn at the Wich Barn, the time she spent every day being ogled at on the bus… this was an escape from that. Maybe just for a while, but even that was worth it.



Alicia brought the cup to her lips and took a long drink before settling it in the center console. “Two thousand a shoot.”



“You’ll do it?” he asked.



“It’s not for me, it’s not for you. It’s for my baby. I… I have to give them the best foot forward. I’m so tired, Oscar,” she said. “I have had the best and worst month of my life. Can you understand that?”



“Yes,” he said. “I think I can.”



* * *



They pulled into the driveway of a modest tract home. The snow blanketed the lawn, but a few shrubs poked up around the building. Alicia tightened her hands around the steering wheel. “Okay. Play along.”



“I’ll follow your lead. Wait.”



“What?”



“Your last name,” Oscar said. “What is it?”



The tension between the two of them cracked if only for a moment, and Alice grinned. “I supposed that’s never come up, has it? Bourgine.”



They stepped out of the truck. Alicia led the way up a short sidewalk and inside. The home was modestly sized, the living room crammed full with only a couch, loveseat, coffee table, and a TV stand. In an adjoining dining room lit by a chintzy fake chandelier, a middle-aged couple sat at a table, playing cribbage.



Good God
 , Oscar thought.
 They’re my age.



This was going to go well.



“Oh, hello,” the woman said. She was cheerful but inquisitive. The man glanced up from his cards and raised his bushy eyebrows. It was remarkable how much she and her daughter looked alike. Her hair was wispier and her facial features stronger, but still, mother and daughter could have been sisters.



Alicia took Oscar’s hand. It was such an odd and generally unfamiliar gesture to him he didn’t react at first until she squeezed it. “Mom, Dad, I think I’ve mentioned my friend Oscar Dowling before.”



“You have?” Alicia’s father asked, rising to his feet.



Her mother scrunched up her face, and finally said, “Oh! Your mystery customer friend.”



Oscar chuckled and let go of Alicia’s hand to step forward and reach out to them. “I suppose I was at that. Oscar. A pleasure, Mr. and Mrs. Bourgine.”



The father gaped at Alicia while the mother stepped in and shook. “Um, yes, a… a pleasure,” she said, glancing at Alicia. Then to Oscar again, she said, “Joan. And this is my husband Doug.”



“Oscar made a habit of visiting me every few days at the diner,” Alicia said to her father as he finally shook Oscar’s hand. “We’ve been… becoming close since I broke up with Gio. Tonight, we were talking on the phone as I was going for the bus depot, and he offered me a ride.” Alicia took Oscar’s hand again and leaned up to peck him on the cheek. “He’s also offered to let me stay with him.”



“So suddenly?” Joan asked.



“I realize this must seem out of the blue,” Oscar said. “But I’ve considered Alicia a friend for some time now. Her situation is one I’m happy to help with. I’d like to offer up my home to her for as long as she needs it. Her and the baby both.”



Joan and Doug looked at each other. He looked back at Oscar and furrowed his brow. “You’re not a pimp, are you?”



Oscar gaped at him, and Alicia gasped, “Dad!”



“Well, come on, the suit, the… the suddenness of this….”



“No, Oscar is not a pimp.”



Oscar dug out his wallet, and slipped out one of his good business cards. Not the generic one that had the office number and address, but one of his personal ones, with a number that fed directly to his office and his work email. It also stated that he was the owner of Skin Deep. He passed it over. “That’s me. If it would put your mind at ease, come by sometime. Just call ahead first. I might be in one of the production booths.”



Doug took the card between two fingers and looked at it. His bushy eyebrows shot up again and he passed it to his wife. “What kind of production do you do?”



“You two talk,” Alicia said. She nodded at her mom, and they headed for a hallway down towards what Oscar suspected would be a pair of bedrooms.



He returned his attention to Doug. “All sorts. Music and podcasts, generally. Audiobooks too.”



“Anything I might have heard of, music-wise?”



“Right now we’re putting together an album for Cammy Javisin.” That elicited nothing from the man so Oscar added, “What genres do you listen to?”



“Oh, rock, some country…”



“Sure,” Oscar said. “Let’s see… Tommy Parilla?”



“No kidding?” Doug asked.



“It’s one of his lesser-known works. He went independent for a couple years when his producers didn’t like the idea of him doing a concept album.”



“What books?”



“Oh, lots.” Doug gestured at the table and they took a chair. “Off the top of my head, probably our biggest names are Abigail Mills and Isabel Choi. Romance writers.”



“Yes, my wife’s a huge fan of Abigail Mills. Incredible.” Doug called to the bedroom, “Honey, he’s worked with Abigail Mills.”



“Really?” Joan called back.



“Well, honestly, she only flew in for a book tour and swung by to hear her narrator work,” Oscar said. “But yes, we produce her audiobooks.”



They talked for a while. Oscar shifted the conversation to Doug and Joan, and learned with a sinking feeling in his gut they were only four years older than he was. Ten minutes in, Alicia and Joan came out with a pair of mismatched suitcases and an overnight bag. Oscar stood to take the luggage out to the car. Doug followed him out with the overnight bag and shut the door behind him.



When they offloaded the luggage and the bag into the truck, Doug folded his arms. “She’s half your age.”



“A fact I’m well aware of, Mr. Bourgine. I have told myself many times this is something of an… unusual situation. But your daughter is an intelligent, driven young woman who knows what it is she wants out of life. The best foot forward for her child. I promise you, no matter what occurs between the two of us, she will get that from me.”



Doug surprised him with a nod. “She needs a man. Not the boy she was going to marry. But Oscar, if you hurt her, if you let her down like he did…”



“I understand,” Oscar said, “and I hope you’d always hold me to that. I’ll have you and your wife added to the condo’s visitor log. You’ll be welcome anytime.”



They shook one more time and headed inside. Alicia gave her parents a hug and a kiss. Joan still seemed lost and afraid, but Doug told her what Oscar said outside about them coming to visit anytime. Alicia gave Oscar an odd look at that, but it seemed to appease her mother, at least a little.



When they got into the truck again, Alicia said, “Well, if they’re coming over, better remember to take down my boob pictures when they do.”



* * *



Places like Oscar’s didn’t exist outside of magazines. Alicia had been fairly confident of that until the moment they stepped foot into his condo. It was, very literally, breathtaking. Her throat caught up when she saw his floor-to-ceiling windows in his living room, the sparse, incredibly well-kept furnishings, the stark charcoal art on the walls. She turned in a full, slow circle as he wheeled her luggage in and removed his shoes.



“This… this’ll do,” she breathed.



Oscar chuckled and leaned down to unlace his shoes. “I like it. I have a spare key for you, but I’ll need to get you a keycard for the gym and the pool if you’d like to use those. I can do that tomorrow.”



“There’s a gym… and a pool? Do I have to pay anything?”



“No. There’s a restaurant on the first floor and they do charge. I like their Sunday brunch,” he said, standing back up. “Shoes, please.”



“Oh. Sure.”



She removed hers. He took up her luggage again and guided her through the living room and past a laundry room to two bedrooms and a guest bathroom. “You can have your pick of either room, though I like the morning sun on this side,” he said.



Both bedrooms were spacious, as were the tall beds. They were, much like the living room, sparsely decorated. She liked the color hues of earthy greens, warm browns, and light tans. She wished she’d seen this before she repainted the bedroom of the apartment she lived in with Gio. Silently, she gestured at the bedroom Oscar liked, and he brought her things inside while she peeked into the bathroom. It was nice too, and the tub sang for her to have a soak.



“Make yourself at home,” Oscar said, making her jump. She turned, and he smiled tightly. “I’m sorry.” She nodded. “The place is your place now. I’m generally out of here by eight and home by five.”



“My shift starts at noon.”



“You’re going back there?” he asked.



“For now. I don’t like to just walk out on a job, so I’ll give them my two weeks.”



“Then I’ll give you a ride back and forth in the meantime.”



She dropped her gaze away from his. “Thank you. What do I owe you for that? A picture of my ass?”



“No. You wouldn’t owe me anything.”



“It was a joke, Oscar.”



“Oh,” he said.



She looked back up at him. “I’d appreciate the rides.”



“Well… I’ll let you get settled. Have you eaten?”



“No. You?”



“Yes. But I could cook you something if you like.”



“Oscar, tonight you’ve given me twenty-five hundred dollars, spared me having to deal with a creep, and you’ve given me somewhere to live. You don’t need to hover over me.”



His eyes shut down. She could feel the walls snap into place as he took a half step back and nodded. “All right. The fridge isn’t well stocked but you might find something in the freezer or the pantry. I’ll be around.”



“Do you need to get back to your night out?”



“No.”



He turned and headed for the living room and beyond to what she assumed was the master bedroom. Alicia almost called him back. She felt crappy about the hovering comment, but she was worn thin. Instead, she headed into her bedroom, stripped, and picked out a pair of sweats and a tee shirt. She decided to check out that tub and took a long, luxurious shower. The spray could be adjusted, a first for her, and she set it to a hard mist. It was like sandpaper hitting her. She lounged under the water, letting it work the kinks out.



Such a weird night.



When she emerged, Oscar was nowhere to be seen. She scoped out what was in the fridge – some fruit and vegetables, and that was about it aside from a six pack of beer – and in the freezer. The latter was halfway filled with frozen meals in small containers, each neatly marked with masking tape. Meatballs. Tandoori chicken. Lamb and coconut curry. Did he cook all this? She thought she remembered a conversation when he used to first come in that he wasn’t much of a cook.



He also seemed to be a fan of ice cream. Three separate pints of brands she’d never heard of made her practically drool. Along with some frozen meats, vegetables, and more fruits, she found a bag of spinach and cheese ravioli. Perfect. She pulled it from the freezer and dug through his cupboards until she found a can of pasta sauce and an unopened container of parmesan cheese. His pots and pans were all arranged neatly on the walls, so she plucked a big pot and filled it halfway with water, humming to herself.



As weird as the night was, as tense as she was, she couldn’t help finding a simple joy in the moment. Tomorrow might be a different story. Maybe Oscar was a creep. Maybe this would all end horribly, with him expecting more than she wanted to give. But for now, in this moment, she and her baby were okay. And it had been so long since things had been okay.



When Alicia set the water to boil, she decided she really should apologize for the hovering comment, and headed for Oscar’s closed door. As she approached, she heard him say something. It was muffled and indistinct, but she thought it was a hello. She knew she shouldn’t listen in, but this was such a weird situation she couldn’t help herself. She snuck to his door, and here, she could just barely hear him.



“-orry about cutting out tonight. Yes, I think she’s fine. Well… I hope she is, anyways. She’s staying with me for… well, I guess that’s to be determined.” He chuckled. “No, it’s not like that. She’s just having a run of bad luck and I offered her a place to stay. In any case, I’m going to be staying here tonight. It’s been a pleasure, Cammy. These last few weeks have been fun, and please tell Marcela the same. Seeing you two together has been one of the more, ah, erotic enjoyments in recent memory.”



Alicia couldn’t help grinning.
 Naughty boy, Oscar.
 She tiptoed back to the kitchen, and when he finally emerged in shorts and a simple white tee shirt, she feigned innocence. He watched her cook, and said simply, “Ravioli’s a favorite of mine.”



“Me too. Italian food in general. Sure you don’t want a bite?”



He hesitated. “You know, I might.”



“I’m not keeping you from anything?” she asked, playing innocent.



His smile, she thought, was a hundred percent genuine. “Old friends are leaving town, but there’s nowhere I’d rather be at the moment.”



* * *



“Do you always wear dress shirts and slacks?”



Alicia winced when she spoke the words. Even to her, they seemed bitchy. Two days in and she wasn’t sure yet how to behave around Oscar. Keeping her defenses up was getting exhausting but she couldn’t help a comment like that from time to time.



He turned his head to glance at her as he finished buttoning his cuffs. “I do tend to take them off when I’m showering.”



“Sorry, that came out way meaner than I meant.” She took another swallow of her berry water. Ever since Alicia saw the frozen berries in Oscar’s freezer, they were all she could think about, and whenever she grabbed a glass of water, she was always dumping a few in and mashing them up. “I’ve just never really seen you out of a suit.”



“My father taught me to try and dress well. Not flashy, but as a mark of my pride in myself.”



“What did he do?”



“Up until, oh, five years ago, he was a military man. Retired now.”



“And your mom?” Alicia asked.



“She stayed at home to raise us, and then transitioned into teaching. Still substitute teaches on occasion, but I think she’s winding that down.”



“Brothers? Sisters?”



“One of each. Yourself?”



“A half-sister. We don’t talk much. Not that I don’t like her, just… different lives.” She folded her hands together. “Sorry. Probably TMI. I’m nervous.”



“Not at all. And I’m nervous too, for what it’s worth.”



“You’re not the one about to show off your goods for insane amounts of money.”



He chuckled. “I suppose that’s true. Alicia, it’s not too late to say no. If you wanted to find a place of your own, that money I gave you would help you until you found a decent job.”



She thought about that. Really thought about it. If she rented somewhere in the suburbs where it was wildly cheaper than the apartment she rented with Gio, Oscar was probably right. She could maybe get two months’ rent out of the twenty-five hundred combined with what she received from the Bruin for her last wages. But here, she would be able to breathe. The fast-food job still sucked and she couldn’t wait to be done with it in a week and a half, but for the moment, she could take a moment while she applied for good jobs around the city and still put some money away.



It was just going to be some silly pictures of her in her underwear. Women on social media did it all the time and she actually respected the hell out of them for getting after it. Oscar was offering her a lot of money for what he at least claimed would be a privately held set of photographs. Whether or not he could be trusted was still up in the air.



“No, I’ll do it.”



“Okay,” he said.



The last few days were odd. Apart from Oscar’s early confession that he was attracted to her, he didn’t make any move on Alicia at all. He didn’t look at her overly long, he didn’t comment again on her looks, he was always careful to sit opposite her when they ate. And speaking of, he was always willing to cook when she came home. Their morning schedules were quite a bit different – he was gone usually by the time she woke up – but that was okay. She used the time to get out and explore the area.



The condo rested in the heart of one of the nicer areas of the city. It wasn’t the upper crust but it was close, middle-upper class with enough amenities to make it feel like a hotel instead of a condo. She tried breakfast at the restaurant in the building and could see why Oscar liked it only at a distance. The food was okay, but bland in that way a place had to be when it was attracting the lowest common denominator. It took no risks. But the gym and the pool were extraordinary. She read in one of her baby books hot tubs were bad for babies so she only dipped her toes in, but oh, what a way to relax after work.



A dazzling array of shops and restaurants lined the street. A small city park two blocks away must be gorgeous in the spring and fall. The bus stops were also plentiful, but Oscar drove her to and from work so they didn’t matter as much.



“Can I borrow your truck some morning?” she asked him as he settled onto the loveseat with that morning’s newspaper. They were both waiting on Naomi to show up any minute, and though Alicia still didn’t know Oscar that well, it was obvious he was trying to find any make-busy thing to do to not let his nervousness show.



“For what?”



“I’d like to go grocery shopping.”



“Of course,” he said simply. “If you wouldn’t mind dropping me off at eight at work, you could take it Monday. Or I could get an Uber.”



“No, don’t do that. No sense wasting the money. I’ll be happy to drop you off. Make me a list.”



“What?”



“Of things you like. I’ll pick up the ingredients.”



“That’s not necessary. You’ve seen the frozen meals. I have a service that drops them off.”



“I don’t see the point in ordering in if I can cook the meals myself. And most of that, I’m pretty sure I can. I haven’t heard of some of it, but I can learn.”



“Your job doesn’t have you home until eight. I’m not having you get off a shift and then cook for me.”



Alicia reached out to tug the newspaper down so he was looking at her. “I can prep the meals in the morning before I go to work. You can throw them in the oven or in your crock pot when it’s time.”



He studied her. “I’d like that. Thank you. I will make you a list.”



A knock at the door. He folded the newspaper and rose to get the door. The woman he let in was a beautiful, wafer-thin blonde carrying a big black case. She stopped a foot into the living room, gaping at the big windows and the expanse of floor space.



“Yeah, this will do,” she said. As Alicia stood up, the photographer set her case on the coffee table and reached out to shake hands. “Naomi.”



“Alicia.”



“I’m ecstatic you decided to do this. Boudoir photography is something I’ve just begun to dabble in, but as I’m sure Oscar told you, I have years of experience as a photographer and I’m sure we’re going to make you look nearly as gorgeous in a print as you are in real life.”



“Thank you,” Alicia said.



“Ready to get a little bit wicked? Or are we going sugar sweet and sexy with this?”



Alicia shrugged uncomfortably. “It’s Oscar’s money.”



They stared at him, and he held up his hands. “It’s up to both of you. I don’t want to make things uncomfortable, so I was going to go downstairs for a cup of coffee.”



“Usually these things are done with both partners in a relationship,” Naomi said, giving them both a look.



“We’re not dating,” Oscar said.



Naomi turned to Alicia. “So, you’re…”



“Posing for him for a lot of money. And a place to live.” She explained in broad strokes the arrangement they came to. “I know what that makes me. Please don’t judge.”



“And what does it make you?” Naomi asked her pleasantly.



“A… a whore.”



Naomi turned to Oscar. “On second thought, would you excuse us for a while? I’ll call you.”



He nodded and went for his wallet and his keys. He hesitated before he left, staring at Alicia, then shook it off and left.



Naomi gestured at the couch, and they sat together. Naomi crossed her legs and folded her hands on her lap. “Are you in trouble?”



“What? No.”



“Is Oscar forcing you to be here in any way? You’re safe telling me the truth. Is he?”



“No,” Alicia said, shaking her head.



“Then… how so?”



“Sorry?”



“How does some sexy photography make you a whore?”



“Because…”



“Are you sleeping with him for money?”



“No,” Alicia said, blushing.



“I came back from a shoot in Texas and Florida with a lot of models posing in bras, panties, and swimsuits. Are they whores because it makes them money?”



Alicia recoiled. “No, of course not.”



“So why do you think it makes you one? Are you uncomfortable with this? Because if you are, you can leave with me right now, honey. I’ll make sure you have a place to stay.”



“I thought… I thought I could move up in the world. That I could take care of myself. There are lots of women in my situation who worked two or three jobs and managed to do things on their own. I guess I thought I was one of them. But I’m here. I’m taking a strange man’s money to… to show off my boobs and my butt and… and all of it, and I’m just…” Alicia bit her lip. “I’m so fucking disappointed in myself.”



Naomi reached out and took her hand. “You are doing the best you can with a bad situation. There’s no shame in this except what you’re making for yourself.”



“If I told anybody about this, they’d judge me.”



“So? Screw them. It’s a weird deal, for sure, but you’re getting a leg up. You’re using what God gave you and what you worked for to provide the best possible future for you and your baby. You can’t convince me there’s an ounce of shame in that.”



Alicia nodded slowly. “You’re right. I… I want to do this. I keep having to talk myself back into it but I want to.”



“Then let’s get started before we lose that magnificent morning light. Have you two talked about how risqué you’d like this to get?”



“No,” Alicia said. “He was very firm that it should be my decision. But he said it was okay if we took the pictures from the neck down. I’d like to do that.”



“Okay,” Naomi said agreeably. “What I’ll do is probably get a few pictures of your whole body, then crop it down so your face isn’t exposed. I’ll keep the originals as a backup, and provide Oscar with the neck-down versions. That way if you change your mind later and decide you want to gift him the full thing, we can do that. And we can do some shots where your hair is obscuring your face, or from the back. Does that work?”



“Yes,” Alicia said, relieved. “That sounds okay.”



“Good. Do you have some outfits ready?”



Alicia nodded. Naomi reached out and squeezed her knee. The gesture, small as it was, helped, and Alicia headed for the bedroom to change. Her first outfit, and the most chaste, was a simple skirt that ended just above her knees, a white sleeveless blouse, and a pair of modest heels, her best shoes. Under it, she wore a pair of cheeky bikini briefs and a matching bra. When she emerged, Naomi looked up from her camera.



“Okay. Yeah, we can work with that,” she said, but she didn’t sound entirely thrilled.



“Is it too plain?”



“A bit,” Naomi confessed. “But let me run an idea by you. Stand to the side of the couch there.” Alicia did, and Naomi came to her. She examined Alicia at every angle and nodded. “Okay. You’re feeling shy. That’s perfect. That’s the perfect spot to jump off.”



“What do you mean?”



“We’re going to peel you, little by little. I want you to play up that shyness. Can I touch you? What are you wearing underneath?”



Touch? Touch how? Alicia had a tiny, two-week thing with a girl in high school, a tempestuous relationship that left her wanting more but she was never quite comfortable initiating things with another woman. She did prefer men, there was no question about that in her mind, but she definitely did find herself attracted to the occasional woman now and again.



“I guess you can,” Alicia said, blushing.



With a deft, clinical touch, Naomi brought Alicia’s blouse up and over her bra. She nodded, let the shirt drop and tapped her finger against her lip. She returned to her big camera, and hefted it as she spoke.



“You just moved in?”



“Yes,” Alicia said, wondering if she was supposed to do something different.



“What’s that like?” Naomi asked.



“Different. It’s a beautiful place. And everything’s very nice.”



The photographer aimed her camera at Alicia. “What brought you here/”



“We told you that.”



“Humor me. And step forward about, mm, two feet.”



Alicia did, and the camera clicked. Her hands went to the hem of her shirt, and she started to lift it. Naomi shook her head.



“Focus on the story. Talk to me.”



“All right. I was with a guy. A… a boy, really. Not literally, I mean, he’s about my age. Gio. His name was Gio.” Alicia fiddled with her hands and looked away from the camera as Naomi clicked and moved around the room. “He and I lived together, and we got engaged. Saying yes was maybe a little hasty. We were going through a bad time, and it kind of saved our relationship for a little while.”



“Don’t plant your feet. Move around. Use the room. Go with it.”



Alicia sat on the arm of the couch and folded her hands between her knees. “He was good at making me do things I shouldn’t. We always used protection until we didn’t, and then… well…” She smiled tightly. “But I don’t regret it. Every day it feels like I want the baby more and more.”



“Freeze, just like that.” Naomi came close and took more pictures. “You’re excited to be a mom?”



“I am,” Alicia said. “I didn’t know I wanted to be one, you know? I guess I never really thought about it. But I like the idea of being young when she graduates.”



“She?” Naomi asked, walking around Alicia.



“In my mind, it’s a she. I don’t know yet.”



“Why a daughter?”



“All the men in my life except my dad have been trouble,” Alicia said. She fiddled with the hem of her shirt and Naomi nodded. She began to lift it up and Naomi came back around, capturing the slow reveal of Alicia’s curves and the way her hair spilled when the blouse came up and over her head.



“Try resting on your stomach. Yes, I like that. Arch your shoulders back and put your weight on your elbows. Thrust your chest out. There you go. Perfect. You are incredibly beautiful, Alicia. My camera loves you.”



“Thank you,” Alicia said, blushing. She watched Naomi as the other woman walked around her, then dropped to her knees and knee-walked back in the other direction.



“So how do you and Oscar know each other?”



“Through the Bruin Diner. I used to work there and he’d come in two or three times a week when he wasn’t traveling somewhere else.”



“Oscar?” Naomi asked, grinning.



“Yes, why?”



“I’m going to touch you again. Just want to try some things with your skirt and it’ll be easier if I do it rather than explain it.”



“Sure,” Alicia said, blushing harder.



Naomi tugged up a corner of her skirt, took a step or two back, snapped a couple pictures, then came in again to lift it further, revealing Alicia’s panty-clad ass, or a corner of it, anyways. She pursed her lips, then brushed a few strands of Alicia’s hair down across her cheek and nodded.



“Well, Oscar’s got kind of a reputation. He doesn’t really have many attachments,” Naomi said.



“Oh. We were just… you know… friends. Are. I mean… we are just friends.”



“Of course,” Naomi said. “Stand up. Let’s have you go to the kitchen.”



Alicia stood and headed there, unsure what was expected of her. She felt strangely naked, even if she was still in her skirt and bra.



“I like the light by the sink. Stand with your butt against it first. There you go, like that. Now reach out and run your hands along the edge of the countertops. Perfect. You’re a natural model.”



“I’m touching a countertop,” Alicia said, but couldn’t help a smile.



Naomi ignored that. “So your just-friend comes in two or three times a week?”



Alicia chuckled. “I guess it’s a little obvious he wanted to be more.”



“Did you know?”



“I did. It was flattering, but I was with Gio. I’m not one to sleep around and Oscar never pushed.” She shrugged. “He never so much as even asked me out.”



“Lift up the front of your skirt. No… hm. Try moving your hand to the side, being a little coy about it. Perfect.” Naomi snapped off a few pictures, then knelt and got an uncomfortably close shot of her panty-clad sex and her hip. “Now let it go and do it again.”



Alicia did. “Have you known him long?”



“Yes, a few years. I do corporate photos for his company.”



“You said he doesn’t have many attachments?”



“Mm hm. I’m friends with a couple of his employees. I was interested in him, but they say he doesn’t like complicated relationships.” Naomi looked up over her camera and made a twirling motion. “Keep your hand on your skirt, just like that. Show me your ass. Good. Yes. I came onto him a couple times, and nothing. I know he was involved with Cammy Javisin when she was in town, but I don’t think it was anything formal.”



“Wait. Wait wait wait,” Alicia said. “His Cammy was… Cammy Javisin?”



“Yes,” Naomi said, chuckling. “Turn and let down your hair. Yes. Now lean on the counter. No, on your elbows. There you go, perfect.” She snapped away again.



“When he picked me up the other night, he said he was finishing up an album with a friend. I heard him on the phone with her, but I didn’t think… the Cammy Javisin. Why would he come to me?”



Naomi lowered the camera. “That seems like a question you should ask him. Let’s get that skirt off you.”



Cammy Javisin. The woman was nothing short of stunning, with a face that could look angelic with the right kind smile and a sexpot with a sultry one. She used to model leggings that Alicia adored but could never afford, and was the face of a makeup company back… oh, a decade ago.



And Oscar Dowling, the most baffling man in the universe, gave up an evening with Cammy and another friend to be with Alicia. To help her out. To propose this crazy idea to her and invite her to live with him.



“I need to sit down,” Alicia murmured.



“The bedroom,” Naomi suggested. “Where’s his?”



“Um, I don’t know if I’m allowed in there.”



“He’s asking you to take naughty pictures of yourself for his pleasure. I think you’re okay sneaking in and potentially seeing his underthings.”



Alicia laughed at that but her head was still whirling. The conversation she’d overheard with Oscar and Cammy, they could have met back up, but he wanted to stay. To make sure Alicia was comfortable. She laid a hand on the small bulge of her stomach as they headed for Oscar’s bedroom suite. Naomi caught the gesture and lit up.



“Keep your hand there when you sit down. My God, that’s perfect. Why didn’t I think of that?”



Oscar’s master bedroom was impressively big. So was his bed. It was neatly made, with a plush comforter topped in a rugged quilt. His pillows were sparse but thick and inviting. His end table held three books and a lamp, and a bookshelf even more, along with what looked like photo albums. A trio of photos on one wall were of Oscar with an older couple and two people roughly his age who might be his siblings.



Such a quiet existence
 , Alicia thought.



She settled on the edge of the bed nearest the floor-to-ceiling windows, and cradled the slowly growing sign of her oncoming life. She barely noticed Naomi snapping pictures of her as she thought about Oscar in here, talking to Cammy and her friend… what had been her name? Maria? Marcia?



“Stand up. Turn around. Slowly work the skirt off you,” Naomi said. “I’ll tell you to pause a few times.”



Alicia nodded, and did as she was told. The skirt had a zipper, and Naomi got some closeups of her hand as she pulled it down slowly, revealing her hip. She had to hold the skirt up and gave an exaggerated wiggle as she let it down slowly, Naomi silent now, clicking away. When she finally had Alicia down to her panties and her bra, she told the young woman to stand near the window and look contemplative. That was easy. There was so much to think about.



The rest of the shoot took nearly half an hour and three wardrobe changes. They went through some similar poses in similar areas, but Naomi had a good eye for minute changes that added in some variety in tone.



It was when they returned to Oscar’s room with Alicia in a tight pair of booty shorts and a tank top that Naomi had her climb up on the bed. Alicia hadn’t really felt too overly sexy up until that point, but at that point, she caught a whiff of something. It was him. His cologne, his aftershave, all Oscar. She dropped her head without thinking much about it, breathing him deep, smiling to herself. Okay, so maybe this whole setup between them was strange, but God, he was still so attractive. Still so very much the definition of a rugged older man. Not quite a gray fox, not terribly far into his forties, but still… a man.



“There. Like that,” Naomi breathed behind her. “Don’t move a muscle.”



Alicia froze. Her hair fell around her face in blown out waves, her forehead nearly against the comforter. Her ass jutted up high in the air, her breasts brushing the fabric. What she wore wasn’t nearly so intimate as before, but somehow this had stopped Naomi like no other pose had yet save for her hand on her stomach.



Click click click.



“Push yourself up,” Naomi said, her voice low. Alicia did, and looked back at her. “Yes. Yes, keep your focus on me. Keep one hand on the bed. The other one, bring it to your breast.”



Alicia licked her lips and did what she was told. The shirt covered her breasts completely but still this felt so dirty, so wanton. She gave her breast a squeeze and stroked it with the tips of her fingers as Naomi clicked away picture after picture. Then she surprised herself, and brought the hand lower, along her stomach.



Oscar liked pregnant women? Okay then. Get a load of that picture,



“That’s good, that’s so good,” Naomi said. “Now bring it to your ass. Give it a squeeze and a spank.” Alicia blushed, but did that too. Naomi finally lowered the camera. “That’s it,” she breathed. “That’s the heart of what he’s going to look for, guaranteed. Your best set yet.”



Alicia moved to sit on the edge of the bed. “You really think so?”



“I do. I think we’re going to end it there. I’m going to run these by him and have him take a look at some of the last ones. I’m expecting drool.”



Alicia laughed, and stood upright. “Thank you for helping make this so much less awkward than it could have been.”



“You’re a beautiful woman and a great model. I can see why Oscar’s attracted to you. These photo shoots… these are going to be wild. But listen. Next time, I want you to come to my studio. I’ll get your number from Oscar and text you, okay?”



“Okay,” Alicia said. She saw Naomi out, then rushed back to her room. Did she have enough time to take care of herself? No. Probably not. Oh God, though, that last set of photos had been intense. And the scent of Oscar… well, some things about living there were going to be very, very good.



* * *



Oscar sipped his cappuccino as the boy two booths ahead of him turned and gave him a stare like he was trying to figure out if Oscar was a bug or a person. His mother sitting across from him said his name sharply and called out an apology to Oscar. He smiled in response, then gave the boy a raspberry. The boy laughed, a high tinkle of a giggle that made Oscar’s smile widen, and he dropped back down in his seat.



The sweeping glass doors to the condo’s lone restaurant blew open and in came Naomi. She glanced around for him and headed for his table.



“How did it go?” he asked.



Naomi put her case on the bench seat opposite him and undid the latches. “Fine. Mostly. Well, one set was fire, the rest… she’s nervous, Oscar.”



“Should I call this off?”



“No. I think she enjoyed herself by the end of it. But I don’t think she knew what it was you really wanted. I’m also going to steal her away before the next shoot. Her outfits were fine, but give me a few hundred in expenses and I can make her really pop the next time. She’s also going to need a spa day.”



“If you think that’s necessary,” Oscar said.



“It is. She had a few errant hairs.”



“I think her hair’s kind of sexy when it’s mussed.”



“Good to know, but not the hairs I was talking about.”



“Ah,” Oscar said, and cleared his throat. “Yes. A spa day.”



Naomi browsed through the photographs. A waitress came up to her and offered her a menu or a cup of coffee, but she declined distractedly. Finally she held out the camera for Oscar to look at. He glanced at the screen and immediately his throat tightened. Alicia sat on the edge of his bed, cradling her tiny baby bump, her eyes distant. She wore no blouse but her satiny bra still covered her chest. She was even more shapely than he imagined and a flush of need drove through him all the way to his rousing cock.



“That’s perfect,” he murmured.



“I thought so too,” Naomi said. She pulled the camera back to her and browsed the images again. “And this set too. This was at the end and she finally let go. I think she liked being in your bed. Swipe right.”



He looked again, and the sight was one that would fill his dreams and his fantasies for weeks. Alicia, on all fours, her ass up high in a pair of booty shorts. Her hair fell around her face in sexy waves, and her breasts brushed the bed in a tank top that did little to hide anything at all. Naomi caught her in a dozen angles like that, then slowly Alicia changed the pose, stroking her stomach again, looking at the camera like she was desperate for someone to touch her.



“This one,” Oscar breathed. “That’s the centerpiece. If I could only keep her face in the picture.”



“Then we’re definitely on the same page. I’ve got a similar angle with her face obscured. We’ll have to go with that one. There’s also a good one of her ass. Keep going. Keep going. Yeah, right there.”



Oscar was transfixed by the image of Alicia’s hand on her own ass, her head twisted slightly to the side, her face obscured mostly by her hair.



“Those are the three,” he grunted.



“Thought so. Worth the money?”



“There was never any question in my mind,” Oscar said. “When you take her for the spa day, treat yourself too. I’ll cover it.”



“Oh, that was always going to happen,” Naomi said as she put her camera away. “All right, I’ll get these developed soon for you. There will be smaller eight by fives of all the good shots, and I’ll get you the others printed up for hanging on your wall. You’ll love these.”



“I already do,” he said, rising and digging out his wallet. He tossed a few dollars onto the table and squeezed Naomi’s shoulder. “Thank you for this. And for your discretion.”



“Of course. She seems sweet. I’m surprised someone finally caught you, but I’m glad it’s her.”



“Caught me?” he asked. “We’re just friends.”



Naomi grinned as she shut her case and locked it. “Sure.”



He walked her to the elevator and down to her car in the parking garage. When she drove off with a wave, he headed back upstairs to his condo, those images lodged in his head.



Alicia rested on the couch, her eyes red with tears already dried and gone. She looked up at him, miserable, and Oscar’s heart broke. He couldn’t help himself. He rushed to her and knelt, his hands going for hers on her knees.



“It’s off. I… I shouldn’t have tried to take advantage of you like this.”



“You didn’t like the pictures?” she asked. “Or… was it me?”



“What?” he asked, then shook his head. “No. You’re crying. I thought it was because of the shoot.”



“No, it’s not that. I… I guess I want to know, why me?” Alicia asked, shuddering.



“What do you mean?” Oscar said. Her hands were so warm in his. She was still in those booty shorts and that tank, but only the tear tracks and her eyes drew his gaze. How he’d love to see her smile again, the way she would do when she realized it was him coming into the diner.



“Cammy Javisin, Oscar. You gave up a night with Cammy Javisin. For me.”



“No. I gave up nothing. You’re a friend who needed my help. I’d have done that for anyone.”



She studied him. “But later, here. I heard you on the phone with her. She invited you back out. Her and someone else. Marsha?”



“Marcela,” he said, his stomach tying up in knots. “Her lover and her assistant.”



“A threesome. You gave that up to stay with me. Why?”



Because I fell for you the first time I came into the Bruin and you served me coffee.



He squeezed her hands and stood up. “Naomi showed me some of the photos. They were incredible.”



Alicia stood too and grabbed at his arm but he was already moving away, heading for his half of the condo. She snapped, “Don’t change the subject.”



“I’ll have the money transferred into your account as soon as possible,” he said.



“I’m a nobody!”



Oscar spun on her. “No. No,” he said, coming back to Alicia, his hands on her arms, drunk on just this feel of her. “You are not a nobody. You are the furthest thing from a nobody. You are a fighter. You tried to love that baby’s father through everything. You are protecting your child. Don’t you know how goddamn amazing that makes you? Every time I look at you, I…”



…think I’m falling in love with you.



She stared up at him, her own fingers rising up shakily towards his face. They were just a couple feet apart. How had he got that close to her? How was Alicia tearing down his walls this easily?



The moment popped like a soap bubble, and her hand fell. She looked away from him and backed up a foot. “I’ll tell Naomi it’s okay. To use my face,” she whispered, then fled for her room, the door slamming shut behind her.



Oscar stared after her a long, long moment, rubbed his jaw with his hands, and headed for his own bedroom to toss off his jacket, collapse on the bed, and think about Alicia just a while ago being right there next to where he was.



* * *



Alicia’s first day free of the Wich Barn, and she began her celebration by waking up early enough to catch Oscar on his way out the door.



He had an earbud in as he fried bacon at the stove. His head bobbed to music only he could hear. He looked so unlike himself, dressed in shorts and a simple white tee. She so very rarely got to see him relaxed. And it definitely didn’t hurt that the shirt really defined his cut, sleek muscles. God, he looked good for forty-something.



Oscar didn’t hear her as she snuck up on him. She could hear him mumble lyrics to himself, a rock anthem from the nineties. After he flipped the bacon with quick flicks of his wrist, she reached out and goosed his tight abs. He jumped and spun as Alicia broke out into a mad fit of giggles. His grin was honest and lacked any of his walls, and she drank it in for the short time he allowed it on his face.



“You’re up early. Bacon, eggs and toast sound good?”



“Mm, yes please,” she said.



“Great. How do you like your eggs?”



“However you’re cooking them. I like it all.”



“Ah, good, raw and served with hot sauce it is, then.”



“Ha ha,” she said, sidling by him to grab the toaster from an open-fronted cupboard. “I do okay grocery shopping?”



“Fantastic. Can’t believe you’re a salt and vinegar fan, though. Now that’s a sin against potato chips.”



“Whaaat?” Alicia asked. “No way.”



He grinned and returned his attention to the pan. When he flicked out the bacon onto a plate covered in a paper towel and added a few more strips, Oscar said, “What’s the occasion?”



“Well, no more afternoon shift. This is about when I wake up normally so I want to get back in the habit. And I was going to ask if I could use your printer and your computer today. I need to print up more resumes.”



“Of course. Already getting back out there?”



“I need to. Can’t rely on booty picture money forever.”



He chuckled. “But you can afford to take a breath, Alicia. I’m not going to give you the boot after the baby’s born.” He glanced up at her. “Not until you decide to go.”



“Thank you, Oscar.” The tension between them kept them both silent. Alicia broke it by turning her attention to the fridge. She dug out butter. “What do you like on your toast?”



“Do we have any jam?”



“We do now. You were out of pretty much everything.”



He cracked a pair of eggs into the pan and started stirring. “It stopped making sense keeping all that on hand for one person.”



“No friends or girlfriends up in here? It’s too nice a place to keep to yourself.”



He chuckled. “You met my best friend, Tobias. He and his boyfriend come here occasionally to say hello but their place is more fit to entertain.”



“And girlfriends?”



Oscar kept his attention on the food, but said, “Not for a long time now.”



“Why’s that?”



He looked up and smiled. “Let’s not ruin the mood. So, resumes, any other plans?”



“Oh, yes, there was one other thing I wanted to ask. I was in your bathroom the other day when we were doing the shoot. That tub is just begging for me to soak in it. Can I?”



“Of course. Feel free to use the shower, too. The tub you have to run yourself, and I recommend using both faucets for it or else it’s going to take forever. The shower you can do the old-fashioned way, or you can tell the house to get it ready for you.”



“No way.”



He grinned again and bellowed a command to turn on the shower with a massage setting. “Go take a look.”



Alicia darted into his bedroom, and sure enough, the shower was on. She laughed delightedly and called out a similar command to have it stop. It did. When she came back out, Oscar was pulling plates from the cupboard.



“I’ll give you a list of commands I use pretty regularly. The lights settings are probably my favorite apart from the shower.”



“This is the coolest place ever,” Alicia breathed.



On the clock and needing to get to work, he ate quickly and hurried to brush his teeth and change. Alicia saw him out, but before he made it through the door, he turned. “Hey. For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re done there. Enjoy yourself.”



“Thanks, Oscar. Have a good day.” Alicia frowned. “Guh, I sound like a housewife.”



He chuckled, and headed out.



She waited three seconds before darting to the guest bathroom to grab her shampoo and her soaps. In his bedroom for the first time since she took the photos there, Alicia looked at the bed and the soaps in her hand. The thought of his scent, of being up on his bed and wanting to bury her face in it, made her take a tiny, tentative step towards it. She glanced at the door as though Oscar might spring through it and shout, “Got you!” but of course that was silly.



Alicia set the soaps on the end table and started to crawl up on the bed. Should she lay down a towel? Would he smell her on his sheets and his blankets?



Did she care?



It might be sort of fun. If he asked if she used the bed she could tell him she sat on it to get changed. The thought of him going to sleep under sheets where she’d come that morning held a naughty appeal to it.



Alicia only paused when she pulled down her pajama bottoms and made herself comfortable on his pillows. There were so many questions she still had about Oscar, about his intentions and the way he had of hiding everything behind impenetrable walls. But the truth was, she was still so wildly attracted to him. She knew there were a hundred reasons she should be careful, but for now, her brain was taking a backseat to weeks of going without any sort of pleasure at all.



For a moment, for a minute, for an hour, Alicia wanted to relax and let go. And so the pajama bottoms slid down, and she grinned up at the pictures of Oscar on the wall as she brought up the hem of her tee shirt over her breasts.



“Bet you wish you were here, huh?” she asked.



Every day brought on so much stress that Alicia hadn’t really had time to take stock of the changes to her body outside the nausea and the way her nipples seemed to go super-sensitive at times. Now she allowed herself to indulge in her own body, detailing every curve, marveling at the tiny swell of life growing inside her.



She cupped one full breast, then the other. Were they bigger than before? A little, maybe. Soon they’d swell and ache and chafe and hurt, but for the moment, all she could think about was the way her skin tingled wherever she touched. It wasn’t just the nipples, but those were the most sensitive points. It was every inch of her crackling with need and this moment. Her body was shouting for Alicia to take care of it and right now, damn it, and she chuckled at her own desires.



She brought one hand to her lips and sucked on three fingers, looking up at Oscar’s pictures on the wall again. Had he walked in at that moment she would have quietly invited him to join her. Her rough man, her awkward roommate, her strange friend. He was so ruggedly handsome, angry-looking without a hint of that emotion pouring from his soul. She brought the fingers down to her breast, teasing the nipple with the wetness before going further still, past her growing belly, all the way to her sex. Her thighs parted and she slid the fingers down along her sex. She didn’t even need to lick her fingers she was already so wet.



“Who are you, Mr. Dowling?” she whispered into the silent room.



It didn’t matter. Not for the moment. There was no question who Alicia was going to think about while she sought her own pleasure. The way his shirt that morning pulled around his muscles, the short-cropped hair, the way his smile made every inch of her want to lap him up… she’d barely begun to touch herself and already she was so turned on.



The hand at her breast squeezed and teased. Her fingers at her pussy ran around her lips all the way to her base and then back up to her hooded clit. Before she brushed that, though, she dipped her fingers inside her folds, three of them sinking deep as she moaned.



“Oscar…”



The sheets smelled of him and his masculinity. She wanted to roll in it like some wanton animal. She wanted to take his pillow, where his head would rest, and drive it between her legs to grind on it. His face hovered inches above hers. It was his fingers at her sex, her name on his lips as he bent to kiss her, his lips hungry for her every inch.



Her moan was louder this time, almost deafening in the quiet of the condo.



“Oscar… my Oscar…”



Her fingers fell from her breast and trailed up along the hollow of her neck, up further still, across sensitive skin so warm it felt like she was burning up. Alicia’s thighs parted wide and her fingers in her sex plunged in and out, tracing her sensitive spot, her palm resting across her clit and her so-sensitive pelvic bone.



“Osss… car…” she whimpered before filling her mouth with her fingers. She sucked them deep, her eyes slipping shut. Except they were not her fingers, not to her fevered imagination, but his cock, sliding past her lips. She wanted that, wanted it so much, to tease him, own him with her mouth and her lips. Alicia felt it, the warmth, the feeling like she was dropping so fast and so unexpectedly. Her breath stuttered out of her, her back arched, and she sucked her fingers harder, squeezing her thighs back together against her hand, the climax shooting through her, leaving her silent as she exploded.



So much warmth jetted against her fingers. The force of the orgasm rocking her, making her finally cry out. When Alicia could move again she fingered herself faster. She stopped sucking on her fingers and brought that hand down to her clit, two fingers rubbing it hard and fast as she still tingled. Alicia twisted involuntarily; the pleasure so good she couldn’t stay still. She rested on her side, her hands jammed between her legs, her hair a wild mess on the pillows, her ass to the door.



More thoughts of Oscar. This time he was behind her, spooning her, his hand doing this work for her as he kissed her neck, her ear. He would whisper her name as his hardness pressed against her ass and she would let him take her like that, spooning together. He would try to be patient, try to take her slow, but he would be overcome by his need of her and slowly pin her to her stomach. No, that was no good, the baby, the baby. He would take her on her hands and knees, she decided. She played at her pussy, never letting herself quite come down.



The first orgasm was powerful, the second nearly made Alicia black out. She rocked with it, wailing out Oscar’s name, her need gushing around her fingers, dampening her thighs. She could take no more and slowed, her breaths erratic and her heart thumping in her chest. When she could, she flopped over onto her back, laughing breathlessly. Maybe she didn’t know who Oscar Dowling was or if there was a future there between them, but oh Lord, living with him was going to mean the most delicious kind of trouble.



* * *



With Alicia no longer working hours so opposite Oscar’s schedule, they began to have to deal with the fact that they would see each other regularly. Both of them were terribly shy around the other. Alicia tried to stay out of his way by looking up jobs online and reading baby books. Oscar, a music fiend, listened to his tunes with earbuds in, sometimes in the living room, other times retreating to his office when she wasn’t using the computer.



On the third day after Alicia had her fun in Oscar’s bedroom, she was looking at yet another job site online when he came in from work. He walked by the office and knocked on the open door.



“Hey you. Going to get in a swim. Care to join me?”



She turned in her chair, her lips scrunched up. “Was I bad at my job?”



“At the Bruin?”



“Yeah.”



“No, not at all. You were the highlight of their staff. Why do you ask?”



“Is that honest, or are you saying that because you want my boobs?”



He blinked. “Um. Honest.”



“Hm.” Alicia leaned back and sighed. “You wouldn’t be willing to do me a favor, would you?”



“Name it.”



“Take a look at my resume? I have a couple job interviews next week but I can already hear the doors slamming in my face.”



“Of course. Tell you what. Grab a copy, throw your swimsuit on, and let’s go down to the pool.”



“You just want to see me in a bikini,” Alicia said. Her smile was impish and infectious, and he returned it.



“Guilty. But also I think I read somewhere expecting mothers shouldn’t stress themselves out too much.”



“Ooh, that’s solid medical advice. I’m in.”



They each headed for their separate bedrooms to change. He came back out in gray board shorts and a blue camp shirt open over a white tee. Out in the living room, he dug out a pair of beach sandals from his coat closet and slipped them on. While he filled a sports bottle with ice cubes, Alicia finally emerged in a blue-swirled one-piece with a pair of criss-crossing straps around her neck. It was modest, but tight on her curvy frame and as much as Oscar tried to be a gentleman, he couldn’t help taking all of her in. Her baby bump, still largely unnoticeable under her regular tees and blouses, was faintly outlined in her swimsuit, and he had a hard time not staring at her creamy thighs. God, how he wanted her.



She blushed under his scrutiny and looked down. Then, improbably, she started giggling. “You have flip-flops.”



“What?”



“Flip-flops!” she said, pointing.



He looked at his shoes. “My beach sandals?”



“Oscar Dowling, the impeccable man in the suit, has f-f-flip-flops,” she sputtered.



“They’re beach sandals!” he protested, grinning.



“They’re flip-flops!” Her giggles turned into a fit of laughter until he couldn’t help but join in. She had to balance herself on the side of a chair. Tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes as she fought to keep the laughter under control. “B-beach sandals.”



“I paid good money for these,” Oscar said, looking at his feet.



She
 howled
 .



When Alicia finally had herself under some sort of semblance of control, she grabbed her own “beach sandals” and headed for the door ahead of him. Oscar tried not to stare at her ass, but then he realized that was exactly what he was staring at. Her ass.



“Alicia,” he said, rushing to the door before she could pull it all the way open and catching it. “Um. Do you have another swimsuit?”



She gave him a curious look. “Is this one not sexy enough for you or something?”



“No, you’re… you’re lovely, but, um, your butt.”



“What about it? The suit’s a little small, I know.”



“You have a hole. A, ah, big one.”



“I… what?” She reached around and felt at her ass. Her eyes went huge and she yelped, “Oh my Jesus,” and sprinted for the bedroom. “Don’t you dare look!” she shouted behind her.



“It’s a little late,” he said.



“Oh God, I’ve been wearing this down there all the time. That explains why Mr. Lewis… ewwwwww.” She poked her head out. “Rain check?”



“Sure. I’ll give your resume a quick read before I head down.”



“Thanks. Can we pretend this never happened?”



“Absolutely. So long as you never call my sandals flip-flops again.”



Alicia considered that then shook her head. “Nope. A look at my butt is worth the giggles about you owning flip-flops like us normal people.”



Oscar chuckled and took a seat on the couch. “Bring me out your resume.”



She did, creeping forward like he might pounce on her. She was still dressed in her swimsuit and when she gave him the sheet of paper, she backed away, her butt to her door.



“It’s a cute butt,” he said mildly, enjoying the uncomfortableness of the moment.



“Shut it.”



“Cute mole.”



“Oh my God, shut it right now.”



He focused on the resume and left her be to change. Immediately he spotted a few problems, and rose to grab a pen. He sat at the kitchen table, sipping from the water bottle as he made a few notes, checked the resume again, and made a few more. By the time he was finished, Alicia came back out in a pair of sweats and a pink tank that nearly did as much to show off her boobs as her swimsuit had her butt.



“Is it awful?” she asked, looking down at the paper.



“It’s… hm.”



“It’s awful.”



“No, no, you have the backbone here.”



“Oscar, this is one of those times when playing the nice guy is not going to help.”



“Okay. The font choices aren’t bad, if they blended together to form something more cohesive. I like your name in the cursive in the top. That’s not so flowery as to be unreadable, but it doesn’t really work for the rest of the heading. Let’s go try some things out and see how it looks.”



“Oh, I don’t want to take you away from your swim. This is your time off.”



Don’t you know by now I want to spend my time with you?



“I like helping,” Oscar said lamely. He stood and headed for the office. She followed him in and watched as he dug out a folding chair from a closet. Instead of giving her that chair, he moved the leather office chair for her and planted himself in the folding one at the desk.



“Thank you,” she murmured, reaching out to squeeze his knee.



“You’re welcome,” he said, wishing he didn’t stiffen at every brush she gave him.



Oscar pulled up her resume and they set to work on it. The font changes took up the most time. They ended up keeping the cursive for her name, changing the headings, and cleaning up the subsections. Then came a few corrections to her spelling mistakes and filling out her personal skills. By the end of it, she had a professional-looking resume capped in an eye-catching header.



“I was never great at spelling,” Alicia said. “Most everything in school, I guess. There are reasons I wound up a waitress and not a doctor.”



“Don’t insult yourself like that. I’ve seen you memorize eight orders from a table without a notepad. You’re intelligent and you’re driven. Once you get your foot in the door somewhere, I’m sure you’re going to find an employer who values you.”



“Yeah, and then I’ll have to ghost on them when the baby’s born,” she said, sighing. “At least for a few weeks. Maybe more.”



“If they haven’t learned by then that they need you around, fuck them,” Oscar said. He blanched. “Sorry, excuse the language.”



She chuckled. “It’s all right. And appreciated.” But she still seemed glum, and Oscar leaned forward to squeeze her knee.



“You’ll find something.”



“Thanks.” She took his hand and squeezed it before he pulled it away. “It’s funny. Working at the Wich Barn, and even before that with Gio and the Bruin and the hobby shop, I was so worried about the next few hours I didn’t have time to worry about the bigger picture. Now that I’ve finally got the now covered, I’m finding time to worry about… well, everything.”



“Talk to me,” Oscar said.



“Aw, it’s not anything you need to hear about.”



“I won’t pry. But if you do want to, I’m here.”



She nodded and got a far-off look in her eyes. “I… have an appointment next week. It might be time to find out if the baby’s going to be a boy or a girl.”



“That’s incredible,” he said. An image of Malin in bed beneath him, laughing at something he said while they were making love. They’d been so carefree with condoms because they knew they were forever. Or supposed to be.



“It is,” Alicia murmured, her hand going to her belly. Consciously or not, he wasn’t sure. “But it was supposed to be so different, you know? Gio was supposed to be there. We were supposed to be planning our wedding and getting excited about plushies and onesies and… and…” She shook her head, tears trickling down her cheeks.



He leaned over and took her hands again, holding them in his, stroking the backs of them with his thumbs. She cried, and cried, and there was nothing he could do or say to take that pain from her. He could only watch as his friend finally confronted something huge and ugly in her life, something he could never know.



Alicia’s tears tapered off and she pulled her hands away to dab at them with a tissue from a box on his desk. Oscar watched her compose herself and finally smile again. ‘Thank you. Sorry to saddle you with that.”



“Happy to listen,” Oscar said, his own throat tight. “Do you have someone to go with you next week?”



“My friend Lynn. My mom would come if I asked her but she and my dad have been planning to visit a sick aunt. They need to do that.”



“Would you like me to come?” The words were out of his mouth before he could take them back. How strange they would seem to her, like he was trying to be like a father to her child or something. Hastily, he added, “That’s very odd, I know. I, I don’t, ah, want to impose on you, just if you need the company, I’d be happy to be there, even if it’s just in the waiting room.”



Alicia studied him. Her voice was quiet and steady. “It is odd. But it’s also so very much appreciated. I don’t want to pull you from your job. I seem to be doing that a lot lately.”



“I’ve told you, I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t want to.”



“Thank you. Yes, I’d… I wouldn’t mind someone else being there. The truth is, I don’t know Lynn very well. She’s more of a friend of a friend. I like her, don’t get me wrong. But my closest friends, they’re all finishing up college or they’ve got their own lives. Lynn just happened to be off that day.”



“I’m happy to do it.” They were both silent a long while, and he finally turned back towards the computer. “So… yes, there’s your resume cleaned up for you. Hopefully it helps.”



“I’m sure it will,” Alicia said, and if there was a catch in her tone again, he pretended not to hear it.



* * *



Oscar held a book in one hand as he trudged with her up the sidewalk to the clinic. Strange, but he seemed kind of pale and distracted, his eyes on the hospital.



“What are you reading?” Alicia asked.



Oscar didn’t respond, not at first, then he turned his head and blinked as though he were waking up. “Hm?”



“I asked what you’re reading.”



“Oh. Poetry by Skip Geddes.”



“Any good?”



Oscar smiled distractedly. “Yes. He’s a Canadian, lives out in the middle of nowhere. It’s a lot of observational humor, a little lonely, but light-hearted.”



“I don’t think I’ve ever known any guy who reads poetry for fun.”



He chuckled. “A girlfriend got me in the habit a long time ago. If you love music, the two go hand in hand.”



“I should read more poetry,” Alicia said. Then she considered that, and added, “I should just read more in general. You all right? You look like you might be sick.”



“I’m not a fan of hospitals.”



“Sorry. If it would make you more comfortable waiting in the truck…”



“Oh, no, I’m fine.”



Dr. Lorraine Sweet worked from a small corner building on the massive hospital grounds. Half the chairs in the waiting room were occupied, and a gaggle of children played in a corner with large building blocks and one of those wire bead maze toys common to every hospital waiting room in the United States. A TV in a corner aired a game show on such a low volume it sounded like they were mumbling on the screen.



One of a trio of receptionists smiled at Alicia as she approached. “Alicia Bourgine, here for an appointment with Dr. Sweet?” Alicia asked, as though there might have been some mistake and she got the day wrong. Out of the corner of her eye, Oscar gestured at the chairs and she nodded.



When she filled out her paperwork and got signed in, she joined him. Her nerves hit her stomach, hard, and she hoped she didn’t have to rush for the bathroom to get sick. She picked up a magazine but couldn’t focus and soon set it down again.



“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” Oscar murmured, his book of poetry open between his knees.



“Distract me.”



“How?”



“I don’t know. Read me something from that?”



“Um. Sure.” He thumbed through the book and cleared his throat. The poem he launched into was about the wild plains of Canada and the fearsome geese chasing the poet home. It made Alicia smile, so he wet his thumb and flicked the page until he found another poem, well-marked and obviously read before many times, judging by the dog-eared corner. This one was a longer, more rollicking story of a poem about his archnemesis, a young man and his old beater of a truck driving by at ninety miles an hour listening to terrible country music.



Several women nearby laughed at that one, and both Alicia and Oscar looked around, surprised. It seemed he’d been louder than intended and they garnered something of a small audience.



“Sorry,” Oscar said sheepishly to them.



“Keep going,” one of the women said.



“It’s so sweet you reading to your girlfriend like that,” another said.



“Oh, we’re not, ah, together together,” Oscar said.



“Then you’re single?” the first one asked, appraising him.



“Ah, uh, heh,” Oscar said.



“Another poem,” Alicia said.



“Right. Yes.”



Alicia’s name was called ten minutes later. She froze for just a moment, and Oscar sensed it. He hesitated, then wrapped his arm around her and squeezed her tight. “Hey. It’s okay.”



She hugged him back, and whispered in his ear, “Thanks for coming.”



“Of course.” He stood with her and jammed the book at her. “Um. You know, in case the magazines aren’t so entertaining.”



They held each other’s gazes for another long minute, and when Alicia finally turned away, her nurse smiled at her like she knew a secret. “Come on back.”



Alicia walked by her, and once the door to the waiting room closed, Alicia said, “We’re, uh, not together.”



“Okay!” the nurse said, all too chipper.



 They put Alicia through a few normal tests. In a hundred years, she guessed medical journals would look back and laugh at how their ancestors made people pee in cups, especially women. There was just no way to do it and not feel like a pretzel. A peeing pretzel. Ugh.



The nurse walked her back to her clinic room, and Alicia talked to her some about the changes in her life and some of the stresses she’d been under. She listened, took notes on the computer, and gave Alicia a friendly squeeze on the knee.



“My husband left me a month after my second was born,” she said. “It doesn’t seem like it now, I’m sure, but you get through it. Get a good lawyer, honey, that’s my advice.”



The nurse left with a promise Dr. Sweet would be in soon. Alicia nodded, and thought about her words. A good lawyer. “I could barely afford rent,” she muttered to herself.



She got up and fetched a tiny paper cup full of water, drank it down, and poured another. The magazines didn’t hold her interest any more than they had in the waiting room, so she idly thumbed through the book of poetry Oscar gave her. The inscription on the inside of the cover and on the first page intrigued her.



One was from the writer himself. In large, looping letters, it read, “To Malin,” then in smaller, neater handwriting underneath, it said, “From the wilds of Canada, have a blast on your birthday!” His signature was a wild thatch of squiggles and loops.



The inscription on the other page was neat and precise, though Malin’s name was written with a small degree of flourish. It read, “Malin, I promise I won’t drop this one in the tub. Happy birthday, baby. Love, O.”



Oscar? In love with someone?



Alicia flipped through the rest of the book, looking for any more writing. Many of the poems were marked or highlighted, but there was nothing else to be really found. Her doctor knocked, and Alicia stuffed the book away as though she needed to hide it.



What followed was more like a chat than an actual doctor’s visit, at least for a while. Dr. Sweet listened to her talk about Gio and her work situation. Alicia didn’t delve into the details about finding a new place, just that she had a friend with a room available and she was staying there rent-free until she found a good job and could get on her feet.



“I was getting really stressed out there for a couple weeks and not eating right or… well, anything,” Alicia said. “You know you have to do better but there’s just so much piling on all at once.”



Dr. Sweet nodded. “It sounds like a tough situation. I’m here to tell you there’s no such thing as a stress-free pregnancy.”



“I suppose not.”



“You did the best you could. You didn’t fall apart, and it seems like you landed on your feet.”



“I think so,” Alicia said. “I’m still worried about what’s coming, you know? Still in that protective mommy mode.”



“Welcome to the rest of your life,” Dr. Sweet said, and they shared a quiet laugh together over that. “Ready for the ultrasound?”



“Yes. I know I shouldn’t hope, but if you can tell the baby’s sex…?”



“Do you want to know?”



Alicia nodded firmly.



Happy birthday, baby. Love, O.



“This is kind of weird,” Alicia said. “But, um, I have a friend with me in the clinic. Oscar. He’s the one I’m living with. Could I have him back here just to… just to be in the room with me?”



“Of course.” Dr. Sweet stood and poked her head out to ask a nurse to fetch Oscar. A few minutes later, he came in, worry etched on his face.



“Is everything okay?” he asked.



“I think so. I thought maybe you’d be bored out there,” Alicia said. “Or maybe eaten alive.”



The worry sapped out of him. “They asked me to come back and I thought… never mind. Glad to hear it.”



“We were just about to take an ultrasound to see how the baby’s coming along,” Dr. Sweet said.



“Want to stick around?” Alicia asked him. “I could maybe use a friendly face.”



He swallowed. “Sure. Yes. I’d… yes.”



Alicia later wouldn’t remember the minutes leading up to the ultrasound. The test itself, always and forever, but not the actual preparation. She did remember being up on the table and Oscar dragging a chair over to her side. She remembered his calloused fingertips trembling as he took her hand. She remembered a look they shared, a quiet one, and her fears, her worries, they didn’t leave her, they would never leave her. But in that quiet moment, they were lessened, and she believed things might be all right.



“Let’s see what your baby’s up to,” Dr. Sweet said, and Alicia tore herself away from Oscar’s kind eyes to smile and nod.



The life on the screen was so much larger than the last ultrasound, but still so delicate. Alicia’s lips parted as the image on the screen solidified and showed off the head and the abdomen, all curled up and snug.



“Oh my God,” Alicia whispered, crying, grinning.



The baby’s arms waggled and its legs shifted. “The growth looks great,” Dr. Sweet said. “Looks like a healthy weight and size.”



“And can you tell the gender?” Oscar asked, his voice hushed. Alicia gave him a quick glance. He seemed as boyishly in awe as she’d ever seen him. She squeezed his hand and quickly returned her attention to the screen.



“There is a chance it’s a boy,” Dr. Sweet said, “but right now I’d say it’s looking like a little girl. When you come back in, we should know for certain.”



But Alicia knew, as she’d known all along. A little girl. Her heart swelled, and she reached out towards the screen. “A girl,” she whispered.



* * *



The day Naomi brought over the prints of the first photo shoot, Alicia dug out nearly every book from Oscar’s shelves and flipped through them. A few times she found Malin’s name in some of them, usually just a “To M, from O,” or a variation thereof. In every single case, the book’s spine was cracked, the pages dog-eared and marked up. Given Oscar’s fastidiousness, she guessed the rest were his, though some of them seemed very well read too.



“Who were you?” she asked.



Internally, Alicia debated whether or not to dig through his photo albums, but wrong as it might be, the allure of the mystery was just too great not to try to solve.



They were dust-covered, not touched in some time. She laid the pair of them out on the kitchen table and sat to look through them. The first seemed familial. There were a few shots of a young pair of boys and a girl standing next to a handsome man in uniform and a cheerful woman with big hair. Those seemed like formal prints, the sort of thing someone might send on in a Christmas card. The later photos were more playful or emotionally intimate.



Oscar was so delightfully awkward in those photos. His teeth were crooked, his blue eyes far moodier than the smiles he gave the camera. Even back then, he had a stern look to his face even when he didn’t mean to. A ridiculously cute shot of him melted Alicia’s heart. His arm was around a sheepdog’s neck, the boy grinning at the camera, both of their faces covered in pasta sauce.



Many of the shots didn’t have Oscar at all, but focused on the family or people at the periphery of his life. He was in a few, a growing boy leaping through the years into a teenager with braces. Girls started showing up in the photos too, more and more of them, and each one made Alicia wonder if she was Malin. But none of the shots seemed that important, more playful, more like memories of good times. Then came graduation pictures, of his siblings, of himself. But after that was a gap, one she didn’t realize had happened until she realized how much older Oscar was in the shots as he stood next to a sign in an ill-fitting suit. It read Skin Deep Productions. His smile was tighter, less friendly than the childhood pictures. She flipped through the rest of the pictures in that book rapidly, but there wasn’t much left to look at. A few pictures of bands on stage, Oscar usually right up front next to a mic, a guitar in hand. Some band fliers. Some more family photos, pictures of smiling children who were probably nieces and nephews, and then some photos with people she assumed were his employees, given the way they were dressed.



She moved that album out of the way and started in on the second. It started with a printed sheet of paper, an e. e. cummings poem centered in the middle of the page. All around it were hearts and doodles, and at the bottom right-hand corner, Malin had written, “yours, dork. love malin.”



Alicia brought her hand to her breast and swallowed hard. This was crossing a line, she thought, but she was unable to help herself. She turned the page, and there was a young couple staring out at her, Oscar seated on the edge of a stage, a young woman in a chair in front of him, no one else in the shot. He held a guitar, his mouth wide open. Caught in song, Alicia thought, and just like that, she slammed the album closed. She couldn’t do this to Oscar. Couldn’t invade his privacy like this. She brought the albums back into his bedroom, and without knowing why, she caressed the side of the one focused on Malin.



Alicia’s phone rang out in the living room and she hurried to catch it before it went to voicemail. Naomi. She picked up with a shaky, “Hello?”



“Hey. Ready to go?” Naomi asked.



“Yes.”



“Cool, I’m just a couple blocks away. I’ll come up.”



“Okay, see you soon.”



Alicia dropped her phone into her purse and hurried for the living room. Lights from someone’s balcony across the street caught her eye. The first Christmas strings of the season. That made her smile. Long past time to start thinking about Christmas gifts. She wondered what she should get for Oscar. Like he needed anything she could give him.



A few minutes later, Naomi knocked and Alicia let her in. The other woman carried a trio of paper-wrapped packages. “Hey. I didn’t like the way these looked with frames, so I ended up putting them on canvas instead. I think they look much better but tell me what you think.”



“Hi!” Alicia said, and Naomi grinned.



“I get a little excited about my work.”



They cleared off the kitchen table and unwrapped the canvases. Alicia gasped. “Oh my God, that’s me?”



“That’s you, honey,” Naomi said.







The first one, of Alicia holding her baby bump while she looked down, wasn’t so much sexy as beautiful, and made her look motherly and warm all at once. The other two, though, were purely animalistic. The one of her spanking her shapely ass made her blush, but the other one, of her nearly face-down on Oscar’s bed, her ass thrust high, made her look like a centerfold.



“Oh my gosh,” Alicia repeated. “This is incredible.”



“Like them?”



“Love them. Do you think Oscar will?”



“I think he’s going to break something looking at these tonight,” Naomi said, grinning. She dug in her purse and brought out a slim USB drive. “This is yours, not Oscar’s. He paid for the canvases. The other shots are yours and yours alone. I password protected these. I do have digital backups, but I promise you, they’re as secure as I can make them.”



“I trust you,” Alicia said, taking the USB drive. She dropped it off in her room and came back out. “Do we have time to hang these for him? I think that might be kind of fun.”



They did, and arranged them directly across from Oscar’s bed. They found a level in a box of tools and made sure the paintings were straight, and stepped back to examine their work.



“Think these are good, wait till we get you in some sexy lingerie.”



“Want to go shopping?”



“Hell yes I do,” Naomi said. “But first, we’re going to go have ourselves a wax and a spa day. Well… spa morning, really.” She winked. “Don’t worry. Oscar’s paying for the whole thing.”



“Oh, I don’t… um… a wax?” Alicia asked.



“If we’re going to get you in lingerie, we need to have you trimmed down there.”



“Well, I can just shave.”



“You could, but there are some other things we might want to do too. Just in case this gets a little more… dirty.”



“Like what?” Alicia asked, already letting herself be steered back out to the living room.



“Mm. Bleaching, for one.”



“I like my hair,” Alicia said.



“Not, ah, that kind of bleaching.”



“Oh… oh wow.”



“Yeaaah.”



That day was a whirlwind, despite how relaxing the spa was – well, minus the waxing and the bleaching, which were as far from relaxing as the Earth to Pluto. But Alicia had a great time with the beautiful young photographer as she talked up her favorite and worst photoshoot experiences.



“My first boudoir shoot was a lot of fun,” Naomi said as they were getting pedicures. “It was a spur of the moment thing. Oscar got me in the door of this photoshoot of a runway show in Dallas. One of his old bandmates was dating one of the models and invited him down. Oscar mentioned it to me knowing I was looking to pick up more work beyond just weddings, portraits, and corporate stuff. So next thing I know I’m flying down there and getting introduced to all these models. One of them, I can’t say who, has a boyfriend who owns a club in Florida. When I finished up with the runway shoot, he wanted to see the shots I got with his girlfriend in them and wound up inviting me down to Florida for a private shoot with – get this – his wife and all his girlfriends. Like a harem.”



“And you went?” Alicia asked.



“Hell yes I did. A, the money was amazing. B, if I could tell you the model’s name, you wouldn’t believe me. At all. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Plus, it turns out I really like doing intimate photography. You’re only my second client after them. Getting some new business cards and advertising done up so I can get the word out.”



Once they were prepped and properly pampered, they headed for a Wisps of You close to Oscar and Alicia’s condo. The lingerie store was known for carrying a multitude of sizes, and sure enough, they had a wide selection of maternity-focused products. They spent more than an hour browsing and even longer trying things on. If Naomi had it her way, Alicia would have spent a fortune in there, but Alicia insisted with a laugh that nothing she bought would fit her for long. She decided on just a few things, and headed for the clerk when the Christmas section caught her eye. Thinking back to her earlier musings on what to get Oscar for Christmas, she had a great idea.



“Hey, Naomi,” she said. “What do you think about me in some red Christmassy stuff for Oscar as a gift for Christmas?”



“I think he’d take you to bed and not let you leave until New Year’s,” Naomi said.



Alicia laughed. “No, I meant another photo. Maybe I could pay you for an extra?”



“Oooh. Oooh, I like that.” Naomi hurried over and fingered a red teddy with white trim. “And I have another idea for you too. Something I want for the next photoshoot anyways.”



“What’s that?”



Naomi grinned. “Oscar. In the studio with us. Watching you pose.”



* * *



Oscar drove Alicia to the studio, his hands tight on the steering wheel. In the back of the truck was an overnight bag full of her purchases from her day with Naomi. The same day he came home to find the three canvases on his wall. He sat on the edge of the bed when Alicia was asleep and stared at the face of the woman he was falling for as he fantasized about her in that position, on her hands and knees, her belly swelling, her ass thrusting back at him as he took her. He hadn’t felt so turned on since he was a teenager, and came three times that night into tissues thinking about Alicia.



“Plans for Christmas?” Oscar asked her, forcing his mind back to the present.



“I’ve got a lot of family flying in this year, so I thought I might go up and stay with my parents for a few days, say hi to everybody, then come back like the 26
 th
 or so.”



“Big holiday for your family?”



“Oh yeah, huge. We love Thanksgiving and Christmas,” she said, chuckling. “Halloween too. And Easter. And… well, all of them. How about you? Any plans?”



Oscar thought about telling her he’d be spending it alone, since his family was flying out of the country. But he didn’t want to drag her mood down. “Oh, I’ll be around. Tobias throws a party, and Jen invites me to her big Christmas dinner.” Both things were technically true, though Oscar hadn’t attended one of Tobias’s parties in years and he’d never gone to one of Jen’s dinners.



“Sounds fun. Oh, I was thinking, if you don’t mind, I might put up a tree and some decorations?”



“Of course,” Oscar said. “I have one in storage in the basement of the building if you want. I can haul it up.”



“Perfect.”



The GPS app announced they were nearing their destination. “I’ve never actually been out to Naomi’s studio,” Oscar said. “It’s all been at my office.”



“And at your condo,” Naomi said.



“That too,” he said, chuckling.



The studio took up residence in a squat, square building with a sharply sloped roof. Jen’s vehicle was the only one in the lot, and when they approached, she opened the glass door leading inside. Dressed in a red sweater and with her hair tied back in a braid, she looked particularly beautiful that evening.



“Come on in,” she said cheerfully. “I’ve got cookies out, hot chocolate, and some mulled wine… mulling.”



“I’ll take a cookie to go,” Oscar said.



“About that,” Alicia said. “You’re not.”



“Not what?” Oscar asked.



“Going.” She folded her hands in front of her baby bump and looked up at him, her face serious and contemplative. “This is my Christmas present to you. I want you around for this shoot, and maybe the rest.”



He stared at her, his heart quickening in his chest. Naomi took them both in with a wide smile, and sauntered away to a pair of slow cookers along a counter. She poured mugs of wine and hot cocoa, and brought them to the pair as they still held a silent conversation with only their eyes.



“Merry Christmas, you two,” Naomi said, and clinked the mugs herself.



They took them from her, and Alicia said to Oscar, “Merry Christmas.”



“You too,” he murmured.



Some select pieces of elegant furniture dotted a corner of the studio. Assembled around them were lights and ladders of varying heights. Naomi guided Alicia to a changing screen, behind which was a table where she could lay out her outfits. She changed as Oscar took a seat, sipping his wine. Naomi tried to ask him how it was, but his eyes were locked on the changing screen and he didn’t hear her question. She grinned to herself and headed for her camera case to prepare.



Alicia emerged, and Oscar immediately sat up. The pastel yellow babydoll toed a fine line between chaste and sexy. Fine lace detailing showed off her sexy bump but the material solidified around her full breasts and the promise of her sex. She stared down at the ground, blushing.



“Oscar?” Naomi asked. “What do you think?”



“Stunning,” he breathed. “Exactly what I was hoping for. Sexy and elegant, and…my God, Alicia, you take all the words away from me.”



“Thank you,” Alicia said,



“Let’s get your hair and makeup fixed up, and then we’ll be good to go,” Naomi said. “Bathroom’s right over here.”



They were in there quite a while. The low buzz of conversation was too quiet for Oscar to hear, but his mind was gone to a happier place anyways, thinking about Alicia in that babydoll. He fought the urge to stroke his hardening cock through his trousers, and instead drained his mug of wine. When he rose to get a second, the pair finally emerged.



Alicia’s hair tended towards long and straight. Now it was emphasized with some curls at the ends, a look he liked. Her makeup went heavy and hard, especially around her eyes, making them seem sultry and glamourous. He nearly dropped his mug as he stared.



“Do I look all right?” Alicia asked. “Not too slutty?”



“No,” Oscar said, and had to clear his throat. “No, not at all.”



She nodded, and to Naomi, said, “Where should we start?”



“Oscar?” Naomi asked. “You’re going to guide Alicia today. I’ll only step in if I need a different angle or if I think something else will work better.”



“Hm? Oh. The, ah, the soft blue divan.”



“Sorry,” Alicia said. “What’s a divan?”



He gestured at a backless couch and she walked over. Consciously or not, there was a swish to her ass that left him damn near growling with lust. She was barefoot and her legs gleamed with lotion. God. Damn.



“How should we start this?” Alicia asked them, taking a seat on the edge, and folding her hands across her stomach.



Oscar waited for Naomi to say something, but the other woman was silent. He turned, and Naomi gestured at Alicia. He blinked, then turned back, thinking. He moved to one of the other couches and pulled a couple end pillows from it, then brought them over and settled them back on one corner of the divan. Alicia stared up at him, and he realized how close they were.



“Rest somewhere between your back and your side, with your head on those,” he murmured to Alicia.



She eased back and did as he told her, her eyes never leaving his. Her hair spilled down the side of her neck and across her breast, and he sucked in a breath at the sight.



“Take your hand and drape it across your stomach,” he said. She did, and he backed away. Naomi came in at an angle, already clicking a few photographs of Alicia. “Now look down at your stomach. Yes, perfect. Now at Naomi.”



“What should she be thinking of, Oscar?” Naomi asked, kneeling to get another shot. “What emotions should she be feeling?”



He thought about that, about how relaxed Alicia been in the hot tub a few days ago as she sat on the edge and they talked music. “Imagine… imagine you’re in the hot tub. You’ve been in there a while, you’re happy but feeling kind of sleepy.”



Alicia smiled. Naomi caught a picture of it as Alicia settled in, trying to capture that feeling of relaxation.



“Perfect,” Oscar said. “Now… now you’re feeling warm. Sexy. Vibrant.”



“I don’t know what I should do with that,” Alicia murmured, looking back up at him.



Naomi said quietly, “Then don’t think about the emotions, but something that made you feel that way. Someone.”



Alicia nodded and licked her lips. Her eyes slid halfway closed and she ran her hands around her stomach, her thighs, her hips. Naomi clicked away and Alicia’s eyes opened. She blushed as she reached further still, but her hand stopped before it could touch her sex through her babydoll and panties.



“Be free,” Naomi breathed. “There’s no judgment here. Touch what you want. If it excites you, it’ll excite him. And the camera.”



Alicia, still looking at Oscar, nodded slightly, and as her eyes closed again, she brushed her panties, her fingers sliding along the fabric. It was only that, a brush, but it set him to hardness. She brought the hand back up across her belly to one of her full breasts, her thumb across the nipple, her mouth parting in a silent O.



Slowly, her eyes opened, and she said, “Like that?”



“Yeah,” Oscar said. “Yes. Like that. Sit up now. On the edge of the divan.”



He held out his hand and she accepted it with a brighter blush to her cheeks. He guided her to a sitting position and instructed her to drape one leg out and lean back on her hands. It had the effect of thrusting her breasts and her belly out, and Naomi gave an actual, “Ooh.”



Alicia glanced in her direction with that, her look of lust caught forever in one of the night’s best shots. At Oscar’s direction, she blew the camera a playful kiss – not one of his better ideas but in the moment it seemed cute. Then he had her turn and get on all fours on the divan, wiggling her ass and giving Oscar and Naomi some playful looks.



After that, they took another break for a wardrobe change, and Oscar headed into the bathroom to fill his mug with water. He wished he could take the time to handle his need. As it was, he was going to ache for days from unreleased passion, but this was so very much worth it.



Alicia reemerged in black, and this time, there was no hiding her dark nipples under the sheer fabric. Her panties were a shade more substantial, but there was still the hint of her sex beneath. Her stomach was bare this time, completely bare, and her bump was so much more prominent than her last shoot only a month ago. He lost any chance at keeping himself from being hard in front of her.



“Jesus, Alicia…” he groaned. “I love that on you.”



She blushed again. “Where, um, should we…?”



“I want a profile shot,” Oscar said, coming up to her, his hands trembling as he reached out to the small of her back. He caught himself before he touched her, then gestured at the wall. “There, I think.”



She stood sideways against the wall, her hands on her belly again, looking down, then at an angle. Those were good shots, terrific shots, but they weren’t quite it. Oscar thought. He guided her to a couch draped in a sheet.



“First, sit and relax,” he said. His prick jutted out so hard in his slacks there was no way she didn’t see it, but Alicia didn’t call any attention to it.



“Just… like at home?”



“Yes, exactly. Pretend you’re going to watch something on TV,” he said.



Alicia settled into one corner, her arm draped comfortably over the arm rest, looking at nothing at all but smiling faintly.



“Now bring your left leg up and rest your foot on the cushion,” Oscar said.



Alicia did, and this time, her eyes flashed up to his as she squeezed her knee. Like that, she was spread wide to him, and he could see the faint outline of her pussy through the fabric.



For the first time in a long while, Naomi said, “Think about him, Alicia. Think about Oscar coming to you like that, his pants coming down, his dick ready for you.” Alicia gasped, but didn’t protest, studying Oscar, staring up into his eyes as Naomi took shot after shot like that. “Look down, honey. See what you’re doing to him. Imagine you’re about to wrap those lips around that cock.”



“Fuck,” Alicia whispered, her eyes flicking down at Oscar’s bulge. He almost did it. Almost unzipped and fed her his prick. He didn’t know what she would do, if she would protest, but in the heat of that moment, he didn’t think she would. He thought he would fill her mouth and she would drip him.



Naomi moved fast around her, snapping a dozen pictures like that. When she nodded at Oscar, he growled, “Get on your hands and knees again.” Alicia hurried to do so, tossing her hair back as she stared down at the sheet. Then, slowly, her eyes traveled upwards, sultry, dark. One of her hands clenched at the sheet as her gaze met his cock again.



“That’s it,” Naomi breathed, clicking away. “Like that. Stay like that.” She came in close, snapping picture after picture. “That’s your shot. That’s it right there.”



Another break. Oscar was so hard it hurt, actually hurt. He poured himself one last mulled wine and fought not to guzzle down the hot liquid. His head hammered with need of Alicia. He wanted to take her right then and right there, and it was all he could do not to move behind the screen, tear off whatever she was wearing, and fuck her until she screamed his name. He balled up his fist and beat it against his forehead, gritting his teeth. This was the best idea. This was pure torture.



This time Alicia emerged in cream, with a simple bra that pushed her breasts up nice and high, giving her a bounce to her every step. The panties were flowery in the front, but almost chaste compared to the last pair until he caught sight of the way they disappeared through the cheeks of her ass. The diaphanous gown over the top of all this was so gauzy as to be laughable, doing nothing to hide any of Alicia.



He could say nothing. The only thought racing through his mind was to fuck her, his Alicia, so vibrant in her pregnancy, in the softness of her every curve. His jaw worked and he finally broke away from her amused gaze to look around the room.



“The table,” he finally grunted. “And keep grinning like that.”



“Yes, sir,” Alicia said, and oh holy shit, that was going to set him off.
 Call me sir. Call me it when you’re on your knees in front of me, begging me to stick my cock in your throat, in your pussy.
 He balled up his fist and hit his hip, and Naomi chucked darkly.



Alicia stood by the table and he knelt on it carefully to get an idea of its sturdiness. It was a beautiful old thing, and looked as though it could easily hold a tank. He pushed a little weight into it. Not so much as a creak.



“Lay on it on your back,” he said. “Cup your breasts. Spread your legs.”



Alicia did, her smile disappearing for a moment as she touched herself, her thumbs brushing across her hard nipples. Her legs spread wide and Oscar stepped between them, moving without thought. He winced and caught himself, then moved aside as Naomi started snapping pictures of Alicia. Christ, he’d just come within seconds of yanking down his pants and taking her.



Get ahold of yourself, old man. This isn’t a healthy relationship for either one of you. She needs the money, you need the company. Control yourself.



He managed it, barely. Alicia’s hands moved all across her body, cupping her sex again, sliding underneath her ass, then moving finally to her hair as she thrust her breasts and back up off the table. That was the shot, the one that Naomi thought would make the canvas from that set of lingerie, but they pulled Alicia to her feet and had her try another pose, this one with a knee on the table, her body angled just so as she grinned at the camera. Another amazing pose, another amazing shot.



“Going to be so many to choose from on this one,” Naomi murmured, moving around the brunette beauty.



“No kidding,” Oscar said, desperate for the moment to end, desperate for it to never stop. He throbbed with need as he took in Alicia’s form, as she slipped up the diaphanous gown to give a better shot of her ass.



“Look, Oscar,” Naomi said. “Come here.”



He came to where she was standing, and Naomi circled around Alicia, taking shot after shot of her face. “What?” he asked.



“Look at what this is doing to her. Look carefully,” Naomi breathed.



Oscar did, not seeing it at first. But then he caught it, the panties sticking to Alicia’s hips. Just a little bit, just enough, but it was there. Alicia whimpered as his trembling fingers pulled up the gown.



Wet. Alicia was so wet it glistened on her thighs.



“Fuck,” he breathed.



It was that whimper of hers that Naomi wanted and pulled out of her. Oscar stumbled away, his chest rising and falling, his need too much. He moved for the bathroom without a word, slamming the door shut behind him. Naomi and Alicia spoke rapidly in the other room but he couldn’t focus, couldn’t hear anything but his own blood roaring in his ears. He grabbed a fistful of toilet paper and undid his belt in record time. His pants dropped just far enough he could tug down his boxers.



That wetness, that image of Alicia so ready for him spurred him on. He spat into his hand, knowing he was embarrassing himself but unable to care. He stroked himself to the thought of Alicia, her beautiful face, her beautiful body, her swelling belly, her ass, her tits. As close as he was, it still took time, enough that he still hadn’t come when Alicia called, “Oscar. I have one more present for you.”



The door swung open.



Alicia was framed in red and white, the straps barely keeping the fabric clinging to her breasts. She saw what he was doing, saw the frantic need of him, and she darted forward, her own lips parted. Naomi, behind her, watched, her eyes gleaming.



Alicia dropped to her knees in front of Oscar. She slipped the spaghetti straps of the red lingerie down, baring her breasts to him for the first time. Her chest rose and fell and she gasped, “On me, on me, on me.”



He stroked and aimed, and gasped, “Oh, fuck, oh fuck, Alicia…”



His warmth jetted out of him, across her breasts, her collarbone. She moaned and raised her fingers to it, touching the ropes of him, pressing it to her warm, soft skin. Still watching him, she slipped the teddy down further, and slid the hand across her belly, rubbing his come onto her stomach, her eyes bright and glistening.



When she stood up, he reached for her, but Alicia whispered, “Not yet, not yet, not yet.” She stepped backwards hesitantly, then without another word, turned and fled.



* * *



Stupid, stupid, stupid
 , Alicia told herself a thousand times in the days after that second photoshoot. Blind desire like that, the way she could get so intoxicated by a man, was how she wound up pregnant in the first place. This had just stopped being a business transaction and became something far more intimate.



She acted like such a… such a slut. Dropping in front of him like that, letting him come on her. Not again, Alicia vowed to herself. Oscar Dowling could tell her one thing about himself, let her get an inch closer, and she’d be in his arms in a moment. But until his walls came down, she was not going to act like his prostitute.



He dragged up the Christmas tree the day after the shoot and had most of it assembled before Alicia woke up. While she cooked them breakfast, he finished sticking in the branches. They ate together, and she started decorating, thinking he might join in. Instead, he left the condo without a word, and didn’t come back until that evening.



There was one bright spot in the days that followed that second shoot – she got a job. One of the interviews she was sure she flubbed ended up being her first callback. True, it was for a funeral home, and yes, it was part-time, but it was still a job that paid as much as the Wich Barn. And, added bonus, it was one very safe bus ride away from the condo. Well, as safe as a bus ride could be. She started the day after Christmas. A new year, a new life, she thought to herself.



Oscar congratulated her with his usual stoic reserve. He woke early the next day and made her banana pancakes to celebrate but he didn’t say much. Several times he looked at her as though he might speak, then would lock himself away again. She wanted him to tell her his feelings, but she would not beg from this man who had already given her so much for such a high price. He took her to dinner to celebrate too at her favorite restaurant, a place where the chefs cooked the food right in front of them. It should have been delightful but they were both so lost it wound up being a bust.



The morning Alicia packed up to go stay with her parents through Christmas, Oscar said simply, “Your present just came.”



Alicia, stuffing her suitcase, didn’t look back at him. “You didn’t have to get me anything. This is just what it is. We don’t need to muddy things up with gifts.”



Like dressing up like slutty Mrs. Claus and watching his big cock spurt across your tits while you want to finger yourself so much you’re nearly crying from need.



“Would you like to at least see it? It’s for you and the baby.”



“Goddamn it, you have to stop using her like ammo,” Alicia snapped. She turned around and glared at him.



“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’ll go down and return it. Merry Christmas. I hope you enjoy your time with your family.”



He turned and stomped away towards the door. Alicia rubbed her face. “Oscar, wait.”



But he didn’t. He headed out of the condo and towards the elevator. Alicia raced to grab her shoes, grimacing as she nearly lost her balance. The baby was amazing, a gift, a lovely, lovely creation, but it was absolute hell on her center of balance. She chased after Oscar, muttering curses under her breath.



Together they rode down in the elevator. “I don’t want you to think I’m doing this as some… some way to get you in my bed,” he said.



“Good,” Alicia said, folding her arms across her breasts. “Because I’m not going to sleep with you.”



“Perfect. No complications,” he snapped.



“No complications,” she agreed. Then she turned towards the middle-aged couple trying pointedly to ignore them. “Sorry you have to hear this knucklehead stumble his way around me.”



“Um,” the man said eloquently.



The couple got off on the first floor, but Oscar didn’t get off so neither did Alicia. They glared at each other as the elevator moved down to the basement level, and when the doors opened, she saw within seconds. She froze. Oscar took his arm and tried to walk her towards it, but she stopped right in the path of the elevator door.



“No,” she moaned. “I… I… I… I can’t.”



“You can,” Oscar said quietly. Gone was his anger. He just sounded… tired. And in his hand were keys. Her keys.



To a new crossover.



“It has some of the best safety ratings,” Oscar said. “And I got the package that helps you see blind spots.”



“Oscar…” Alicia said.



“Please, don’t say no. It scares the hell out of me, a beautiful woman like you riding the bus.” He considered that, and amended, “Any woman riding the bus. If you don’t like it or if there’s a different one you want, this isn’t set in stone yet. And if you really don’t want it… I don’t know. I’ll give you the condo-”



“No!” Alicia snapped.



“-to yourself until the baby’s born,” he said. “I wasn’t going to just give you the damn place outright. I mean, have you seen those views?”



Her anger broke and a laugh bubbled up out of her. “Oscar… I don’t know how to say yes to this. I feel like I’m taking so much from you and I don’t really know what’s expected of me.”



“Nothing but what we agreed to. And your continued friendship,” he said. “I’m sorry I let myself get out of control the other day.”



“No. I’m sorry. I invited you there. You… you tried to handle yourself… oh God, phrasing…” Now it was his turn to laugh. “It was an intense situation. I can’t blame you for needing to, mm, do that. You took care of yourself in a way that should have been private, and I burst in on that because I was… I was stretching the boundaries of our friendship.”



“So we’re both sorry, then,” he said, and was it Alicia, or did he sound disappointed?



“Yes,” she said, trying to smile and hoping she didn’t sound too disappointed either. “We’re both sorry.”



He turned and held out the keys. Alicia took them, and without giving herself time to think about what she was doing, she leaned up and kissed the corner of his mouth. It was a chaste thing, but it was their first, and his eyes widened.



She pulled back and looked at the crossover. “Test drive it with me the first time?”



“Of course.”



* * *



On Christmas Eve, Alicia’s two very favorite cousins Helen and Leslie were both in town for the holiday for the first time together in years, and they wanted to go for a ride in the new vehicle. They snuck away before dinner at Alicia’s grandparents.



“Ooh, this is nice,” Helen said. She wiggled in her seat and stretched her legs out. “I think you could put a hot tub down there.”



“There’s a hot tub in Oscar’s building. Our building, I guess,” Alicia said. “I know you’ve had one forever, but for me, that’s huge.”



“Hey, I am definitely cheering you on,” Helen said. She was still pursuing her doctorate, but her husband went to a trade school and made good money as a welder. “You have a pool there too, right? I think we’re going to put one in when we pay off my loans.”



Leslie, in the backseat, said, “So this guy just… gave you this?”



Alicia was still trying to keep up the appearance that she and Oscar were dating to avoid questions, and thought carefully about her response “Yeah. Oscar’s been looking out for me, I suppose. He was a customer, and when I broke up with Gio, he kept up with me.”



“So are you two dating?” Leslie asked.



“Yeah,” Alicia said, feeling bad about the lie.



“I’m glad,” Helen said. “You deserve someone sweet to you.”



“Thanks,” Alicia said.



“I want to meet him,” Leslie said.



“He’s got a few Christmas parties to go to, friends and coworkers. But I’ll see if he can meet us for lunch or coffee tomorrow or the day after.”



 Helen, always boisterous, wanted to know about Alicia’s upcoming new job. That managed to keep the conversation firmly away from Oscar until they arrived back at their grandparents’ place. The house was packed with cousins, aunts, and uncles. Leslie’s daughters rushed by with barely a look in their direction as they scampered out the door to build snowmen. Leslie waved after them and said, “So good to see you, loves of my life.” To Alicia, she added, “This is the joy you get to look forward to. But they are pretty fun to cuddle with.”



Alicia laughed. They wound their way through the house to the dining room. Alicia’s parents were helping carve the ham and the turkey, which meant dinner was just about to be served. Leslie and Helen both manned a station at the mashed potatoes and the homemade baked beans. Previous experience taught the parents in the house the dangers of leaving the food unattended for little hands to grab at, so they served it cafeteria-style. Their husbands came and joined them, eating more than they put on other people’s plates, but then again, so were Helen and Alicia.



“I need to watch the salt and the sugar,” Alicia said in between bites of a thick slice of ham. She loved nothing so much as the crispy end of a good ham, even when she wasn’t pregnant.



“Any cravings yet?” Leslie asked.



“Berries. Fruit in general, I guess, but I can’t get enough berries. My doctor says it’s the antioxidants.”



“I had the fruit thing too,” Leslie said. “Bananas and anything salty with them. Bananas and pickles were my favorite. Still like them.”



Her husband, Wade, said, “Bleh!”



Helen said, “I didn’t crave anything too weird.”



“Marshmallow crème,” her husband Brandon said.



“That’s not so weird,” Alicia said. “I love marshmallow crème.”



Brandon added, “On toast. And crackers.”



“A little weird,” Alicia admitted, and Leslie snickered.



“What about Gio?” Wade said.



“Haven’t craved him in at least a month,” Alicia said, but no one was laughing at that one.



“I mean this, Alicia. You want a couple of us to go knock on his door for you?” Wade asked.



She knew what he meant by “knock on his door.” Knock on his skull was more like it, and he’d do it, too. Wade was built like a tank, and he had a temper to him. Thank God, he never took it out Leslie or their kids. He kept that to the occasional amateur fight night, where he was usually the winner more often than not.



“No,” Alicia said. “I appreciate it and I know you would. I’m going to the child support office when the baby comes. His parents will tell him to get a lawyer, I’m sure, so that’s going to get messy. But to be honest, apart from him helping out with that, I don’t want a thing to do with him. I…” A flood of memories of the last miserable month with Gio rushed through her, and she shook her head, tears threatening to spill over. “I’m ready to move on.”



Leslie and Helen wrapped arms around her and hugged her tight as she cried quietly. “Go sit down with her,” Brandon told them. “We’ll take over and bring you some food.”



Helen nodded and they did just that, finding a quiet corner of the house and settling in. Helen’s six-year-old came to them and wanted to know why Alicia was crying. For an answer to that, Alicia scooped her up and settled her onto her knee, making the little girl giggle. Her cousins watched her fondly.



When the little girl darted away again to play with a cousin, Leslie rested her head on Alicia’s shoulder. “You’re going to be the best mom,” she said.



“Absolutely,” Helen said, taking Alicia’s hand.



After dinner, things calmed down some. Before the family settled in to start unwrapping their gifts to one another, Alicia snuck away to call Oscar and wish him a merry Christmas Eve. It went straight to voicemail, and his pleasant low voice told her to leave a message. She shivered at the sound of it, thinking of him above her during that last set of photos, his face drawn back in need, his chest rising and falling as he fought to remain in control.



“Hey Oscar, I know you’re at your party. I don’t want to pull you away. Just thought I’d call and wish you a very merry Christmas Eve. Thank you again, for the place to stay, for the car, for… for the kindness. Um. Right. Merry Christmas Eve. Again.”



She hung up, and tapped her phone against her head. Leslie came up behind her. “Honey, talk. Who is this guy to you?”



Alicia rubbed her eyes. “I don’t know.” Her hand dropped and she turned to look at her cousin. “If I told you and Helen something, you could never repeat it. Not ever.”



“You know we wouldn’t talk. Are you okay?”



“It’s about Oscar. I wasn’t entirely honest. About us dating,” Alicia said.



Leslie blinked, but before she could say anything, an uncle pushed by. Leslie waited until he was out of earshot, then said quietly, “Give me a minute to watch the kids open gifts. Then we’ll sneak away again.”



Alicia nodded. They settled in, and she smiled and wowed with all the adults as the kids opened their presents. It was the first year she could contribute, and gave each of her cousins with families a board game. The kids were mostly indifferent but that was all right. It felt nice anyways.



Then came the adult gifts, and Alicia and another pregnant cousin and her husband were lavished with gifts. From Leslie and her family were ear buds she could put in as well as press to her belly so her baby could listen too. From Helen and hers came a gift basket of skincare products, candles, and supplements. Most everyone else chipped in together and got her a gift card from a furniture store after what Gio did to her.



“Thank you,” she said to everyone.



Diane, a snarky, contemptuous second cousin, said brightly, “Well, not like you need it now that you have a sugar daddy.”



The room went dead silent, and Leslie hissed, “Jesus, Diane.”



“What’s a sugar daddy?” one of the young ones asked.



Alicia pushed herself upright, and without a word, fled the living room for a corner of the kitchen, anger and shame burning her throat and her eyes. The whole living room erupted, everyone furious with Diane – or pretending to be.



Leslie and Helen rushed Alicia. “Come on,” Leslie said grimly. “We’re going for another drive.”



“It’s okay,” Alicia said. “She’s just saying what most of them are thinking, right?”



Wade and Brandon hurried in. Leslie snapped at them, “Watch the kids for a while.”



“We will,” Wade said, and Brandon nodded. They gave Alicia a hug before letting her pass, and walked them out to the new crossover. Leslie took the keys from Alicia and drove.



For a while, none of the three said anything, until Leslie snarled, “That bitch. I hate her so much.”



“Don’t say that,” Alicia said. “Come on, she’s family.”



“Family doesn’t mean you get to act like a big turd all the time,” Helen said.



“She’s right, though, isn’t she?” Alicia asked. “I have a guy I’m not even sleeping with and he’s giving me everything. A condo, a car, money…”



“Wait, what?” Helen asked. “Not sleeping with him? Are you guys, like… waiting to get married or something?”



“Tell us what’s going on,” Leslie said.



Alicia did, and left no detail out. She was tired of having no one to talk to about all this, and her cousins were skilled at picking apart her stories anyways. They would have found out the truth eventually so she laid her soul bare to them as they listened, mostly silent save for a few noises of sympathy.



“So you’re dating, you’re just not having sex,” Helen said, sounding satisfied.



“No, no, we’re not…” Oscar, stroking himself, coming on her chest. “Well… not like, officially dating.”



“Is this guy a pervert? Is he super weird?” Leslie asked. “You’re not… like… in danger, are you?”



“It’s very artistic. I don’t know how to describe it. The pictures, they make me look… I don’t know how to say this without sounding super crazy, but they make me look beautiful. Like a model.”



“You’ve always been beautiful,” Helen said.



“Thank you. But that’s not what I mean. It’s different, it’s like something out of a magazine.”



“Let’s go look,” Leslie said.



“What?” Alicia asked.



“This guy’s at a party, right? Let’s go sneak a look at them. Then tomorrow we’ll hunt him down and we’ll ambush him. Find out if he’s some nasty fetish pervert.”



“We all have fetishes,” Helen said. “Doesn’t make people perverts. I… might have a thing you’d think is really weird.”



Alicia and Leslie looked at each other, then Alicia glanced back at her other cousin. “Well, now we have to know,” she said.



“Agreed,” Leslie said.



“I… maybe like it when Brandon dresses up like an elf,” Helen said, blushing furiously. Alicia and Leslie both couldn’t say a word, so she hastily added, “It was this cosplay thing we were doing one year, and I mean, yeah, okay, I knew I liked it in movies and stuff, but he looks really good like that and… oh, shut up!”



“I’m never going to unsee that,” Leslie choked out.



“Your turn” Alicia said sweetly.



“Nope,” Leslie said, shaking her head vigorously.



“You have to,” Helen said. “I’m dying here.”



“Make Alicia say hers.”



“Uh uh, this is my bad night. You have to make me feel better.”



Leslie’s upper lip drew back like she was Elvis, and finally she spat out, “I like being gagged. Like… a lot. Okay. We are done with this conversation.”



* * *



“Up here on the right,” Alicia said.



“Wow,” Helen breathed, her nose practically pressed against the glass. “That’s a gorgeous building.”



“It really is. Wait until you see Oscar’s windows and the view. It’s something else.”



“Where should I park?” Leslie asked.



“Oh, pull in when you see a sign for the underground parking.”



She did, and they were soon parking next to Oscar’s Jaguar and his truck. Leslie and Helen got out and stared at the car with wide eyes.



“I’m not even into cars and I kinda want to sleep with that thing,” Leslie said.



“With the weather being so bad, I’ve only got to ride in it a couple times,” Alicia said. “It’s like science fiction. And the sound the engine makes… wow.”



“What does this Oscar look like?” Leslie asked.



Alicia dug out her phone as they headed for the elevator. She brought up a picture of Oscar she took while they were cooking dinner together. He had a faint half-smile on his face as he stared down at the stove, catching him in the perfect moment to make his angry looks a little softer.



“Handsome,” Leslie said, and passed the phone to Helen.



“Ooh, rugged. That’s tasty. Why aren’t you sleeping with this guy again?”



“I already feel kind of weird about taking his money for pictures. It’s hot, but… I don’t know. I can’t afford not to take the money, not trying to make it on my own, so I’d feel kind of like I was a prostitute.”



“Only you would think that,” Leslie said. “Handsome, rich older guy wants to shower you with attention and gifts and money. This guy wants to take care of you? Awesome.”



Alicia elbowed her as the elevator came to a stop. “Shut up.”



“She’s right though,” Helen said. They stepped into the hallway and she kept pace with Alicia as they headed for the condo. “You really do deserve it. If this guy’s nice, who cares?”



“I don’t know,” Alicia said. “But thank you. It’s nice to finally talk this out.”



“Anytime,” Helen said.



Alicia dug out her keys. “Okay, prepare to be blown away. This place is killer.”



She unlocked the door, and was surprised to see the lights were on in the condo. That surprise turned to out and out shock when she saw Oscar in his armchair, his chin on his chest, a nearly empty bottle of scotch beside him. On the table was the photo album she almost peeked through, the one of Malin.



“Oh no,” she whispered. She rushed to him. “Oscar. Oscar!”



For a terrifying moment, Alicia thought he was dead. That this was what she’d walked in on, his corpse for her to find. Her heart shattered. He couldn’t, he couldn’t, he couldn’t.



“Oscar!” she shouted.



His head tilted up, his eyes unfocused. “Licia?” he asked, his voice rough. “You okay?”



She dropped to his side and took his hand. “You scared me. Oh my God, I thought…”



“Should I call an ambulance?” Helen asked.



“No, no I think he’s just… been drinking,” Alicia said, eyeing the photo album.



“Sorry,” he said, his big hands flexing and resting on the arms of the chair. “Didn’t, ah, didn’t think you’d be home.” He pushed off the chair, his legs shaky. “Hello. Um. Frenns… friends of Alicia’s?”



“We’re her cousins,” Leslie said. She and Helen seemed frozen in place.



“Sorry, I’m not quite… presentable,” Oscar said, smiling lopsidedly. “Let me make some coffee and I’ll be… be myself soon.”



He stumbled and Alicia grabbed him around the waist. “He’s not like this,” she said, a desperate note of urgency in her voice. “He has a drink a night, maybe. If that. I’ve never seen him drunk.”



“Not my favorite night,” Oscar mumbled. “Sorry. Sorry. I’m embarrassing Alicia.”



“Help me get him into his bedroom,” Alicia said.



They both rushed forward. Leslie, stronger than both of them probably combined, got up under Oscar’s shoulder and helped him stumble towards the master bedroom suite. “Got a lovely condo,” she grunted.



“Thanks,” Oscar said. “It’s, uh… quiet place to live.”



They brought him into the bedroom and guided him to the bed. Alicia unbuttoned his oxford as he stared up at her. “You’re s’posed to be with your family,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “Weren’t supposed to see me like this.”



“You’re supposed to be at your friend’s party,” she said. “Not alone, not on Christmas Eve.”



He looked away, silent, and she managed to peel his shirt off him with Helen’s help. Together they got his belt off hm and undid his slacks. Those were more of a struggle until he stood up again, letting them fall. Leslie disappeared, leaving the two of them to help him under the sheets and blankets.



“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he kept whispering until his voice trembled into stillness. Alicia, crying and not knowing why, brushed his cheek with a kiss, and pulled the blanket up over him.



She hurried back into the living room and picked up her purse where she’d dropped it beside the door. She dug through it and pulled out her wallet. Tobias’s business card was right near the front, and she dialed him with shaking hands.



He picked up with a deep, rumbly, “Ho ho ho-”



“Tobias. This is Alicia Bourgine. Oscar’s friend.”



Over near the table, Leslie and Helen studied the photo album. Leslie bent over and started flipping through it, frowning. Alicia wanted to tell them to quit it, but she had a more pressing conversation to be had.



“Hey,” the big singer said. “You all right?”



“No. Furthest thing from it. Was Oscar there tonight? For your party?”



“He hasn’t come to one of these things in… shit, five years. Excuse the language. I’m a little drunk.” Tobias bellowed, “Not in the pool, you asshole!” Again, into the phone, he said much more conversationally, “Why, what’s up?”



Alicia leaned back against the door, staring up at the ceiling and blinking away tears. “Oscar, you...”



Tobias’s voice lost its good humor. “Is he all right?”



“No. He’s drunk. Like nearly blackout drunk. I came in and I thought… I thought he was dead. I’ve never seen him this way.”



“He doesn’t do it often,” Tobias said.



“He told me he was going to your party and to a coworker’s for Christmas Eve. If I’d known he wasn’t…” Alicia held her forehead. “I left him here, alone.”



“Alicia,” Leslie said urgently. “You need to see this.”



“I need to go. He’ll be okay. I’m with him now.”



“Keep me updated,” Tobias said grimly.



“I will.” Alicia hung up and hurried over to the table. Helen pointed at the album.



Slid into the very last page was a funeral pamphlet, and Alicia’s hand shot to her mouth when she saw the picture and name.



Malin Tikannen.



* * *



Oscar woke to the worst pain he felt since he made this same damn mistake last year. The holidays were always the most painful when it came to missing her. Some years he could bear it, particularly with family around. Some years, especially lately, well… he fell into the end of a bottle and didn’t want to climb out until New Year’s.



Even through the throbbing morass of pain centered right between his eyes, he knew something was different. The weight of the bed was all wrong, and something very warm and very soft was curled up right beside him.



Alicia.



The distinct feminine smell of her hair against his nose made him think of lilacs and summer days. He closed his eyes and breathed it deep before urgent need forced him out of bed and into the bathroom. After what felt like the longest piss in the world, he headed for the sink to wash up and brush his teeth. Alicia left out aspirin and a glass. He downed two, drank a glass of water despite the lurching in his guts, and finished up.



He was certain she’d be gone, but no, she was still asleep on her side, the blankets tucked up tight to her chin. Maybe he should have gone. Maybe he shouldn’t have slid back under the covers. But Oscar was human, and so very tired of waking up alone



Alicia mumbled something as he shifted around. He was afraid to touch her, afraid to do anything more than look at her. She was in a loose white tee – one of his, he realized – and he had no idea if she was wearing panties or not. The thought probably would have excited him if drums weren’t playing in his skull. He leaned in, kissed her shoulder, and pulled back to fall asleep again.



Weight again, first lost, then coming back to bed. He woke in tiny starts as Alicia shifted around. She saw him looking and smiled, but there was something wounded there too, some pain he wanted to take from her. She took his hand and murmured, “I like to cuddle.”



“Okay,” Oscar murmured back. There was no denying her. Not then, not ever again. Whatever Alicia wanted from him, she could have. Now and forever.



She settled onto her side, her butt towards him. She looked over her shoulder and smiled. He twisted onto his, and hesitantly reached out around her stomach. So very soft and wonderfully warm. She sighed like this was some great pleasure, and nestled her butt back against his groin. That was soft too, and he couldn’t help instinctually growing hard, willing himself to go back down. She chuckled softly into the morning, but said nothing about it as they spooned, his lips at her shoulder again.



They slept.



A voice. Hers. Soft, musical, so pleasant it nearly sent him back to dreams again. Instead, he opened one eye, watching her as she sat on the edge of the bed and talked into her phone. She was wearing panties. Cotton ones. Cute ones. He reached out to trace the swell of one of her cheeks, and she tensed for a moment before smiling over her shoulder again.



Back into the phone, Alicia said, “We’ll be by as soon as we’re up and going. Tell Leslie and Helen thanks.”



Oscar scooted across the bed to her, hardening again. He teased the shirt up over her lower back and kissed her spine. She shivered but didn’t move away.



“Thanks, Mom. Merry Christmas,” Alicia said. She hung up, and Oscar moved so he was on his knees behind her. She moaned as he pulled the shirt up and over her head, making her already mussed-hair spill down her back. The swell of the sides of her breasts made his head swim.



He dropped off the side of the bed and knelt in front of her, his Alicia. She stared down at him, free of makeup, free of anything to hide her from him. He dropped his mouth to her thigh, kissing it, nuzzling it. Her hand slid through his hair as he brought his lips closer to her sex through her panties.



“Oscar,” she whispered. “I saw her album.”



He nodded, and rested his forehead against the swell of her belly. “Malin.”



“She was your girlfriend?”



“Fiancé,” he murmured. Then he looked up. “You knew, didn’t you?”



“Some of it. The book you loaned me at the hospital. The way you wall yourself off. Something hurt you terribly. Then my cousins last night looked through your album. I’m sorry.”



“It would have come out anyways,” he said. Oscar kissed her sex through the fabric of her panties, then hoisted himself up to sit beside Alicia. She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “We were young. I was a musician, she worked in a guitar shop. You can guess where we met.” Alicia chuckled and he smiled. “I was still a teenager, just eighteen or nineteen, she was a little older. We dated for a while and she introduced me to a producer, my first and best boss, Lonnie Beam. I was a pretty stupid kid for a while, but Malin, she didn’t give me any slack.” He shook his head. “Without her, I would have stayed a boy for a long time. The parties, the music… I gave it all up for her and I didn’t even give it a second thought. And Malin… she helped lay the groundwork for who I am. She’s the one who loved poetry, who steered me in the direction I wanted my life to take. She taught me responsibility and what being a man really is. Taking care of people.



“We had this one bedroom up in Brooklyn, this nothing little place in the middle of nowhere. I had to drive an hour back and forth every day, but we made it work. We were so drunk on each other we didn’t notice the problems, just the solutions. You know? We were so happy to be together at the end of every day.” He brought Alicia’s hand to his lips and kissed it. “And just as we started to get serious about the wedding, I got a call.”



“Oh no,” Alicia whispered.



“She took a fall. Her grandfather was there. He got her to the hospital and she probably should have made it. But the doctor on call was drunk. Everything went bad. Sepsis, shock…” Oscar let go of Alicia’s hand and rubbed his cheeks. “The worst part, the part that… that kind of broke me, she was pregnant.”



“Oh, Oscar…”



“We didn’t know. Two months in. Just two months.” He cleared his throat and Alicia rubbed his back. “Her family and I sued. The hospital, they wound up settling with us out of court for… well, a lot of money. I started to slide in a bad way. I needed something to focus on. Lonnie, he was looking to get out of the business and retire, so we came up with a deal. I stay in the fight, and he sells his studio to me. And here we are.”



She rested her head on his shoulder. “Thank you for telling me.”



“Alicia, I know I’ve made you feel cheap and I apologize. I wanted you so much but I didn’t see how you could ever be interested in someone nearly twice your age.”



“You could have asked, for starters,” she said, amused.



“I know,” he said, and he wasn’t smiling. “I’ve had companionship, but you were the closest thing to something real I’ve had in over twenty years. Losing that scared me, but I wanted to protect you too. The only thing that matters to me is that you and your child are taken care of. Let me be there for you.”



They were both silent for a while, and finally Alicia said, “It’s hard. I watched my mom and dad lose everything on one big get-rich-quick clothing pyramid scheme thing. I learned a lot of lessons from that, mostly that you have to earn your way. No shortcuts.” She sighed. “But I told you this before. I’m tired, Oscar. The idea that there is someone as kind and, and, and attractive as you who wants to take care of me, it’s hard to accept. I don’t want to seem like I’ve given up on my career. I want one. But I want to raise my little girl too. I want to be there for her big moments.”



He took her hand and squeezed it. “I am here for you. Whatever you need, however much time you want. I will always be here for you and her. To hell with the shoots.”



“Oh, no,” Alicia said. “I’m enjoying those, in case you haven’t noticed.” She hesitated, then looked up at him. “There is one thing I want, though, if we’re going to keep doing them.”



“What?”



Alicia reached up and turned his face to hers with two fingers at his jaw. She leaned up, and her soft lips brushed his. Her eyes searched his. “I don’t think I want to just be roommates anymore.”



“Ah. So… cuddle buddies?”



Her eyes, so wide and wondering, melted slowly to mischievous. “Ass.”



His lips pressed to hers again, his breath coming faster. He twisted so he was half-kneeling on the bed, his hands going for her back and her thigh. She twisted too, falling back onto the bed. His hand on her thigh went around to her hip, her ass. He squeezed it as he kissed her with growing need.



Their bodies molded together. He was careful to hold himself up just far enough he wasn’t pressing against her stomach, though her bump was still a small thing, no bigger than a swell. She stroked his cheeks as he kissed her, murmuring his name as she reached around him, rubbing his back.



“Oscar, Oscar…”



He was so lean and taut, his every motion flexing muscles Alicia wanted to explore with her fingers and her tongue. His kisses were making her drunk on him, but the feel of his warm skin was just as enticing. One hand slid up and down his spine, the other went to his firm bottom through his briefs. His breathing quickened at that and his hardness ground against her sex through what little clothing remained between them.



Oscar stroked Alicia’s face as he kissed her over and over again, his tongue slicing against her lips in deft traces that left her chasing after it with her own. His teasing made her smile and he grinned against her lips too. Her smile widened as he began to kiss lower, her chin, her jaw. He spent loving moments at her neck, kissing around it in a wide arc, his focus so attentive on her warm skin.



Lower still, to her collar, the hollow at the base of her neck. Alicia thought he would trace her breasts next, sending crackles of need up and down her spine. Instead, Oscar seemed intent on taking his time and drawing this out, exploring her shoulders, her arms with his lips.



“You are such a tease,” she murmured.



“Let’s see if you like it,” he murmured back, and slid one hand down to her panties and inside. Her breath caught as he slid a finger along her wet pussy and dragged it back through, delving just inside her. When he brought it back out, he sucked the finger down and closed his eyes, shivering. Without another word or a tease, he sank lower, his eyes losing their humor as he shifted so he was between her legs again. Lower still, and he gripped her panties. She lifted her butt up, and Oscar slid them off her sex, his breath quickening again as he saw her pussy completely bared for the first time.



“You are perfection,” he murmured.



Alicia folded her lip between her teeth and spread her knees. Her hand slid down to her sex and he watched as she traced her slick wet folds. “Please,” Alicia whispered.



Oscar knelt, and his mouth met her pussy lips, right where she was touching. He breathed her deep first, his eyes closing for a moment as he sighed with pleasure. When they opened again, he stared up at her, and the teasing stopped.



Thoughts of Gio flashed through her mind, of his childish petulance and fear over having sex with her while she was pregnant, of his selfishness in bed, of the way he’d go down on her for all of a minute.



Oscar couldn’t have been more different.



He relished her. His mouth and his tongue pleasured her with a gentle joyousness the likes of which Alicia had never felt before. This was a man both practiced and eager, and she couldn’t have loved it more. Her hands went to his short hair, roaming through it as he in turn roamed through her, his long tongue flicking up and down inside her with expert ease, coaxing her desire out of her with sharp fits and starts.



His fingers weren’t idle either. One of his hands slid up to a full breast, and she felt him shiver at the feel of her. Alicia giggled at that, but gave way to a moan of pleasure as fingers on his other hand tweaked her clit, then settled in for a slow, circular tease.



“Tell me how you like your clit played with,” he said against her pussy, staring up at her.



“Right now, just like that. Sometimes harder but not today.”



He nodded, and returned to his slow, rapturous efforts. His thumb brushed her nipple and Alicia moaned, “Oh, yes” to every bit of pleasure he was giving her. It was so much, and it had been so long. She was rushing headlong into her first orgasm and they barely begun, but this release, it was just what she needed, just the moment of warmth and togetherness she craved since the beginning of all this. She reached for his hair again, eyes closing, her smile widening.



“Ohhhh,” she moaned, “ohh, Oscar…”



His breath, already fast, sped up at his name escaping her lips. His tongue shot through her depths, not quite out of control but riding the edge of it. She felt the size of him earlier, imagined what it would be like soon enough, him sliding into her, and Alicia couldn’t take it, couldn’t last a minute longer.



“Ohhh… ohhh! Mm… going to co…” She nearly bit her own tongue in her haste to silence herself.



He smiled against her. “Say it for me, Alicia. Say you’re going to come.”



“Umm.. um… I’m going… I’m going to…” But her desire took over and she could say no more, not for a long moment when it felt like she was fighting not to fall. All her very best orgasms felt like that, like she was in an elevator dropping a few inches unexpectedly fast. Her breath caught and she squeezed his hair, her hips flexing wide. Warmth washed through her, the fall made, and she gasped out, “Coming!”



Her butt lifted, her feet kicked. She clutched his head to her pussy as the orgasm pulsed through her, brought her soaring high. Her lungs let loose with tiny whistles of breath, her squeak of pleasure driving him up to kiss her, his wet lips tasting of herself. She accepted him eagerly, grabbing at his ass, rocking up to meet his hard cock through his briefs with a momentary unguardedness. He kissed her still as he jerked down his briefs just far enough to let his cock spring out, and she grasped him, marveling at how full he was, how very, very good this was about to be.



“I don’t have a condom,” he breathed, “I wasn’t expecting…”



“Are you clean?” Alicia asked him, pulling him against her folds.



He nodded. “You?”



“Just got tested at my appointment. Thought this… hoped this… just please, make love to me,” she begged.



Alicia’s hand fell away from him and she reached above herself as Oscar guided himself to her entrance. And like that, he was burying himself inside her, one hard thrust driving all the way to her core and lighting her up all over again.



“Ohhh, Alicia,” he moaned, his eyes half-lidded with pleasure. “My God, you feel so good.”



“So right, full, so full,” she agreed, her hands gripping at the headboard, her knees coming up as he pulled back.



There was no going slow that first time. Both of them needed it too much over months – years, really – of wanting and never having. His thrusts were hard but measured, not going too far and hurting her. Alicia accepted him, warm, complete. One of his hands rested by her shoulder, the other trailed her stomach, wantonly exploring the part of her he craved so much. When he realized what he was doing, he slid the hand around to her ass and squeezed.



Alicia smiled up at him. “All of me is yours, Oscar. Touch what you want.”



He moaned at that, a reflexive gesture that spoke so much of him verging on a lost of self-control. Still, though, he kept his hand where it was, on her ass, and she was so lost in pleasure she didn’t care. There were still some desires they would be shy about for a while. It was just the same for her. Eventually she would want to show him just how sexual she could be, but for right now she was so very happy with this.



That slow slide started again, the delicious tingle of almost falling, and she arched her back up off the bed, her breasts nearly brushing his chest. “Like that like that like that,” she whimpered, dropping back down and rocking up again.



His lips brushed her jaw below her ear and he breathed, “So beautiful, Alicia, how are you this beautiful?”



She melted at that, dropping back down. She let go of the headboard and looped her hands around his neck, clutching him to her, cooing his name. “Oscar, ohhhh, Oscar, I’m… I’m…”



“Say it,” he breathed against her neck, then his lips brushed her cheek and went to her ear again. He murmured so softly she almost missed it, “I loved hearing you say it.”



“I’m coming,” she panted, “I’m coming so hard again for you, Ossscaaar…”



The last word stretched out into a breathy moan. Her eyes squeezed shut again and his soft lips joined with hers. She exhaled into him, her sob of pleasure coming out as faint as his words. His hand at her ass went around her back and he cradled her to him as he plunged deep, holding still while she came and came and came, clinging to him, knotted in so many ropes of pleasure.



Only when Alicia opened her beautiful, soft eyes again did he begin in earnest once more. She stroked the fine down on his chest, marveling at the coil of him, the poise.



“You’re so handsome,” she whispered. “I want every inch of you.”



“And you’re the most intensely desirable woman I’ve ever met,” he said, and there was such a low, throaty growl to him it nearly set her off just like that. She could very well imagine him with a guitar, growling out lyrics like that and making the women in the audience swoon.



His hands slid down her back, down to her ass, her hips. He dragged his fingers along the backs of her knees and lifted them, and oh God, like that, he felt so good. Her knees came up even further, almost pressing to her breasts, and her throat worked with the pleasure as his cock found new and exciting ways to grind perfectly against her spot and the sensitive flesh beneath her clit.



“Oh, like that, nnnngh, just like that,” Alicia moaned.



He strained now. She could see the need for release in the tautness of his muscles, the clench of his jaw. But he held control, his eyes so warm and kind even as he took her harder and faster. She knew he was trying to hold on for her, to make it good again, and that knowledge, that desire in him, let her soul free.



Alicia dared to hope Oscar was a good man, that this could be real, that she would be okay. That they would be okay. And with that hope came a wash of pleasure even larger than the two orgasms she already had. Maybe it wasn’t love, not yet, but it was a foundation as strong as she could ever dream about.



Everything was okay.



“Kiss me,” she begged, “kiss me again when I come.”



He dropped her legs and bent to her, his palm coming up to her cheek. She nuzzled against it, warm, safe, falling so hard again in more ways than one. And as he kissed her, she grasped his other hand and guided it to her belly, just beginning to show the signs of life. He sighed against her lips, his tension evaporating in the face of her warmth, and he moved slower, pumping his hips hard into her but taking his time, making it so good.



“Oscar, my Oscar,” she breathed against him, and she came again as his lips pressed to hers.



He was not long afterwards. His eyes searched hers, and he asked simply, “Where should I…?”



“In me.”



Oscar nodded and kissed her again, his hand roaming her stomach, hers covering his. He tensed, and with one final push, he came into her, a thick pool she wished could have been the start to this instead of Gio, but if this worked, if they worked, there would be time for that, time for another child, for a dozen more. The thought made her giggle, and he grinned too, and for a while, there was nothing but the uncoiling of their bodies and the faint music of their kisses.



* * *



Life became much more relaxed for them with that first bout of lovemaking.



Oscar did wonderfully his second time around her parents and her cousins, far more natural and at ease. His apology to Helen and Leslie about his drunkenness the night before was sincere and heartfelt, and by the end of the night, Alicia was certain he won them over. Her mother was charmed when he washed the pots and pans from dinner as contrition for keeping her daughter away from her so long that morning.



“As long as you’re working whatever magic you are to make her so happy,” Joan said in an aside just to him. “And I don’t mean the car.”



He nodded and murmured back, “I swear, I’ll always try.”



Joan’s eyes glimmered, and she nodded. “Then that’s the best present I can ask for.”



Doug was still wary of the other man and Oscar figured he probably always would be when it came to matters of his daughter’s heart. In his shoes, so would Oscar. He wanted to inquire more into their financial situation after what Alicia mentioned about her mother losing money on an investment, but that was definitely not a conversation for this early in the relationship.



On the way home, Alicia all bundled up in a new coat from her parents, Oscar said, “Just a fair warning. I have rabid badgers that have figured out my fridge. If you wake up in the middle of the night and see half that egg nog cheesecake is missing, look to them.”



“Sneaky jerks. There are shadow porcupines that do the same thing to me.” She eyed him and grinned. “We better have one more piece before bed just so the damn things don’t get all of it.”



“Good plan,” he said. “Your mother makes good food.”



“Mm. She does.” She reached out and squeezed his knee. “Oscar?”



“Hm?”



“How long have you been alone at Christmas?” She studied him in the rhythmic passing glow of the street lamps, and saw his Adam’s apple bob.



“Not long,” he told her. “A few years. I do usually make a point of seeing my family around the holidays, but it’s easier for everyone around Thanksgiving.”



“Give me your hand?” He did, and Alicia brought it to her lips. “I never want you to be alone at Christmas again. Okay? If something should happen to me, to us, I want you to promise me that. That’s your real Christmas present to me.”



“Okay,” he said, his voice thick. “Yes. I promise.”



They did not, in fact, eat a second slice of cheesecake, but wound up in each other’s arms again. Alicia donned the Christmas lingerie she wore for the shoot, and rode him slowly in front of the Christmas tree, both of them seated on the couch, occasionally glancing over at the twinkling lights and both thinking this felt like home, though they were too shy yet to be honest about their feelings.



A couple days later, Oscar took Alicia on their first real date, both for their own pleasure and to celebrate her new job at the funeral home. Dinner and a show, he told her.



“Do you like the theater?” he asked.



“I take it you don’t mean movies?” she asked.



“No, but I like that kind of theater too. The Lost Light is running a play through New Year’s about new beginnings. I thought it might be appropriate and I have VIP seats. Care to go?”



“I don’t think I’ve ever been to a real play,” Alicia said. “Do I need to dress up?”



“Not the way you think. A nice sweater, jeans or slacks, that sort of thing. A dress if you like. Nothing fancy.”



“Okay,” Alicia said, then poked him in the gut. “But you have to dress to match me. No wearing some seventeen-piece suit if I’m going in there on your arm in pink kitty sweats.”



“I’ll leave the vest at home,” Oscar said drily.



“I’m serious!”



He raised his hands in defense. “All right, you can have final approval of my dinner date wear. Fair enough?”



“Good. I’ll buy you a pink bunny tie to go with my sweats.”



“Maybe not final final approval. More like… partial veto power.”



“Yeah, that’s probably smart.”



But as it turned out, there was a problem to their plan. A cute problem, all things considered, but one that gave Alicia her first real taste of what her changing hormones were going to do to her mood.



When he came home, she was in his – now their– bedroom and crying a good ugly cry. Since she just started her new job, he figured that was the cause. He kicked off his shoes and hurried in to see her on the edge of the bed, stripped down to her underwear with a dress beside her on the bed.



“What is it?” he asked. “The funeral home? What happened?”



“It doesn’t f-fit,” she hiccupped out.



“Hey, it’s all right, we’ll find you something different, you know? It’s not the end of the world. It’s just hard times out there for good work.”



“Not the job. The dress! I was going to wear it tonight but it’s too tight. And my good j-jeans, my butt’s too big…”



“Aw, hey,” Oscar said, crossing to her and hugging Alicia to him, trying not to crack a grin. God, he thought it was so much worse.



“Are you… smiling?”



“No, no, uh, no, wouldn’t, it’s, ah, very, you know…” Alicia glared up at him and Oscar tried for wide eyes and a hand at his heart. “It was a very, ah, touching moment.”



“Oh my God, you’re a jerk.”



He leaned down and kissed her anyways. “We have plenty of time. Throw something on and we’ll go clothes shopping.”



For whatever reason, her chest hitched at that and she blurted, “Yeah, but you don’t need clothes.”



“Are you crying because you don’t want to shop for new clothes alone?”



“No. Yes. I don’t know. Shut up.” She got up and darted into the bathroom, muttering to herself under her breath. A few minutes later, he heard the shower start, and she poked her head out. “Well, come on.”



It was, apart from that blowup, a good night. Alicia and Oscar wandered a couple clothing stores. She explained she rationally knew the dress no longer fitting was no big deal, but it made her realize after birth her body would probably change in a lot of ways and a lot of her favorite clothes might not fit anymore. That snowballed with the thought of how much wardrobe changes were going to cost.



“And it’s not that I don’t have the money,” she said, “not after those first two shoots, but it was such a…” She sniffed and dabbed away an errant tear that must have missed the train with its earlier friends. “…such an extravagance to me, you know?”



“When I bought my first car,” Oscar said, “I didn’t really know what I was getting into as far as interest and loans. It’s not quite the same, but you look at that mountain and you think you’re never going to be able to climb it. That, I understand.”



She gave him a kiss on the cheek for that. “Was it hard, when you opened up the studio?”



“Oh yeah. The building we were in at the time had issues we didn’t know about. They needed fixing. Then came payroll and all the operating costs I’d never really thought about before. We were in the red for…” He considered it and blew out a long breath. “A year and a half? The only thing that really saved me were my contacts from my music days. I knew a lot of people from some good up and coming bands, and we got a lot of work from them in the early days. And I jumped on the podcast wagon early enough we scored some big hits that way too.”



“Smart.”



“Lucky,” he said, fingering an asymmetrical yellow dress with one leg longer than the other. “Hold still.” Alicia did, and he held the dress up to her and nodded. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to see you in this.”



“All right.” She gave him a wide smile. “I kinda like you picking some things out for me.”



“Mm. Might have to keep that in mind for the next shoot.”



“Maybe,” she said coyly, and gave her ass a nice sashay when she walked to the dressing room.



That evening was magical for them both. Oscar liked the intimacy of being together back in his bedroom, Alicia buttoning his shirt for him. And then again at the theater, her hand in his, her eyes locked on the stage. The play was well acted and featured a lovely young couple falling hopelessly in love, so all was well that ended well. For her part, Alicia liked the play, but it was the dinner she truly loved.



“What do you feel like?” Oscar asked her. “I picked the play.”



“I have a request,” she said.



“I know, I just asked you to pick.”



Alicia stuck her tongue out at him and he grinned. “I want you to take me somewhere you really love. I don’t mean fancy, It can be, if that’s what it is you love. I guess I mean it doesn’t have to knock my socks off. I want to go somewhere… you. Does that make sense? And not the Bruin.”



Oscar thought about that, and finally nodded. “All right. But I want you to do the same next time, okay?”



“Deal.”



He drove to the edge of the eastern suburbs, not all that far from the Bruin and her former apartment with Gio. As familiar as Alicia was with the area, she’d never been to this particular small strip mall or the Branch, the tiny restaurant sandwiched in between a laundromat and a health food store.



It was cozy inside, with just enough room for a couple rows of small tables and tightly packed chairs. The place was busy for the late hour but not packed. The scent of fried chicken dominated the air and nearly made Alicia lick her lips in anticipation.



At a counter, an Asian man glanced up and grinned as they walked in. A few people were in line ahead of them. When they ordered and took up a post at one of the nearby tables, Oscar and Alicia were next.



“Oscar, good to see you! And your date?”



“Yes. Alicia, this is Tommy, Tommy, Alicia. Tommy runs the place with his mother and his wife.”



“Nice to meet you,” Alicia said.



“A pleasure,” Tommy said, taking her hand and squeezing it. “Any friend of Oscar’s is a friend of ours.”



“It smells amazing in here. That fried chicken…” Alicia rolled her eyes back in her head and gave a dramatic shiver.



“It’s world-famous!” Tommy said.



“And a great introduction to the place,” Oscar said.



“Then I’ll have that, definitely.”



Oscar and Tommy argued good-naturedly about whether or not the fries or the mashed potatoes were the better side, with half the listening customers getting in on the debate. Tommy finally said he’d bring both with Alicia giving the final verdict. Oscar ordered a strip steak along with croquettes and calypso shrimp, sides he said it would be criminal not to try.



Tommy whirled away with their order and Oscar held Alicia’s chair for her. She never actually had a guy do that for her. At first, she was confused about what he was doing until he pressed a hand to the small of her back and guided her to it. From a table nearby, an older woman said, “Oh, honey, keep him.”



Alicia blushed and sat as Oscar pushed the chair in for her. “I intend on it,” she said, smiling up at him as he took a seat too.



He leaned in and murmured, “If it’s too old fashioned…”



“No,” she murmured back, and reached out to take his hand. She liked the callousness of them, and found particular delight in the nubs on the ends of his fingers. “From your music days?”



He nodded. “Yes.”



“Do you still play?”



“Only when it’s needed at work,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about picking it back up again as a hobby. I miss it.”



“Did you stop because of her?”



“Malin?”



Alicia nodded. Tommy came out with drinks for them and a nearby table, and she waited until he disappeared again. “If that’s too personal…”



“No, no, not at all. I played pretty regularly on the weekends up through most of my twenties,” he said. “But I think I lost the heart of it when she died and afterward it all felt mechanical. I did it mostly to help out friends.”



“Did you ever play with Tobias and his band?”



“Oh yes,” Oscar said, chuckling. “I’ve filled in as their second guitarist a few times. Once for a week in Europe. That was a fun trip.”



“Where all did you play there?”



“Oh, let me think… Dublin. PHS is still popular there. Cologne. Bern. Madrid.”



Alicia thought about that and leaned in. “Okay, um… this is going to sound dumb, but where are Cologne and Bern?”



“Oh, Germany and Switzerland, respectively.”



“Oh, neat! I was terrible at geography.”



“An advantage of my father traveling so much in the military,” Oscar said. “I was always looking at a map.”



“I’ve never been out of the States,” Alicia said. “Even here I haven’t done a lot of traveling.”



“Where would you go, if you could?”



“So long as this conversation doesn’t sprout into a sudden weeklong trip to somewhere,” Alicia said. “I love how good you are to me, but after the crossover, it would be kindness overload.”



He chuckled. “Just conversationally speaking. But someday I’d love to take some trips with you.”



“Mm.” Alicia took a sip of her orange juice and used it to think. “When I was a kid, we got a chance to go skiing up in the mountains. I loved it. Here, or maybe somewhere more exotic.”



“Then you’d love Switzerland,” Oscar said. “Beautiful mountains. The whole skyline, just full of them. And the snow, it’s pristine. Like humankind hasn’t been there.”



She closed her eyes and imagined it. “God, that sounds… perfect. Where would you go?”



“This time of year always makes me think of somewhere warm. But I think someplace I’ve never been. Vietnam. South Korea. China, maybe.”



“And what would you do?”



“Sightsee.” His eyes twinkled. “I’m impossible to travel with. I always have to have an itinerary, always have to think about how to get to the next place.”



“Oh, total opposite. Give me a chair, something pretty to look at, and a drink, and I’d be good for days.”



“You in a bikini somewhere, I might be enticed to settle down and take in the view.”



Alicia blushed prettily at that. Soon their food arrived, and Tommy wasn’t alone. His wife came out too, giving Oscar a hug, as well as Alicia after they were introduced. She told them they were throwing in some roasted vegetables and slices of their also-allegedly-world-famous cherry pie too. Oscar tried to protest that he’d gladly pay for all that, but they waved him down before retreating and leaving the newly minted couple to their meal.



“They really love you,” Alicia said as she picked up her first piece of fried chicken.



“When they first opened, they had some trouble getting the word out,” Oscar said, reaching for his knife to cut up his steak.  “It was a genuine shame. The food is amazing. One of our podcasts is about food and culture and I brought the hosts down here with me one day for lunch.” He paused, watching Alicia finish chewing and she moaned appreciatively. “They loved it, and they gave it a big shout-out on the podcast. Business has been pretty good since and they even won a couple local awards.”



“I can see why. This is so good.”



They ate in silence for a while save for some brief grunts about trying some things on each other’s plates. Alicia declared the French fries to be the winner of the potato debate, to the cheers and groans of her audience. The shrimp was good, but the croquettes were the highlight of the meal. There was so much food they wound up sharing with a couple tables, who in turn shared some of their own. It turned into a buffet-styled meal, and several times Alicia walloped Oscar with a dazzling smile.



With the pie conquered and their stomachs so full they needed to move or risk popping, they took a looping drive back to the condo. The route took them out almost to the suburbs before Alicia finally spoke up.



“Oscar?”



“Hm?”



“I need to ask you a big question. I hate to ruin the evening but it’s on my mind.”



“Ask away.”



She looked at him in the light of the crossover’s instrument panel. “Does it bother you that I’m pregnant from another guy?”



His smile was faint and genuine. He reached for her hand, and she gave it to him. He squeezed it before letting go. “No. He bothers me. Not your child.”



“Gio?”



“Yes. He gave up on you, which is already the dumbest move he could have made. But to actively not want to take responsibility… I’m sorry. It’s not my place.”



Alicia sighed and nodded. “It is, though. You’re helping where he’s not.”



“We all make bad decisions. It’s how we deal with them afterwards that makes us men or boys.” He glanced at her. “Not that having a child with you is a bad decision. It could have turned into the best decision for him. That’s what rankles me.” He sighed. “Maybe it’s the idea of losing my own. I was that young and certainly that stupid once. If I’d known Malin was pregnant, how would I have reacted? I don’t know.”



“I’ve seen the pictures of you two,” Alicia said softly. “I think you loved each other too much not to share that love with a third. With Gio, things were already so fragile. We really only got engaged to save things at the end. I was happy, I did love him. But… I guess I always knew there was going to come a day when we just weren’t enough.”



They were silent a while, and Oscar finally asked, “Have you begun thinking about names?”



“Every night. I’ve got them written down. I’m up to fifty I really like. No joke.” She looked out at the city, her breath fogging the window. “I have dreams about her all the time.”



“Yes?”



“Mm hm. Dreams where she’s older. She kind of looks like me, but I can never quite make out the real details except we have the same hair. And she’s always at work doing something. One time she was a detective and I had to come down to a crime scene at the park to bring her lunch. Another time she was just a teenager, working behind the counter at an ice cream shop.”



“Mm, maybe she could get us a discount.”



“Maybe. The dreams are so sweet but they’re sad, too. I want her in my arms but I also want to see who she becomes. See if she does something wonderful with her life.”



“With you as a mother, I’m positive she will.”



That brought on a few warm tears. Just a couple, but enough to make her sniff. Alicia took his hand again, and held it all the way home.



* * *



Date nights became a regular thing for the couple, and with them came a crumbling of their guard.



Alicia’s very favorite spot near the city was the Rayne Hotel, an old grand stunner of a five-story building in Maddy Springs. It was a touristy place in the valleys of the mountains, but no less beautiful for it, and she delighted in finding out Oscar had never been. She took him there one afternoon, and they spent a couple hours wandering the grounds, which was free to visitors. The north lawns were dedicated to ice sculptures in the winter, while the south in warmer weather was given over to a maze of flowers and greenery. They made promises to come back then, and Oscar shelled out for a night in a beautiful room there, the two of them making love until the morning hours and sleeping way past checkout time.



For his part, Oscar delighted in smaller places, little treasures hidden in the city. He was on a first-name basis with at least twenty small restaurateurs, and knew all the best spots to hole up and listen to music. Bars with live bands on the weekends, a converted bingo hall that now ran a band competition every month broadcast over the radio, a nearly empty concert hall for the warmup of one of Alicia’s favorite pop stars.



They both liked a good quiet night too, and spent many of them walking downtown, arm in arm in the snow, popping into restaurants or shops they’d never frequented. Or they went for drives around and outside the city, just meandering and talking. Those were the very best nights, both of them thought to themselves.



* * *



January.



The second batch of pictures hung on the wall, and Oscar wrapped his arms around Alicia as they stared at them. Alicia in blue and black and cream. Alicia so sexual, so sweet, so intensely desirable. She meant to turn to him, to tell him about the special Christmas lingerie set she had done after the last session turned so erotic, but Oscar spoke first with his hands, unsnapping the buttons on her blouse and sliding a hand inside to squeeze one of her full breasts. His other hand dipped lower, going inside her jeans. Her sex welcomed his fingers as she moaned and leaned back against him, leaned back against that stone-hard prick and the man she was falling so very hard for.



“I want to take you while we’re looking at those pictures,” he breathed in her ear.



“Yesss,” Alicia moaned.



His fingers slid deeper into her, and the heel of his palm felt so good against her clit and her mound. She reached back over her shoulder for his face and he obliged by leaning in and kissing her shoulder through the blouse. Her hands fell to her blouse and she fumbled the rest of the buttons apart while Oscar fingered her quickly responding pussy, his lips at her neck and her cheek, his breathing already so hard and frantic.



For the first time, there was no foreplay. Oscar wanted, and Oscar took. When Alicia got the blouse off her and started on her stretchy jeans, he yanked his fingers out of her pussy and helped her jerk them down along with her panties. She kicked them off and he backed up just far enough to throw off his suit jacket and the rest of his clothes, for once uncaring about where they landed. When he was nude and she was down to only her bra, Oscar pulled Alicia back to the bed with him. He sat and guided her onto his lap, her ass to him.



Alicia reached back and grabbed his prick. His legs were spread wide, and she twined hers around them, spreading her hips even wider as she sank down onto his cock. “Fuck,” she cried out, then turned her head sideways, blushing.



“I want you to be as vocal as you want to be,” Oscar growled. “Because I’m going to want to say some very dirty things to you too right now.”



“Like what?” she whimpered, already rising up to drop back down with a hard slap of their bodies.



He cupped her tits and jerked the bra down to thumb her nipples as she bounced on top of him. “Like how much I love your pussy wrapped around me, baby.”



“Unnnh huh,” she gasped.



“Like I love looking at your face like that,” he said, pointing at one of the pictures. “Caught forever like you’re begging to be fucked.”



“Yessss, fuck me…”



He tweaked her nipples and drove a hand down to the connection of their flesh, seeking her clit. She gasped and bounced harder, her ass slapping down on him. Fire swept through her, a desire and a hunger like she’d never felt before. So far their lovemaking had been tightly controlled – fun and sweet and she loved it so much, but Alicia needed this too, this kind of release of them both finally letting go.



It shocked her how fast she came with him playing with her clit and cupping her breast. Just minutes into their frantic sex and Alicia bucked down hard against him, screaming out, “Oscar!” She had to stop, had to brace herself on his knee or else she really was going to fall. He roped his arms around her, holding her still, his tongue tracing her earlobe as she shivered all over him.



When she had enough time to rest, Oscar growled, “On your hands and knees.”



She hurried to obey, getting on the bed and spinning around so he could take her facing the pictures again. Over her shoulder as he lined up behind her again, she moaned, “I love this, I love you in control…”



He grinned and squeezed her ass. “Good. Because I’m going to want to take from time to time.”



“Yes, take m-” Alicia’s eyes rolled up as Oscar thrust into her again. “-m-me!”



That angle – oh Lord, that angle. She was already sated but Oscar’s wild abandon left her craving more. The way he was grinding against her spot with every thrust made her moan and rock back. Their relationship walls went from crumbling slowly to falling with the most fantastic of crashes. He took her with no hesitation, no reservation, and still he was so good, so practiced.



And all the while, as the pleasure overwhelmed her again, leaving her stuttering out his name as Alicia came and came and came, she stared at herself in those pictures and grinned.



* * *



Working at a mortuary played hell on Alicia’s unsteady emotions. She was proud of remaining professional while fielding calls and in-person visits from people trying to take care of funeral arrangements for their loved ones. But it nearly broke her spirit, especially when she helped a lovely young woman with the preparations for her recently deceased husband, both of whom were younger than Alicia.



She couldn’t get the image out of her mind of Oscar at that age, doing the same thing for his lost love Malin. It haunted her all that morning, seeing the woman’s face so broken and so lost. There was no other family that showed up either. Alicia couldn’t help coming around her counter to console the young woman when she finally came out of her meeting with the funeral director. It got Alicia a gentle talking-to about boundaries and needing to remain professional but she didn’t care and she had the distinct feeling the funeral director didn’t really either. They were words. A reaction. A mechanism he had to say in order to hold onto his own balance.



She needed to see Oscar, and decided it was finally time to check out his office. Lunch, she thought. She’d bring him lunch. Internally, she fretted about whether or not it was appropriate to surprise him. Maybe she was being too intrusive. Maybe he was busy.



“Call him, you idjit,” she told herself in the mirror.



She did, and the pleasant office secretary answered with a cheerful, “Skin Deep Audio Production, this is Susie, how may I direct your call?”



“Oh, hello. This is… um… I’m Oscar’s… ah… ah… I’m living with…” Alicia cleared her throat, and tried to start over. “Is Oscar around? I… I don’t want to bother him, you know, he’s at work and I… oh gosh, I’m fumbling this terribly.”



Susie laughed. “Let me transfer you up there. If he’s busy, it’ll just go to voicemail. Sound good?”



“Yes. Perfect. Thank you.”



“Absolutely. I’ll put you through.”



A pleasant tune came on the line, some pop rock tune Alicia recognized but couldn’t place, and a moment later, Oscar said with mellow good cheer, “This is Oscar.”



“Hey, hon.” Alicia winced and immediately said, “Oh God, I mean… hey, Oscar.”



“Hey yourself, hon,” he said, and she could practically see his lopsided smirk.



“Are you smirking?”



“Maybe. What’s up?”



“Am I interrupting anything?”



“Not at the moment.”



“I was thinking about bringing you by lunch? If you’re not busy and you don’t have any other plans.”



“Hey, yes! Come by. I’d love for you to see the place.”



“Really?”



He chuckled. “Yes, really.”



“What would you like for lunch?”



“Surprise me. There are drinks here so don’t worry about that.”



She thought of the Bruin and smiled. “Perfect. See you soon?”



“Absolutely. I’ll let security know on the first floor to add you to the permanent visitor list. You’ll just need to show them some ID and then they’ll unlock the elevator for you.”



“Very bad guy lair-like.”



“Right? All I need is a volcano.”



They said their goodbyes, and she hurried to the Bruin. Her old manager Shannia worked the till when she walked in and rushed to give Alicia a hug. It was just the hello she needed, and it nearly set her off all over again. After she put in an order – Oscar’s favorite was the buffalo chicken sandwich and their coleslaw, and she was craving a teriyaki burger – she accompanied Shannia, helping her clear tables and serve the customers.



“Believe it or not, I kinda miss the place,” Alicia said.



“Well, you’re always welcome back. What are you up to these days?”



“Working at a mortuary.”



Shannia’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re joking.”



“No. Not at all. The money’s good, but… I don’t know. Look, maybe… maybe if you need someone a couple hours during the afternoons on weekdays. Nothing more than that, but give me a call.”



“I’ll take you up on it, if you’re serious.”



“I am,” Alicia said. She gave Shannia a one-armed hug when the order was up, and headed out into the sunshine, oddly happy. The diner could be exhausting but it was friendly enough and she knew the work well.



At the building housing Oscar’s business, she found a parking garage a block away and headed for his building, the bag of food swinging on her fingers. Decorative stone blocks out front were accompanied by concrete benches. The building itself was a nice mixture of white walls with dark, nearly black windows. It was a modern look without a lot of flair, leaving that to the grounds surrounding it.



Inside, a heavyset man with a cap of fine white hair sat behind an L-shaped counter. He rose to his feet, greeted her with a smile and glanced at her proffered ID before punching a button on his desk. The elevator doors slid open and she headed upstairs, feeling like she was visiting some strange new world.



The doors opened on a nice, short hallway leading into a big open office area. Along the hallway’s glossy wooden walls was written in sleek, bold letters, “SKIN DEEP AUDIO.” A woman at a desk facing the elevator rose up and greeted Alicia, also with a smile. This was already the friendliest office building she’d ever been in and she hadn’t even made it to Oscar’s desk yet.



“Alicia? Hi, I’m Susie. We spoke on the phone.”



“Hi, yes,” Alicia said, hurrying to her and jabbing her hand out like it was a weapon. “Um, sorry, I’m just very nervous.”



Susie shook and came around her desk. “Oh, don’t be. Oscar mentioned you’d be stopping by. He’s a floor up.”



“Oh, sorry, the security guy told me this floor.”



Susie chuckled and shook her head. “No, no, it’s through a private elevator bank. We have a few celebrities come in from time to time and we don’t want everyone having access to that floor. Come on, follow me, I’ll take you upstairs.”



Yep. An entirely different world.



The second elevator brought her up to a silent floor done in stylish shades of grays. Windows along the walls peeked into podcast recording and server rooms. A group of people in the podcast room were seated around an oval table, two laughing completely silent as a third waved her arms frantically, deep in the midst of a story.



Oscar’s voice carried from around the corner. He stood with a very familiar giant of a man, and Alicia smiled at the sight. Oscar’s eyes flicked in Alicia and Susie’s direction, and he lit up.



“Hey, there you are!” Oscar came to Alicia, wrapped an arm around her, and gave her a kiss. To Susie, he said, “Thanks, Susie.”



“You bet! Let me know if you need anything else.”



“We will.’



“Hello again,” Tobias rumbled. He stepped forward and offered her a hand.



“Oh no, you get a hug,” Alicia said. “I can’t thank you enough for helping us get together.”



“Ah, hey,” Tobias said, grinning and accepting the hug. “He’s my best friend. If I can help the goofy bastard fall in love…”



“Ah,” Oscar said. “Ah. Um.”



“Hasn’t said it yet, has he?” Tobias asked. “Don’t worry. He will.”



Alicia said, “I wish I’d known you were here. I would have brought you lunch too.”



“My heart is wounded,” Tobias said, clutching at his breast. “But it can be made right by you and the stammering numbskull coming over for dinner sometime. I got a new smoker and I need victims to try it out on. Keith’s too nice to tell me my roast is terrible.”



“Oh, we will absolutely be your guinea pigs,” Alicia said, enjoying Oscar’s bland expression.



“Stammering numbskull?” Oscar muttered.



“I’ll leave you to it,” Tobias said. He winked at Alicia. “Good to see you. Glad you stuck around.”



“Me too,” she said.



Tobias sauntered off towards the elevator and Oscar shook his head, sighing good-naturedly. He showed Alicia into his office. It was well decorated, with a handcrafted desk centering the room. His big leather chair looked insanely comfortable, but then again, so did the pair of armchairs against one wall. Oscar pulled one of them out, spun it around, and commandeered a table from its lamp to stuff it between the two chairs. Alicia took a seat, and he grinned when he saw where the food was from.



“Just was thinking how much I craved this coleslaw,” he said. “It’s really the best thing there.”



“It was good being back there,” Alicia said. “As weird as it sounds, I missed it. Or maybe just the work. It was a long morning.” She explained as they ate, and Oscar listened without saying much of anything, his attentive eyes fixated on her. When she finished, she said, “I don’t think I’m going to last at the mortuary. Not with the baby. It feels like… like I’m putting a cloud over myself.”



“What would you do, if you could?” he asked, reaching for a napkin and patting at his lips.



She thought about that. “I like the diner but I don’t want to be a waitress my whole life. I think… hm. I’d love to learn to cook. I mean really cook for a nice restaurant.”



“Like professional classes,” Oscar said.



“Yeah.”



“So what about, say, community college courses?”



“Spring courses already started,” Alicia said, but she liked the idea. There was a beautiful small community college south of the condo. She knew people who used to go there and they really liked it.



“Why not the fall?” Oscar asked. “You’re due in April, right?”



“Yes. Well, late April, really May.”



“So take the summer, enjoy being with your girl, and we get some help with the baby in the fall. And it’s not like full time school, unless you wanted to take more classes. Which might be kind of fun.”



Alicia swirled a fry through ketchup and stared at him. “You’re serious.”



“Absolutely. There were days I came into that diner and you were frazzled and worn out, but most the time, you seemed really in your element. You’re already a good cook, and I think you could be a spectacular one. If this is what you want to do, you know I’m happy to support you. It’s something to think about, anyways.”



She rose up and came over to kiss him gently. “That’s not because of your money. It’s because you are… you’re just you. You are impossibly supportive, you know that?”



He looked up into her eyes and brushed her stomach with his hand. “I’m here for you. Always.”



She nodded, and kissed him again. “I’ll think about it. But it’s a really good plan. I guess the big question is how I’ll feel once I have the baby, you know?”



He roped an arm around her waist and drew her in so she was sitting on his lap. She hugged him loosely, feeling immensely lazy and happy all at once. They forgot about the food for a long while, lost in the contentment of each other and both of them thinking about Tobias’s words about Oscar loving her.



* * *



The third shoot started with Alicia producing a garment bag at Naomi’s studio.



“I can’t wait to see what you picked out for your outfits this time,” Oscar said, running a hand down to her bottom as they headed for the front door.



“Oh, these aren’t mine,” Alicia said, turning to grin at him. “They’re yours.”



He blinked at her. “Sorry?”



The door opened, and Naomi stepped out. “Hey you two!” she called out.



Oscar still stared at Alicia as she beamed at the other woman. “Hey, Naomi. I just told him he’s going to be taking part.”



“I am?” Oscar asked.



“Oh yes,” Alicia said, and shivered delightedly.



As it turned out, they would each only be wearing one outfit, but the outfits were killer. In the garment bag was arguably his best suit, black and white with a silky tie. Alicia took a lot longer to prepare, finally emerging in a playfully short red skirt, a plunging black top, and thigh-high black lace stockings that drew Oscar’s eyes to her long, toned legs.



“Like it?” she asked, swirling for him and drawing up the skirt just high enough that he could see a hint of her thong.



He looked up, his eyes blazing. “You know I do.”



“Good. One rule,” Alicia said, coming for him and trailing her nails down his chest and all the way to his belt. She leaned up and whispered in his ear, “No fucking me.”



Her hand dipped inside his slacks and she gave his hardening prick a squeeze.



“So… you two are official now?” Naomi asked, amused.



“Are we, honey?” Alicia asked, giving Oscar another squeeze.



For an answer to that, he gripped the back of her neck and kissed her.



“Wait. Let me get a shot of you two kissing just like that.” Naomi said. She rushed to reposition one of her lights, then snatched up her camera. Alicia grinned against Oscar’s lips as his cock lengthened in her hand, then she pulled free. Naomi got a few shots of their lips together and his hand on the back of Alicia’s neck.



Alicia pushed Oscar back to a chaise longue and down to a seated position. He stared up at her as she straddled him on her knees. Naomi ordered them to freeze again, and shifted her lights so she could catch their shadows on the wall behind them. Both of them were still completely clothed and yet Alicia felt like the pictures had never been hotter as the camera clicked away.



She tossed her hair back – click! – and brought Oscar’s hands to her baby bump. She would be entering her final trimester soon, and her belly would swell so much, her whole body ripening with life. Oscar stared up at her, devoid of his usual adoration and warmth. In its place was a raw, almost furious desire, and she loved it.



Alicia pulled his head to her breast so his chin rested on it. Then she pushed him back again and lifted her shirt slowly – click! click! – up over her stomach, almost all the way to her breasts. “Kiss it,” she told Oscar.



So far throughout their relationship, he kept his fetish for her pregnancy well under control, barely acknowledging her stomach when they made love. Now, though, he didn’t hesitate, and dropped his mouth to her curve, breathing deep the lotion she applied earlier. He kissed her stomach, his hands clutching at her waist before roaming the swell and coming up to cup her tits. He stared back up at her as she grasped his hands in hers and Naomi snapped away picture after picture.



“This is hot,” she breathed. “Help her out of the shirt.”



Oscar did, with Naomi getting a great shot of him lifting the top up and over Alicia’s face, her breasts in her black barely-there bra just begging to be sucked on and licked. They swapped positions, Alicia looking up with Oscar’s hardened prick in his trousers just a couple inches from her mouth while he shrugged off his jacket and undid his tie. Without being told, Alicia unbuttoned his oxford and leaned in to trace his hard muscles with her tongue, going down, down, all the way down to the delicious vee of muscle just poking up out of the top of his trousers.



“Down to your underwear, but nothing more than that,” Alicia said.



“Hey, I’m down for it if you two are,” Naomi said, her cheeks bright red.



Alicia grinned at their photographer friend. “Maybe with the next pregnancy we’ll have some fun with you too.”



“Jesus,” Oscar breathed.



He worked at his belt, and Naomi got a great shot of Alicia leaning back, one foot on the floor, one under her butt as she watched Oscar with gleaming eyes. She had Oscar freeze before his slacks came down, and slid off the chair to kneel in front of him, still staring up as she reached for his trousers and pulled them down for him. It took everything he had not to repeat his performance the last time they were in this studio and he jerked off onto Alicia’s tits, but he managed. He helped Alicia to her feet and they got a few great pictures of him cradling her from behind, his big hands roaming her naked belly and her lace-covered breasts, her with a look of rapturous, sleepy pleasure with her head rolling back, him kissing her neck, her shoulder, or looking over to stare at her stomach.



Oscar dropped to his knees from that position, this time helping Alicia first out of her high heels and then the skirt. They took a few variations on poses for that one, first with him using his fingers, then in a moment of inspiration, Oscar tried it with his mouth. It led to one of the best shots of the bunch, a picture of him with a mouthful of her skirt, her cheek barely revealed.



When he rose to his feet again, Alicia directed him to sit on another chair. She joined him, this time resting on his thigh and roping her arm around him. His hand went naturally to her stomach. They stared into each other’s eyes as his big fingers splayed out across her skin, and she whispered into his ear, “I’m so wet right now you could touch me there and I’d come.”



Oscar’s attention whipped to Naomi. “I need to take care of her. No shots below the waist.”



Naomi nodded, her mouth agape. “S-sure…” she said.



Alicia didn’t come at just a brush, but when he cupped her sex and drove his fingers up and down the length of her wet slit through her thong, she didn’t last long. Her mouth dropped to his neck and she sucked at his skin as she welcomed the sensations flooding her whole body. From her neck all the way to her toes, every brush of her pussy drove her wild. Naomi focused on their faces and upper bodies as Alicia whimpered her need into the crook of Oscar’s neck, her words lost to her. The moment she came was forever caught on film, her eyes closing, her lips leaving him as she rolled her head back, her hair spilling down across her back. She gushed against the fabric he rubbed.



Alicia’s shaky feet hit the ground and she stood, her hand trembling as it reached for Oscar. They stood together, her lips on his shoulder again as she reached into his briefs and wrapped her hand around the slick tip of his cock. She jerked him off with hard, short strokes, stopping her kisses and resting her cheek against him, looking into Naomi’s camera with a faint smile. The photographer came around and caught Oscar’s more solemn brink of ecstasy, his face severe. His hands wrapped around Alicia, holding her as close as he could without breaking her rhythm, and soon he grunted her name.



In the last moments, Alicia kissed him, her eyes light where his were dark. In the picture that eventually hung on their wall, it was a beautiful contrast, the beauty and the older beast. It would forever be one of their favorite pictures together.



* * *



February, and New Bainbridge finally saw winter begin to recede, and in a hurry. Fifteen degrees one day, the next brought sunshine and something approximating warmth. Tobias declared they needed to do their barbeque while the barbequing was good, and told them in no uncertain terms to bring themselves and two sides to his house.



As it happened, though, Helen was in town that week too, and Alicia almost begged off until Tobias told her cheerfully to bring her family along and just to let him know how many to expect so he knew how much meat he was grilling. When told the news over the phone, Brandon said, “Who is this guy again?”



“Tobias Carroll,” Alicia said. “He’s a musician. You’ll like him. His partner too.”



“Why is that name familiar?” Brandon asked.



“Um, he was the lead singer for a band called Punch Happy Stuff?”



“Punch Happy Shit?” Brandon squawked. “We’re going to have dinner with the lead singer of Punch Happy Shit?”



“Oh, you’ve heard of them?” Alicia asked.



“Have I… have I…” Brandon muttered something off the phone then came back on. “Yes, I’ve heard of them! Squatting Hombres. The Death and Life of the Chupacabra. Throw the First Stone, I’ll Throw the First Grenade.”



“Is any of that English?” Alicia asked.



“They’re song titles,” Brandon said. Well, screeched, really. “They were gods in my skating days.”



“Huh. I haven’t heard of him. Oscar was in some bands too twenty years ago.”



“What ones?” Brandon asked.



Alicia pushed herself up. Her stomach felt like it expanded exponentially every day now, and the force she had to use to stand up irritated her. She needed new shoes, too. Her petite feet now looked like baby pigs, all round and bloated half the time.



Oscar was pecking away in his office, checking emails and blasting music through one earbud. When she knocked on the open door, he spun in his chair, smiling quizzically as he took out the earbud.



“Oh, leave it in, I won’t bug you long. I told Brandon about dinner with Tobias and mentioned he was in Punch Happy Stuff.”



“Shit.”



“Yes, them,” Alicia said. “I also told him you were in a few bands. Anything he might have heard of?”



“Verdania, but that was before they were famous.”



Alicia gaped at him. “Verdania?”



“Um. Yes.” Oscar grinned sheepishly. “I guess that never came up.”



Into the phone, Alicia said, “You know what? You’re going to ask him Friday. I have no idea if he’s putting me on or not.”



“What did he say?”



“Verdania.”



“No. Way. All right, we are so very in.”



“You would have been anyways.”



“Yeah… but PHS and Verdania? Come on. Come on!”



* * *



“This is a beautiful street,” Alicia said, gaping at the houses they passed. It wasn’t the nicest block in New Bainbridge, but it was like the suburban version of Oscar’s condo – upper middle-class. Lots of functionality and beauty, not so much heavy on the garishness.



“It really is,” Oscar said. They were driving his Jaguar, the first time he could get it out safely on the roads in months. She thought he seemed almost giddy behind its wheel, and smiled to herself. “What?”



“Boys and their toys.”



“Damn right,” he said, and patted the steering wheel. “She missed me.”



Tobias and Keith’s house was shaped almost like an H. The front entrance sat between two rooms jutting out towards the street. The driveway and sidewalk to the front door were edged in decorative stonework. They pulled up to the sidewalk, and Brandon and Helen pulled in behind them in their rental car. Helen’s parents were all too happy to babysit their grandchildren.



“Wow wow wow,” Helen said, gaping at the house. “Are you sure it’s okay we’re here?”



Oscar chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. Once you get beyond Tobias being a stunt double for Paul Bunyan, they’re pretty normal guys.”



Brandon dug in the back for the six packs of beer he bought for the occasion. “I am going to meet Tobias. I should have bought whiskey or… or… or tequila, or…”



“Relax,” Oscar said, coming around to grab the insulated bag full of their side dishes. “If it’s wet and alcoholic, they’ll love it.”



The front door was covered in warm wood panels. Oscar tried the door and found it open. He led the way in. The interior was just as warm as the outside, with plentiful windows and track lighting and lamps leaving the place feeling festively lit. To the left was an office, to the right a sitting room with a grand piano as the centerpiece. Along a wall were several gold records and plaques. On another were pictures of Tobias and Keith centered around one beautiful professional portrait of the pair done in charcoal, the two of them seated on a park bench, hands clasped. Oscar’s own living room was dotted with art from the same artist after he saw the portrait and liked the work.



Around a corner came an imposing giant who probably should have rocked the ground he stepped on. The effect of his size was greatly dampened by the ridiculous chef’s hat he wore which gave him another foot and a half of height.



“Welcome to the madhouse,” Tobias said, and threw back his head while he pounded his chest like King Kong.



“Dork,” Keith called out from the kitchen.



“Yeaaah,” Tobias said, grinning.



“Oh. Oh wow. It is you,” Brandon said.



“Honey!” Helen said, nudging him. “Hi, hello. Sorry. He’s a big fan. Thank you so much for having us.”



“A fan, huh? So you have no taste. Good. I need you manning the grill with me then to tell me my steaks are perfect.”



Brandon looked like he’d been uncorked and laughed. He raised the beer. “Hope this is a decent enough admittance fee.”



“Oh, damn, yes. Good taste,” Tobias said.



Keith whirred in, dressed in khakis and a tight black tee. “Come in, ignore his manners. Make yourselves at home.” He took the beer from Brandon. “We’ll put these in the fridge. There’s wine, more beer, more… really, anything alcoholic.”



“Told you,” Oscar said to Brandon, and the other man grinned.



Keith continued on, “And of course, plenty of nonalcoholic, noncaffeinated for you, my dear.” He came forward and held out his hand to Alicia. “You are just as beautiful as Tobias mentioned.”



“Aw, thank you,” Alicia said, blushing. “It’s so nice to meet you finally. Oscar’s said nothing but kind things. You have an incredible home.”



“Come see the rest of it,” Keith said, “or if you like, grab something to drink and join Tobias out back.”



“I’ll put the food out in the kitchen and catch up,” Oscar said.



From the moment she met Keith, Alicia felt as welcomed as family. He would have been intimidating in his own right, a fair bit north of six foot. But where Tobias and Oscar were very much dangerous looking men, Keith was softer and had a way of moving about like a cat. It wasn’t quite effeminate, but precise. He cut through a room like a scalpel.



Taking her arm in his, he showed her the house like they were old friends. He was particularly proud of their recently finished basement, with a massive PHS memorabilia and guitar room as well as his pride and joy.



“I designed the room myself,” he said guiding her past an old-school popcorn machine on a cart and down a short movie-styled ramp. He pulled aside a heavy velvet curtain at the door and gestured inside. “Our very own theater.”



“Oh my gosh,” Alicia breathed, stepping in. Three rows of big, plush leather chairs sat on elevated platforms like a real movie theater, with a massive screen at the front of the room. “This is incredible.”



“Toby and I, our first date was to the movies,” Keith said, running his hand over the back of one of the chairs. “We’re fiends for them. I love getting to the theater with him, but for our old favorites… well, it must seem indulgent, but this has been a dream for years.”



“You’ve turned a house into a home,” Alicia said. “This obviously was done with love. And you did all this?”



“Yes. The basement was unfinished when we moved in. That took some doing because it was all basically one exposed space and a tiny bathroom. As you’ve noticed, we’re not tiny men. We contracted the bigger work and redesigned the space. I told Tobias he could have the rest of the basement, but I wanted this room.”



“It turned out wonderfully,” Alicia said.



“You’ll have to come by sometime and watch something with us. You and Oscar both.”



“Absolutely. I’ll look forward to it. Do you do this professionally?”



“No, my first time,” Keith said. He chuckled. “That’s why it took so long. I must have taken down the sound baffling at least… oh, thirty times. I’m an engineer at the power plant.”



“Oh wow, that’s impressive,” Alicia said.



“And what do you do?”



“Um. Well, I kind of… sort of work at a mortuary. Taking calls and helping people make appointments. And I’m waitressing a few hours here and there.”



“At the Bruin, yes? I think that’s where Oscar said he met you?”



“That’s right,” Alicia said. “He came in two, maybe three times a week.”



“To see you,” Keith said, and tapped his heart.



“Well, that and the coleslaw.”



“Oh no. The way he speaks to Tobias and I about you, that man’s been in love since the day he came in there.”



Alicia ran her hand along the back of the closest chair. “It’s been such a strange time.”



“How so?”



She realized that however much she liked Keith, he was still basically a stranger. “Nothing. I… sorry. Just the good old pregnancy hormones.”



He seemed to sense her unease and said, “Well, how about a virgin daiquiri and we join the others?”



“Sounds great,” Alicia said. “Really, it’s such a lovely home.”



As they headed upstairs, Keith talked some about how he and Tobias met at a mutual friend’s party. Tobias, ever the bolder one of the two, or so Keith claimed, introduced himself with a brazen, “Holy shit, I love that ass.” Alicia was still laughing about that when he started in on her virgin daiquiri. She helped herself to a plate of the appetizers they brought, and they headed into the backyard where Tobias was now playing basketball with Helen and Brandon while an amused Oscar manned the grill.



“Oh no, he abandoned you?” Keith asked.



“He was bitching about the steaks!” Tobias rumbled as he swatted down a shot from Helen.



“High heat, sear, medium heat,” Oscar said, shaking his head. “Cooked his way we’d be eating charcoal.”



Keith, to Alicia, muttered, “Sometimes I think they’re the ones in a relationship.” Alicia giggled.



Tobias wasn’t long in returning to the barbeque, and the steaks were decidedly uncharcoalish. They ate, and laughed, and told more stories.



As Keith cleared the plates and took care of the leftovers, Brandon, on his fourth or fifth beer, asked Tobias and Oscar, “You guys been friends long?”



“Two decades,” Tobias said.



“At least that,” Oscar agreed. “I wasn’t even twenty when we met. We played a lot of local shows together, ended up hanging out.”



“This asshole could outdrink me even back then,” Tobias said.



“He was the friend I could rely on. Malin always used to say Tobias was the light beer version of trouble. Just dangerous enough to get me buzzed, but not so much I’d be suffering the day after.”



Tobias held out his near-empty bottle and clinked with Oscar. He pointed at Alicia. “Malin would love you. Does. If there’s an angel watching out for us washed-up yahoos, it’s her.”



“Thank you,” Alicia murmured.



There was silence for a while as they contemplated the firepit. Brandon, ever helpful at shifting somber moods, said to Oscar, “Any chance we hear you play sometime?”



“You probably have,” Keith said. “Wallace Pearcy’s ‘Gin Bunny?’”



Brandon and Helen gaped at Oscar, and Brandon asked, “Wait, really?”



Oscar nodded. “Most of the guitar you hear on that album is me. Pearcy hurt his hand a few weeks into production.”



“Bull,” Tobias said, leaning back and folding his hands behind his head. “He hurt his hand, sure, but he was so tweaked out on pills afterwards the execs needed to stuff him in rehab. That album’s ninety percent Oscar, ten percent Pearcy.”



“That’s an exaggeration,” Oscar said. To Brandon, he said, “Come by the studio Monday. If you’d like to hear me play, I need to lay down opening music for an audiobook we’re doing.”



“Why not a little session right now?” Tobias asked. “Come on, man.”



“Only if you play some too,” Oscar said.



Tobias shoved off his chair far faster than a man of his size should have been able to move, and darted for the house. Alicia took Oscar’s hand and squeezed it. He leaned over and kissed her.



“Have you thought about names for the baby?” Helen asked.



“I’ve got it narrowed down to twenty,” Alicia said. “Well… twenty-five. But I keep thinking of new ones and the list doesn’t stop changing.”



“We were the same way,” Brandon said. “Need anything as far as baby stuff?”



Alicia sighed. “Everything. I’ve barely got a start on the shopping.”



“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about turning the office into a nursery,” Oscar said. “If that’s what you’d like. Or one of the extra bedrooms, if you prefer.”



“That would be great,” Alicia said. “I think my old bedroom would work perfect.”



“The light,” Oscar said.



“The light,” Alicia agreed.



“Need help moving furniture?” Keith asked.



“Appreciated,” Oscar said.



“Let me know when,” Keith said. The sliding door to the backyard opened right at that moment, and he added, “I’ll volunteer Tobias too.”



“Oh, what did I get signed up for?” Tobias grumbled. He carried two guitar cases with him. One was yellow with a red stick figure on it, two middle fingers raised. The other was faded black, well loved and unremarkable save for a sticker of the Eiffel Tower on the neck.



Oscar sat up straight. His breath escaped him like a soft whimper. “Of course you’d still have it,” he said, his voice shaky.



“What is it?” Brandon asked as Tobias handed over the black leather case. Helen grabbed his knee and shook her head. “What?”



“It was… ah, a gift,” Oscar said. His throat worked as he worked the clasps. “Malin gave it to me for my nineteenth birthday. She helped make this one. Our initials are… are carved into the inside.”



“Oh,” Brandon said softly. “I’m sorry.”



“No, no,” Oscar said. “It’s the right guitar for the moment, I think.” He looked at Alicia. “We both carry a part of who we were. We wouldn’t have come together without them.”



She nodded, wishing she had the right words to accompany that. Oscar lifted from the case a beautiful burnished guitar, light, almost tan on one side, darkening nearly to black on the other. He caressed it, and ran his fingers along the strings gently. While he tuned it, Tobias cradled his own guitar, a beautiful light cherry finish to it. He strummed it, listened, tweaked a tuning key, tested another chord, and tweaked another key. This time, when he strummed it, he nodded absently to himself and launched immediately into a nursery rhyme, only much, much bawdier.



When Oscar was ready, he nodded to Tobias, and what followed was one of the more entertaining and strangely emotionally draining half-hours of Alicia’s life. The men were experts at their craft, not just good with their guitars, but in synch with each other in a blink of an eye. Tobias took the lead on singing, with Oscar unexpectedly belting out the occasional backup vocal or cutting in with a lyric with an ease that could have only come from doing this before many times.



In Brandon, she saw rapt glee. In Helen, Alicia’s beloved cousin, she saw amusement at her husband’s fanboying and her own delight when they covered songs she recognized. From Keith, Alicia saw the same warmth and love directed at Tobias in much the same way as she felt towards Oscar.



Love.



Alicia knew from a previous mistake in high school that a guitar-carrying guy could be her weakness, that music could draw out and manipulate her emotions. She was not immune to that now, but the truth was, she also saw things with an immense clarity. Saw the warm comfort of Oscar, his steadfastness, his sturdiness. His pain too, yes, but like he said, they both carried it and it was part of what united them.



Alicia found her love for him in those minutes. It had always been there, perhaps since longer than she’d ever realized, but it needed to be refined, shaped, and brought out to the sound of her sweet man’s voice and his fingers on his strings. Her heart soared, and Alicia, for the first time in so very long, felt safe. And when he looked up from the guitar strings into her eyes, she saw the love returned, tenfold, a hundredfold, a thousandfold. Oscar smiled, and Alicia smiled too.



* * *



Later, in the soft glow of their lamplights in bed, Alicia rubbed lotion across her belly. She was nude, and Oscar was cute in his way of pointedly ignoring the slow circles of her fingers across the swell of her stomach. No longer so small a bump, she thought to herself, amused and so very warm. The final trimester. What a strange journey, but such a beautiful ending.



“Oscar?”



“Hm?” He was seated against the headboard, and had been reading the same two or three pages for minutes on end, his eyes flicking towards her occasionally.



“I want you to come here and do this for me.”



“Sure.”



He set aside the book and came around to her side of the bed. She stared up at him, at his almost boyish shyness. He took the lotion and spread some in his palms. Alicia grasped his wrists and brought them to her skin.



“I don’t want you to ever be shy with what you want,” she murmured. “I already know you find this sexy.”



“I…”



“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I want you to tell me what you find attractive. Tell me everything you want to. What it is you want from me. What it is about this you find sexy. I want us to stop hiding from each other.”



Oscar tensed, but his gaze never left hers. Slowly, so slowly she barely realized he was doing it, his fingers made small circles on her glowing skin.



“It’s two things for me,” he said, his voice a low husk that nearly made her shiver. “The idea of you being… hmm, full drives me crazy. Your stomach.” His fingers swept in wider circles and Alicia parted her thighs as she pushed her stomach into his hands, finally drawing his eyes down. He looked back up, then leaned in and said even lower, “Your breasts. The thought of them full of milk…” His lips brushed her nipple and she reached for the breast, cupping it and offering it up to him. They were so sensitive she gasped as he sucked the nipple into his mouth. His hand returned to her stomach and he stroked it as he feasted on her breast.



“I’ll feed it to you sometime,” Alicia whispered. “Let you drink from me.”



His sucking intensified, and he shifted around, his hand at her stomach falling lower, lower. He cupped her sex as she fell backwards onto the bed, losing herself in his fantasy. The thought of him sucking the milk out of her while he did this, fingering her pussy, it made her nearly as hot as he clearly was.



He sucked and teased her hard nipple. They were so much bigger now, readying for motherhood. She liked the way they looked, and yes, the sensitivity could be a pain – sometimes literally – but in this moment she had never experienced anything like this. Even without Oscar’s three fingers sliding in and out of her wet slit, she would have been so turned on by just his tongue and mouth at her nipple.



He broke away to bring his attention to her other breast, his tongue trailing cool wetness across the valley of her cleavage. “Tell me the other thing,” she said, her own hands falling behind her head as she thrust her chest up to him.



Oscar kissed and sucked that nipple, nearly ignoring her, but then he leaned up and stared down at her, stroking his cock. “It’s the thought of you… It’s the thought of… of…”



“Tell me, Oscar” Alicia begged him as his fingers punched in and out of her pussy, her legs spread as wide as she could. “Don’t hold back.”



“I want to fuck you,” he growled. And with that, he pulled his fingers free of her. He shot off the bed and gripped his dick, his eyes almost furious with desire as he plunged deep into her with one sharp thrust. Alicia shot up onto her elbows, gasping with the pleasure of it, with the fulfillment she wanted so bad. He continued, his voice a low, hoarse growl. “I want to fill you up.” He dropped a hand to her breast and again stooped to suck at the nipple for just the briefest of seconds before he started ramming that cock into her over and over and over again.



As Alicia gripped the sheets and lost herself to the first of a wave of orgasms that never seemed to end that night, she heard the words he finally wanted to speak.



“I want to make you pregnant. Over and over again I want to make you pregnant.”



Her orgasm rocked her. Made her spine pop as she arched her breasts up. She felt nothing but the pleasure, forgetting to breathe, thoughts vanishing from her mind. She existed in that moment utterly connected to Oscar, her body wrapped in rapture.



Usually he would give her a minute to come down. Not this time. They were both too wound up for that. Oscar took her. Oscar
 used
 her. And Alicia loved it.



His strokes were mad with passion, his eyes gone to some place of taboo lust. His skin slapped against hers, his cock filling every inch she could take. His hands rested on her belly, roaming, squeezing. He dropped his head a few times to suck at her tits, the only time his intense pace slowed. When he did this, his hand slid from her belly to her clit. With his cock still deep inside her, the sensations drove her wild. Alicia never dropped far from the edge of orgasm. Just when she began to relax, the falling sensation started all over again and she went boneless with it, helpless, unable to do anything but feel.



Finally, Oscar growled, “Alicia…”



“…want you… come on me…” she gasped.



He jerked out of her, his dick glistening with her slickness. His hands went to it and she pushed herself up to a sitting position, her whole body shaking and utterly drained – but not so drained as to quit now. Alicia grabbed at his hands and pulled them aside, taking his prick in both hands. She stared up at him as she aimed him where she wanted it, not on her breasts, not on her face, not on her pussy, but on her stomach. He released with a moan, his warmth coating her in great big streaks. She dripped him from her round swell, and gasped, “Phone.”



“What?” he asked, not sure if he heard right.



“Get your phone,” Alicia croaked.



He fumbled for it and gave it over to her. She positioned it so she could take a picture of his come on her stomach, with just the bottom slopes of her breasts showing. With that, the last of her energy was spent, and Alicia dropped back onto the bed again, giggling softly. Oscar rested beside her, and she stroked his cheek.



“Don’t ever be ashamed,” she whispered.



“What I said, I meant it,” Oscar said. He teased his fingers through his come and rubbed it against her skin like he had the lotion earlier. “I want to have a dozen kids with you. It’s more than the fetish. I want a life with you, Alicia.”



“I want that too,” she whispered. “I love you.”



His dark, contemplative look turned into something pleased and surprised. His fingers stopped their lazy motions and he brought them to her cheek to kiss her with such gentleness it was hard to believe this was the same man from just a few minutes ago.



“I love you too,” he whispered against her lips.



* * *



Only three shoots left, and the last one was iffy, depending on when Alicia went into labor.



Naomi wasn’t available on Valentine’s Day, so Oscar and Alicia flew to visit his family that weekend. It was clear from the start where Oscar inherited his personality from. His father was a quiet, reserved man just like his son, but Oscar’s mother more than made up for it. A boisterous, cheerful soul, she whirred around like a hummingbird, never quite settling in one spot. They adored Alicia, though they had questions about the discrepancy in their ages. Alicia assured them Oscar wasn’t robbing the cradle and they were comforted by the idea that this was a friendship long before it was a relationship.



Oscar and Alicia spent Valentine’s Day itself out on the family cabin cruiser. It was the biggest boat Alicia had ever been on, and she fell in love with it. The forward cabin was just a slip of a thing, with barely enough room for a small bed padded like a futon and a bathroom so small Oscar had to duck to use it. That bed was where they spent most of their time, staring up at the skylights while they cuddled and made love on the sleepily rocking waves. Later he taught her how to shell crab at a lovely little restaurant with a grand view of the coastline. If Oscar proposed to her right then and there, she would have gushed yes faster than he could have pulled out the ring.



Brief as that vacation was, it was one of the best weekends of Alicia’s life. At the airport, she happily promised his parents they would bring out their daughter as soon as she was up for traveling.



Everyone went silent at that, and Alicia realized what she said. Not her daughter. Their. She looked at Oscar, blinking back tears, and he came to her, to kiss her, to hold her. And on the plane back, he didn’t stop smiling.



Naomi scheduled the shoot for the next weekend, a scenic affair up in the mountains near New Bainbridge. Oscar knew a doctor and an artist who owned a small piece of property up there as a summer home and they gladly let them borrow the place for the shoot.



The cabin was a small studio styled home with a later addition adding a large bedroom and a modern, luxurious bathroom with a stunning freestanding tub that became the centerpiece for one of their best sets of photos yet. Alicia filled the tub with steaming hot water and added a bath bomb. She sank into the tub and rested back against it, sleepily smiling for the camera in a way that wasn’t entirely faked. Fully nude, with nothing hidden in the soft sudsy water, she was a vision, but Naomi tapped her thumb against her lip.



“Stay just like that,” she said, and rushed out to the cabin’s main room to fetch a chair. She brought it in, and told Oscar, “Grab my waist when I step up here. Don’t be shy.”



Naomi positioned the chair right by the tub and climbed up on top of it. Oscar did as he was told, reaching up to grab her by the waist of her jeans. She leaned over the top, angling her camera straight down at Alicia and getting a set of terrific shots.



With Alicia still nude, they took the next set of shots with her in front of the fireplace. Oscar started a small fire, and it gave Alicia’s silky hair and smooth skin a glow that amplified her own. They worked in reverse like that, first getting a few shots of her draping a hand across her breasts and her sex, then adding in a sheet from a pantry, and finally building back up to her wearing a pair of frilly, playful panties and a matching bra. Oscar really liked her in a long-sleeved flannel shirt and a pair of cutoff jean shorts, an outfit she bought for this occasion. She tied off the shirt under her breasts and did her hair in a pair of quick, messy pigtails, giving her a playful cowgirl look. They got a great shot of her near the mantel, with one finger on her tapping her bottom lip as she looked over her shoulder with a  smile.



Oscar joined in at that point, dressed in an uncharacteristic pair of jeans and a white work shirt. Alicia loved a shot of him with his back to the wall outside the cabin as she leaned with her butt against him. One of his hands slipped up under her shirt and cupped her breast while the other rested on her belly. That set really got good when the hand on her belly dipped low and he slipped three fingers into the hem of Alicia’s shorts. It was an innocent pose – his fingers were on her hip, not anywhere near her sex – and yet it was highly erotically charged and sweet all at once.



“This place… it’s a little bit of heaven, isn’t it?” Alicia asked.



“It really is,” Oscar said.



“We should have bought you a cowboy hat,” Alicia told him.



“No cowboy hats. Never cowboy hats,”



She turned and kissed his chin. “You’d wear one for me.”



His stoic façade crumbled. Naomi caught a great shot of them like that, nothing sexual, but one she would transfer to canvas anyways. A pair of lovers, grinning at each other in the calm before the storm of new life.



* * *



Tobias and Keith helped Oscar clear out the bedroom for the nursery the week Cammy and Marcela flew back into town to finish up the last of the re-recordings for the album.



The three wanted to have the room cleared out by the time Alicia finished with her morning shift at the mortuary. But Tobias nursed a hangover from a party the night before with a couple of old touring roadies and demanded they stop after they hauled down the bed. If he didn’t get starches in him, he said, he was either going to die or murder someone. Neither Keith or Oscar were all that anxious to get back to work anyways, so they supported their wounded comrade in arms with fried potatoes, a mountain of pancakes, and pepper bacon, the hangover cure of champions.



There really wasn’t much to the room beyond the bed, so they were right on the verge of finishing up when Alicia came through the door to the condo, two heavy bags of groceries in hand. Ice cream, Oscar saw. Lots and lots of ice cream, and not just for her. Alicia’s latest craving was a spoonful or two of peanut butter on top of a small bowl of plain Jane vanilla ice cream. Since he was a sucker for ice cream as well, she always bought some in his favorite flavors too. But this was a lot, even by her standards.



“Hey you guys!” Alicia said, and Oscar knew he was right. There was a brittleness to her cheer. Something was wrong. And given that she just finished up her shift at the mortuary, he could guess what it was.



“Hey yourself,” Tobias said. The end table he held looked like a curio box in his arms. “Almost done.”



Oscar put down the box he was carrying and came to Alicia to wrap an arm around her and give her a kiss. She smiled for him, but her eyes glimmered and he reached up to brush the tears away. “Bad one?” he asked quietly.



She nodded. “A teenager. It… it really got to me. I quit after the family left.”



“Aw, hell,” Oscar said. “Come on, sit down. Guys, I will get the rest later.”



Keith came to Alicia and laid a hand on her arm. She gave him a hug too. He said to Oscar, “Nonsense. We’ll finish up. It won’t take maybe… twenty minutes.”



“If that,” Tobias said. “You two talk. Won’t even notice we’re here.”



He proved his words immediately wrong by bashing the back of a chair with the end table. It elicited a surprised snort of a laugh out of Alicia and she brushed at her eyes. “Don’t be quiet at all. The company would be a nice distraction. Want to come shopping with us afterward?”



It was well past time Alicia and Oscar started hunting down what they’d need for furniture and supplies for the baby, a proposition that left her excited and more than a little anxious about the cost, especially after quitting yet another job. She had plenty of money now in the bank, saved from her two jobs and what Oscar paid her for the earliest shoots. And she knew Oscar would cover it too even if she didn’t, but it was precisely that knowledge that left her stomach lurching.



“For baby stuff?” Tobias asked in about the same manner as if he’d been asked to also change the baby’s diaper.



“With lunch from Calavera’s too,” Alicia said, doing her best to bat her eyes despite her tears.



“You can’t say no to those lashes,” Keith said.



Tobias grumbled deep in his throat, then grinned and shook his head. “Yeah, can’t say no to you. He’s right.”



They headed out with the next armload of stuff for Oscar’s storage unit in the basement of the building. Oscar took the bags from Alicia and put away the ice cream while she made herself a cup of herbal tea.



“Alicia…” he started to say, then sighed.



“What?”



“I don’t know how to broach this. I think it would be better to talk tonight.”



“Well, now you have to say it. Otherwise I’m going to be worried all afternoon.”



“I… all right.” He folded his hands carefully in front of him, and said, “Money. Um. My money. I’ve been talking to my financial manager about you and me.”



Her stomach, already upset, did a loop and she very nearly dropped her mug. “I’m too much of a drain, aren’t I?”



“No, no-”



“The SUV, the, the, the photo shoots, those have to be astronomical, the-”



“Honey, I’m a millionaire,” Oscar said. “My investments do well. My business does well. I’m very comfortable. This is not about you being a drain. Far from it.”



“What is it then?”



“I’d like to open a joint bank account. One for both of us. We would keep our own individual accounts, but we’d have one so you’re taken care of.”



“Taken care of,” Alicia said flatly.



“That’s maybe not the right choice of words. In case situations like this come up again, I want you to feel financially comfortable.”



“Do you want me to be a stay-at-home mom, Oscar?”



“What?” Oscar asked, bemused.



“Is this some kind of statement about me? About how I can’t hold a job?”



“No, not at all. We talked about this. About community college and me supporting whatever you’d like to do. That hasn’t changed. All I’d like is to see you able to take a break if you need to. Emergencies come up, doctor’s bills, whatever.”



The electric kettle dinged, and she stared at it dully. “I just had the worst morning and you spring this on me.”



“I’m the one who said we should talk about it later.” At her glare, he held up his hands. “Sorry.”



“Jerk.” But her word held no heat, and when she poured herself a cup of tea, she stopped and looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “You’re not. You’re very much not. I’m sorry. I’m a thousand different directions all at once. I’m trying to work through this in my head. I just don’t want to be the girlfriend with the allowance, you know?”



“I know eventually you want to go back to work,” Oscar said. “How I feel about you, that doesn’t change because I’m giving you access to my money. All I want is to give you options and a safety net.” Voices from the hallway caught their attention and he wrapped an arm around Alicia’s waist. “Think about it, anyways.”



“I will.” Someone rapped on the door. Alicia gave Oscar a squeeze too. “I must have locked it on the way in.”



He kissed the top of her head and walked for the door. It was unlocked. Maybe it was the neighbors. He opened it a crack and peered out into the hallway.



“Howdy,” Cammy said, grinning wide.



“Oh hey!” Oscar said, standing back and opening the door wide. “Alicia, Cammy Javisin is here.”



“Oh crap, really?” Alicia asked. “I need to change, I should change, I really need to change.”



She scurried for the bedroom hallway but Cammy called out, “No, ma’am! I want to say hello to you and give you a hug. I’ve been looking forward to this so get your butt back here.”



Alicia stopped with one foot in the hallway, the other in the kitchen. She glanced back at Cammy, and breathed, “But I… I… you’re really Cammy Javisin and I really, um, should…”



Cammy chuckled. She looked fantastic, in a sleek black bodysuit and flowing gray slacks under a tan overcoat. Her hair, always spectacular, was done in a sideswept bob that hung to her cheek on one side and to her neck on the other. She strode across the room with her natural bounciness, and her grin widened like a wild cat stalking a mouse.



“I really am Cammy Javisin. And you’re the one that caught Oscar’s heart.”



With that, Cammy embraced Alicia like they were old friends. Her arms wrapped around the pregnant woman while Alicia went stock still, her eyes wide as she gaped at Oscar. He grinned at her and reached for her tea, both to take out the bag and to sip it. Her stance finally relaxed and she hugged Cammy back.



“I’m sorry, I’m flustered. Um, it’s so nice to meet you.”



“Likewise, likewise. And look at you!” Cammy said, pulling back to give Alicia an appreciative look up and down. “You are gorgeous! How far along are you?”



“Due in, gosh… a little under two months.”



“Awww!” Cammy took her by the arm and led her to the couch. Alicia sat with her, looking dazed. “I’m sorry to just drop in like this, but Marcela needed a nap after the flight.”



“Bad one?” Oscar said, settling the mug on a ceramic coaster in front of Alicia. He knew from their previous time together Marcela feared flying so much she had to take medication for it.



“It was awful. We hit a wall of turbulence in Phoenix and it was like riding a bucking bull,” Cammy said. “Even I was scared and I think that made it worse for her.”



“I’m sorry to hear that.”



“Hey, we got here. I think we’re going to rent a car for the return trip, though. Anyways, she needed a nap, I needed to stretch my legs, so here we are.”



“And just in time to help us go shopping,” Tobias said from the doorway. He said the word “shopping” as he had earlier, like he was still carting around that poopy diaper.



“Toby!” Cammy said, and Oscar winced. Nobody called Tobias Toby. Not even Keith.



But instead of his usual touchiness about the nickname, Tobias grinned. As she rose and charged him, Keith stepped in too, smiling wide. Cammy exclaimed his name and the trio hugged. Apparently they’d gotten on well after Oscar left them behind.



Alicia did sneak in a quick shower and a change of clothes while the friends caught up. Oscar watched her head into the bedroom, wishing he wasn’t so awkward around her. Wishing he was better about saying the things in his heart, that he wanted to share his life with her.



To the rest of them, he said quietly, “Excuse me just a minute.”



He hurried into the bedroom after Alicia and caught her just as she was slipping out of her shirt. She looked up at him questioningly and he cupped her cheeks in his hands before giving her a soft, gentle kiss.



“I’m sorry you had to go through that this morning,” he said. “You are, always, one of the strongest people I know. I love you.”



“I love you too,” she murmured, her lips returning to his for another long, heart-stopping moment.



* * *



“Hey Keith! We good on breast pumps?” Tobias hollered to his partner.



Halfway down the store, Keith sighed and shook his head. “It’s like being in love with a circus clown.” Louder, he said, “Yes, I think we’re all stocked up.”



Deeper in the store Cammy snickered as Alicia ran her fingers over a crib’s bars. Oscar stood down a few rows, studying bassinets like he was preparing for a college final. His face was so studious and brooding. It made Alicia smile.



Cammy caught the smile and amplified it with her own. “It’s cute, seeing him so into this.”



Coming up out of her soup of thoughts and emotions, Alicia turned her attention to Cammy. “It is, isn’t it? I got really lucky with him.”



“I think he’s the one that got lucky,” Cammy said.



Alicia clicked her tongue. “You don’t even know me.”



“I know enough.” They moved slowly past more cribs. Alicia was pretty set on the one she just looked at, but she loved browsing. The store was just this side of a boutique, with a split focus between baby and children’s furniture, supplies, and toys of a more handcrafted – and expensive – nature. Helen and Leslie both recommended it, and it was gorgeous. She loved the soft pastel panels on the walls and the warm, instrumental music. Whoever owned the place obviously did a lot of research into how to make women feel comfortable within their walls.



When they caught up to Oscar, he had barely moved a few feet. He still stared at the bassinets. Alicia touched him and his studious look shifted slowly into surprise, as though he didn’t know they were there.



“I don’t know the difference between bassinets and cribs,” he said, his attention shifting back to the bassinet in front of him.



“Bassinets are for when the baby’s young,” Alicia said.



“You use a crib when you want the baby to start sleeping away from you,” Cammy added.



Oscar nodded minutely and trailed his fingers over the bassinet. It was cute, soft blue with a trace of fringe underneath it.



“You know, they have co-sleeper cribs too,” Cammy said. “Have you two talked about if the baby’s going to sleep with you or in the bassinet?”



Oscar’s confusion returned again, and Alicia stroked his back with the tips of her fingers. “We haven’t,” she said. “But I’d like to do both. I know what some of the baby books say, but… I don’t know. I want her to know she can always be close to me.”



“To us,” Oscar said. “So a co-sleeper crib… is that right?” Cammy nodded. “A co-sleeper crib, or a bassinet and a crib?” He looked at Alicia. “Or do we need more cribs for the other rooms?”



“One is enough,” Alicia said.



He nodded again and studied the bassinet some more. “I should read your baby books. I… need to read your baby books. There’s so much I don’t know.”



“We’ve got time,” Alicia said.



Oscar pulled out his phone and started doing research on bassinets and their ratings. Alicia kissed his shoulder. She and Cammy headed for changing tables and rocking chairs. As Cammy ran her fingers over a beautiful white and red changing table, Alicia thought how to phrase her next words carefully.



“The night Oscar invited me to live with him,” she said. “I know he was out with all of you. I’ve always felt kind of bad about pulling him away from you, but I was being followed by this really creepy guy. I… I know what Oscar gave up with you two. You and Marcela.”



“Ah,” Cammy said. “Marcela and I are kind of keeping that… quiet.”



“Oh, oh, yes, I know. I wouldn’t tell anyone. I just wanted to… oh God, I’m making a mess of this.”



Cammy took her arm and squeezed it before looping her own through it. “You’re sweet. Marcela and I, we have fun with other people on occasion. Oscar was just that. I wanted Marcela to get to know him and have a good time while we were here. So if you’re wondering, you have absolutely nothing to fear from either one of us. I like seeing him in love.”



“Did you two ever seriously date?”



They started walking again. “No. We’ve had a casual thing for a long time now, but that’s all it’s ever been. I don’t think he’s actually dated much since his fiancé passed. What about you, though? Tell me your story.”



Alicia did, slowly and haltingly at first. She started with dating Gio, and Oscar coming into the diner. By the end of it, they were seated in a pair of cozy, well-padded rocking chairs, Cammy’s hand covering hers. It was such a strange, easy slide into friendship, much like with Keith and Tobias. Come to think of it, Helen and Leslie accepted Oscar in much the same way. The pieces of their lives fit so well together.



A sudden, overwhelming sorrow for her earlier words to Oscar overtook her, one she couldn’t shake. Cammy must have noticed. She started to ask Alicia a question, but by that point, Oscar had finally returned to them, still holding his phone.



“Okay,” he said. “I don’t know what kind of crib you want. But I’ve been looking at these combination cribs, and it lets the baby sleep right next to you so you can just reach over and cuddle it whenever you feel the need. But I don’t want to push you if that’s not what you want.”



Alicia looked up at him. “I think that sounds perfect,” she said, her voice thick. “And I think I’m in love with Cammy’s chair.”



“Right?” Cammy asked, wiggling her butt in hers. “But you get a choice. I want to give you a baby gift. So you get the chair or the table from me.”



“And we picked out a few things too,” Keith said. Alicia hadn’t noticed the pair approaching, but now she saw they were each pushing a cart full of stuff. Bibs and bottles and plushies and supplies of all kinds.



“No, please,” Alicia started. “I’ve got this. I… I…”



She broke. It happened all at once, no warning, no buildup. Her tears flooded out of her, her breaths going sharp and hard. Oddly, though, the image she couldn’t shake, the one she’d been fighting all day, was the memory of that morning. Of talking to the parents of that deceased teenager, just eighteen and about to graduate. An accident. It could happen to anybody. The world was full of stories like that, stories cut short, several chapters too soon. Her own story had barely begun, it felt like, and already Alicia was so afraid for her little girl.



But it was not the fear that brought on the tears. It was the kindness surrounding her now, new friends laying hands on her, murmuring to her. It was the knowledge that her little girl would already be born into a world that would do its damnedest to lift her up as high as she wanted to fly. All Alicia ever dreamed of for herself, her little girl would have and yet Alicia still didn’t understand her role in any of it, why these people loved her too. The baby she understood, yes, but not herself.



* * *



In the end, Alicia accepted their kindnesses. There was so much stuff they couldn’t haul it all in one load, but the manager made arrangements with Oscar to have the rest delivered.



Back home, while Keith assembled everything and Oscar and Tobias supervised with bottles of beer and loud arguments over who was the best ska frontman, Alicia sat with Cammy in the living room. Alicia felt totally drained by that point, emotionally and physically, and she accepted a cool glass of water from the other woman gratefully.



“Want to talk about it?” Cammy asked. “Or am I being too nosy?”



Alicia shook her head. “No, you’re fine. I’m so happy my girl has all this love. My family, Oscar’s friends, it’s been incredible. But it can be so overwhelming at times.” She hastened to add, “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. Not at all. That’s… oh gosh, I don’t know what I mean but it’s not that.”



Cammy, bless her heart, said nothing, but watched her with bright, brilliant eyes. She was uncannily smart, Oscar told her as much before they’d even met, and she seemed a good judge of when to listen and when to talk. Already Alicia liked her quite a bit.



“Gio and I, we were kind of just… making it, you know? We weren’t really poor and things were never dangerously bad up until the end, but I had to map out everything. The bills, the expenses, our meals, everything. If I didn’t, we’d fall behind. And that was okay, I was good at that. Gio, not so much, but he was smart enough to get out of my way and let me handle it. And now I’m kind of in the opposite seat. I’m trying to find a good job surrounded by people who… and I don’t mean just Oscar’s friends here, but my family too. Anyways, I’m surrounded by people who so very much have their lives together and I feel like I’m the one taking and taking and taking.”



Cammy reached out and squeezed her hand. “Do you have plans for your future? Any idea what you want to do?”



“Oscar suggested community college in the fall and I really like that idea. I want to take some cooking classes and maybe explore some other things too. But even then, he’d be propping me up for years. I hate feeling like I’m, I’m…”



“Living off him?”



“Yes,” Alicia admitted.



“I know it’s not the same. But you know who my father is, right? Karum Javisin?” When Alicia nodded, Cammy squeezed her hand again. “It was hard in the beginning, trying to make my own way in the music world without his name. I was playing these small shows, really not much more than bars and half-full auditoriums. Dad wanted so badly to come up on stage with me, to lend his name to mine. At first I thought he was trying to upstage me. It was a fight between us for years and years. But after I landed my first big modeling gigs and had a couple singles that did okay, I realized something. Dad wasn’t trying to do anything but take care of me. To give me the best foot forward. So I let it slip who my dad really was and changed my stage name back to my real one.”



“But you were already kind of successful.”



“That’s not seeing the forest for the trees, darling,” Cammy said. “None of us, especially Oscar, wants to see you upstaged. None of us views you as anything lesser than any of us. You’re a srrong, wonderful woman who fought her damnedest for her daughter and a good man paid attention to that. I have no doubt when you want to go to college or do whatever it is you decide to do, you’ll do it with the same tenacity and intelligence you’ve done everything else so far.”



“But at what point am I taking advantage?” Alicia asked. “There’s so much I want to say yes to. And I feel horribly guilty about that. I know that I couldn’t have bought such nice furniture and things for the baby without all of you. And without Oscar, I wouldn’t be able to take some time and be with my girl after she’s born. I wouldn’t be going on trips. I wouldn’t have a new car. I, I, I’m so afraid that I won’t know what’s too much.”



“The fact that you’re so worried about that speaks volumes about your character,” Cammy said.



Alicia nodded without really listening. “And now…”



“Now what?” Cammy asked.



Alicia wanted to tell her. But she realized this wasn’t the person she needed to have this conversation with. That man sat in the other room, testing her new rocker – for science, of course. She stood up, murmured an apology to Cammy, and headed for the new nursery. Oscar looked up at her, smiling.



“We should have got two of these, I think,” he said. “Going to put me right to sleep.”



“Can we talk?” she asked.



Tobias and Keith watched them with undisguised interest as Alicia made way for her man. Out in the living room, they headed past Cammy. She yawned and said Tobias and Keith probably needed her help. Oscar chuckled at that and Cammy gave Alicia a knowing nod.



In the master bedroom, Alicia closed the door and took Oscar by the hand. She led him to the base of the bed, and they sat, her head resting against his shoulder.



“I can’t go another minute without talking to you about the money conversation,” she said quietly. “The truth is, after quitting this morning, I’m feeling like… like a fuck-up. In a lot of ways.”



“Alicia-”



“I need to say this. To tell you where I’m at mentally.” She looked up into his eyes. “The truth is, I’m going to say yes. I am so wildly grateful to you for… for everything. But that gratitude brings with it so much guilt. I want to stay home these last couple months. Maybe I’ll keep working at the Bruin a couple hours every day, maybe not. I don’t know. It’s getting harder and harder for me to be on my feet even just that long. But after that, I want to be here with my little baby girl. I want to say yes for that.”



He nodded, and she kept going.



“And… I want to say yes for me. I don’t want to work in funeral homes anymore or fast-food places. I don’t want to be unhappy. I want to be a little selfish and take my time and get the next career move right. And that’s kind of messing me up and making me feel like I’m in danger of taking too much. I hate feeling like I’m not bringing anything to the table.”



“But you do bring something to the table,” he said quietly. “Alicia, I’m not ever going to try to take your ambition away from you. I know you don’t want to be a stay-at-home mom forever. I respect that. I respect you. But you have to know the kindness, the warmth, the love you bring out of everyone around you, those aren’t nothing. You’ll have an amazing career someday. I absolutely know it. Or you’ll be an amazing mom or you’ll be an amazing whatever it is you want to be. I just want to be here to support you for it.”



I respect you.



It was those words that broke her dam of resistance. Alicia melted into him. They clung together, two halves of a whole. Like her baby was demanding to be added to that number, she kicked, and Alicia giggled at it, breaking the seriousness of the mood. Oscar looked at her, amused, and she took his hand and guided it to her belly. He felt it too, and dropped to his knees between Alicia’s legs to kiss her stomach.



“I love you, Oscar,” Alicia murmured. “Thank you.”



“Thank you,” he murmured back, and kissed her stomach again.



* * *



Alicia’s last day at the Bruin came a day before the last scheduled photo shoot with Oscar and Naomi. Unlike last time, when Shannia saw her out the door with a hug and a twenty from her tips, they threw her a party. This, Alicia knew about. What she didn’t know was that it was to be her baby shower, and there would be special guests.



Her mom Joan’s car was easily identifiable, and it warmed Alicia’s heart to see it in the lot when she pulled in. Cammy and Marcela were there too. Alicia knew their bright yellow rental Audi. Oh, that was sweet of them. They were nearly finished with the album and for them to take time like this touched her. An SUV looked familiar but she couldn’t place it until she walked in the door and realized it belonged to an old high school friend.



All of them, and a half dozen other friends besides along with Peg and the cook, shouted, “Surprise!” The place was decorated with pastel paper streamers and balloons. A stack of festively wrapped presents and gift bags sat along the counter, and from the kitchen emerged Helen and Leslie, the best surprise of all.



Over mini-pies and a strawberry shortbread crumble, Alicia got the full story. Helen and Leslie had been planning this for months, ever since they met Oscar. They got him to ask Cammy and Marcela to come, and Cammy was the one to devise the plan to hold the party at the Bruin where all this began. She rented the place out, while Alicia’s high school friends Sierra and Elizabeth arranged the desserts. Her mom was in charge of the decorations, including some cute flimsy animal shapes that would eventually line the baby’s nursery.



“Thank you, all of you,” Alicia said. “Oh my gosh, this is too much.”



Everyone signed a guest book with wishes for the baby, Alicia, and Oscar. Alicia read them out loud while she opened gifts from each woman in attendance, accompanied by a lot of tears and even more laughs. Cammy had already bought her the rocker, but Marcela wanted to give her something too and delighted her with a gift card for a favorite coffee shop.



“I figure everyone’s going to know what your baby needed,” she explained, “and I know we don’t know each other well enough for me to give you something really personal, so when you can have caffeine again, you’re set for at least… mm… two days.”



Alicia laughed and hugged her tight. “It’s perfect. And God, now you’ve got me thinking about a latte.”



“See?” Cammy said, nudging Marcela. “Told you it’s perfect.”



Her high school friends put their heads together and got her a diaper bag and a diaper caddy, both full of diapers and wipes. From Shannia and the rest of the crew came a cute set of swaddling blankets as well as a onesie with a bruin on it.



“Thought it might be cute, seeing as how you and Oscar met each other,” Shannia said proudly.



“Aw, that’s perfect,” Alicia told her and meant it.



Leslie, always practical, got her a wicker wastebasket. “Trust me,” she said, “you’re going to need that next to your changing station.”



In the wastebasket though were three plush toys individually wrapped. Alicia opened the first and her hand rose to her mouth. It was a familiar figure, a blue elephant with sweet, sparkling eyes. She had one as a baby herself, a gift from her grandmother, and had carried it everywhere for years and years.



“It’s not the same one, obviously,” Leslie murmured, coming to her and rubbing her back. “But I thought… well, like mother, like daughter.”



It set Alicia off, hard, and she cried into her cousin’s shirt, hugging her tight. The other two animals – a playful tiger and a pink rabbit – were mirror images of plushies given to Helen and Leslie as children too. After that, Alicia wasn’t the only one crying. Helen and her mom joined them, their own tears falling fast and hard.



Helen’s gift to Alicia was a painting of Alicia holding an infant. It was more the shape and generalities of Alicia, swirled and beautiful, with a backdrop of her favorite colors. Helen painted it herself. Everyone fawned over it while for a long time the cousins held each other. From her mother and father came a baby papoose and a beautiful framed picture of Oscar and Alicia.



The party had to wind down eventually, but everyone was going to meet up later for dinner with their significant others and families. Alicia gave everyone one last mammoth hug once they had her loaded up with her gifts.



Alicia didn’t head straight home. Not yet. There was something she’d been meaning to do, someone she wanted to see, even if he didn’t want to see her and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. Gio was now firmly in the past, and she barely thought of him. Oscar might not be the man who made her pregnant, but he was cemented in her mind as her daughter’s father, and God willing, her future husband.



She did not go to Gio to twist the knife in. She didn’t go to him to be cruel or angry or demanding. Nor did she go to him to give him one last chance. She went to him because this was a chapter that needed closure. This was goodbye.



He still worked at the same dealership as his father, from what she heard from mutual friends. The dealership was a massive sprawl, with a circular building at the center housing the showiest cars as well as the offices. To Alicia, it looked like a coliseum of sorts. She wondered to herself if Gio was working as she turned onto the lot, but she didn’t have to wonder long. He was out front with two other salesman, dressed in a white polo and tan slacks. His hair was longer now, styled with flair that suited him well.



The salesmen noticed the oncoming vehicle and fixed her with three variations on the same shark’s smile. Alicia smiled back, slowing and stopping fifty yards away from them. Gio’s eyes widened and his smile disappeared. He said something to the other two men, and jogged towards her car. It was slow, stormy. He moved like a man trapped in quicksand.



It’s all right, Gio. I’m here to set you free.



Alicia stepped out of the SUV. Gio slowed even more, his eyes taking in her baby bump. Her daughter was so big now, almost ready to come home in a month or so. Alicia wished she could cocoon her daughter forever, keep her nice and snug and protected away from this world that could hurt so much. But she wanted her daughter to see the good, too. Oscar, and her family, and all the friends who loved them both without asking anything in return. She wanted to see her daughter smile, and laugh, and dance. She wanted her daughter to sprout a butterfly’s wings and fly wherever she liked.



Most of all, she just wanted to say hello to her little one.



“Hello, Gio,” Alicia said.



“Hey,” he said, coming up short. Far short. He looked like she might kick him, bite him, lash out. “Nice SUV.”



“Thank you,” she said, smiling faintly. “It’s okay. I’m not here to ask you for anything.”



“Oh.” He looked back at the building, hesitated, then turned back to her. “Can I give you a hug?”



“That’s all it can be,” she said.



“I know. I heard you’re with a guy.”



He stepped towards her finally, and reached out, trying to figure out the best way to hug her to him. They connected only for a second, and then he pulled back again, his eyes liquid.



“Shit, Alicia… I… don’t know what to say. You look great. The baby okay?”



“Yes. She’s a little kicker.”



“She?” Gio asked, his voice nearly a squeak.



“Yes. I still haven’t decided on a name. It’s down to twelve.” She smiled and patted her stomach. “At least until I read another baby name book and come up with a few dozen more.”



He chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sure she’ll be beautiful. Like her mom.”



A familiar man stepped out of the dealership and rushed towards them. Emiliano, his father. With his ruddy red cheeks and the speed he built up as he ran to them, he looked nothing so much like a train, and Alicia had to fight off a mad fit of giggles.



“What are you doing here?” he snapped before he even made it to them.



“Dad…” Gio said reproachfully.



“If this is about child support, we know you’ve been seeing some rich guy.”



“Dad,” Gio said, his voice a little louder.



“Some middle-aged bastard. I hear he’s loaded. Got yourself a nice sugar daddy, huh?”



Gio spun, and for the first time Alicia ever saw, he unloaded on his father. “That’s enough!” he shouted. “Go back inside. This doesn’t have anything to do with you.”



“You don’t agree to anything, not without a lawyer.”



“Dad, I swear to God, I will quit when I come back in and go work for Mr. Lopez across the street if you keep this up. This is between Alicia and me. Not you.”



“You… you…” Emiliano sputtered. He looked between his son and the woman who could have been his daughter-in-law once, and spun on his heels. He walked away like someone had rammed a shoe up his butt, and this time, Alicia had to clench her teeth not to break out laughing.



It was all so… so absurd.



When he was out of earshot again, Gio looked at Alicia and asked, “Is it? About child support?”



“No,” she said. A look of relief appeared and disappeared as fast as it had come on, and she shook her head. “But Gio, I want you to know I’m starting a life with Oscar. A family.”



He swallowed and nodded. “That’s his name? Oscar?”



“Yes. Dowling.”



“He’s good to you?” She nodded, and he swallowed again. “Better than I was?”



“He loves me. And he loves the daughter we’ll have. And I love him.”



“I’m… I’m glad. Text me your address. I’ll send on something now and then for her. When I can.”



“I’m not expecting you to,” Alicia murmured.



He stared at his shoes. “Maybe you should. Would you do me a favor?”



“What?”



He sniffed, and his voice broke. “Remember when we told each other we were going to go to the Grand Canyon someday?”



She smiled. “I do.”



“Take her there. You don’t have to tell her about me, not if you don’t want to. But take her there and give her a hug. One for me. Okay?”



“I will, Gio.”



He came to her again, and they embraced one last time. She murmured a goodbye. He said nothing. A moment later, he was walking back to the dealership, hands behind his head.



* * *



Alicia woke to Oscar stroking her shoulder. His eyes, usually so intense, were soft and warm that morning. In a minute, she would need to make haste to the bathroom – a necessity now seemingly every five freaking minutes – but in this moment she let herself relax, giving him a deeply pleased hum as he leaned in to kiss her.



“Morning,” he murmured against her lips. His breath smelled of cinnamon mouthwash. Must have been up for a while.



“Morning,” she murmured back.



“I have one demand for today,” he said, pulling back and siting up so he was resting on an elbow.



She giggled.  “A demand?”



“Oh yes. A demand.” He traced her jaw with his thumb and kissed her again. “I won’t tell you what it is until later though.”



“Tease.”



“Mm hm.”



“Gotta pee.”



He chuckled and rolled over onto his back, a hand behind his head as he watched her slip out of bed and go for the bathroom. She felt his eyes on her butt and gave him a come-here curl of her finger.



They showered together. Oscar took her favorite soaps in hand and took care of her with a studious look she adored. Every inch of her was given attention, and when she was clean, he put aside the soap and reached for her shampoo.



He guided her back into the spray and murmured, “Close your eyes, darling.”



She did, tilting her head back and letting the water massage her scalp. He poured a dollop of shampoo into his hands, and then it was his fingers doing the massaging, gentle caresses through her long hair. It was a first for Alicia and she loved it. When he helped her rinse, she reached down for him, but he took her hand in his and said, “No. Today is about you.”



Oscar took the hand shower off its hook on the wall and twisted it until it was set to a pulsating massage. Her lips parted as he guided her back to the wall and teased the warm massaging water along her side, across her breasts, down along the curve of her stomach.



“Please,” she whispered.



Oscar cupped Alicia’s cheek with his free hand and kissed her as he brought the wand to her ready folds. Her legs widened even further, the water stroking her just right. His lips caressed hers, her eyes fluttering. She reached around his neck, keeping him there, right there. His free hand went behind her back drawing her even tighter to him, her belly pressing against his taut abs.



“Oscar,” she breathed.



The hand at her back dipped lower, squeezing her ass. She tensed and moaned wordlessly as his thumb slid down across her cleft, teasing her bud as the water massaged her pussy. She arched her back, liking the way his thumb ran rings around her most forbidden area. His lips moved to her ear and he murmured, “Do you like this?”



“Yesss,” she said, eyes closing as the water massaged her, drove her close.



“Are you mine, Alicia?”



“I’m yours, I’m yours, I’m always yours, Oscar, kiss me, please kiss me again…”



He did, taking her lips, making them his just like her heart and soul. She arched her back, her hands rising uselessly up and back against the slick walls of the shower. Her climax was close, so close, and she opened her eyes at the last, taking him in, his ever-so-serious devotion to her.



“Yours,” she said again, and his seriousness broke in a smile that made her soar.



She nearly fell when she came, her hands dropping to his shoulders and around his neck again to keep her balance. Her body rocked with it, her butt slapping against the wall, her knee lifting reflexively. The hand at her cleft shot around her and kept her tight to him while he let go of the shower wand with the other. Then he was kissing her again, going for the shower nozzles beside them, turning off the water and wrapping her in his arms.



But Oscar wasn’t done with her yet. He guided her out to the bedroom and made her sit on the edge of the bed.



“I want to take care of you,” she said, reaching for his hard cock, but Oscar shook his head and took her hands in his. He kissed them both before kneeling before her and spreading her hips wide.



“I told you, today is about you,” he said, and proved it. She leaned backwards to give him more room to play, to tongue and kiss her pussy. She rested on her elbows watching him, the wattage of her heart swelling drowning out the idle thought in her brain – what did he mean, today was about her?



But that was lost. Lost to his tongue as it moved so expertly along her pink lips. Then inside her, curling with quick laps of her wetness. Her clit too, which seemed so sensitive this late in the pregnancy. They definitely didn’t talk about that in sex ed. She giggled to herself and Oscar peeked up at her.



“Oh, keep going,” she said.



“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and kissed her belly before dropping his mouth back down to her clit again.



He took his time, reveling in her body, in the responsiveness of Alicia. In the tail end of her pregnancy she grew so responsive. She liked the soft edges in the mirror, the way her hair shone, the warmth spilling from her. Thanks in part to Oscar, she saw that in herself and she loved it.



At first he only used his tongue and his mouth, but eventually his fingers joined in on the fun. He ran his thumbs along her puffy lips as his tongue pleased her button. She wanted his fingers inside of her.



“Don’t tease, baby,” she begged.



“Oh, was I teasing?” he asked.



She side-kicked – well, side-nudged – him with the side of her foot and he caught the ankle to lift it up and over his shoulder. He did the same with her other leg, and she crossed them behind his back as he sucked down on her clit. Alicia got what she wanted, as two of his fingers slid inside her.



Her first orgasm in the shower had been good, but her second was a long, rumbling thundercloud of delight, keeping her poised and ready for the big boom. And when it came, she jerked with it, her feet kicking against Oscar’s back, her fingers clawing at the sheets. She laughed again, her head tilting back, so ready for him. So ready for this life together.



When she came back down again, he pushed himself up to kiss her breasts before nuzzling her neck. “How would you like it?” he asked.



“Lay back on the bed.”



He did, resting with his head on the pillows as Alicia crawled over him. She liked it best like this pregnant, where she could control the tempo, not to mention the lack of pressure on her stomach. This and from behind, but she wanted to see his face right now, see the love of her life as she took him inside her and ground on him, gyrating her hips slowly around his length, feeling every inch of him against her spot.



As Oscar took his time with her, Alicia took her time with him, enjoying every minute. She seesawed back and forth on him, grinding her spot against the length of him before pulling back to give herself a moment’s respite and make the next grind all that more pleasurable. His hands roamed her stomach, her breasts, her ass.



There was something to his eyes, some new gleam that escaped his otherwise serious face. He was amused by something, but she didn’t know what and couldn’t care in the moment. She caught his hands and brought them to the sides of her stomach. She held them there and started to rock faster, her own smile peaceful, sleepy, pleased. Her itch was about to be scratched for the third time, and she loved it, loved him.



Loved this life.



“I love you,” she said.



“I love you too,” he told her.



She came, and this time, it was just a swell. Worn out and thoroughly pleased, she pulled off him and crawled down his body, her eyes locked on his. She grabbed his root and devoured him, tasting her glistening moisture on him, knowing he loved the sight. He wasn’t going to last long – he’d been hard in the shower and held on for her all this time. She reached up with one hand, going for one of his, and he gave it to her as she stroked the base of his cock with the other, jacking him into her mouth.



“Alicia,” he warned her, and she pulled away, grinning up at him as she positioned his cock between her breasts, still jerking him quickly. He came all over her, one of his shots rising so high as her chin before dripping off onto his stomach. She cleaned herself up with three fingers, sucking him down for his enjoyment.



They cuddled together in the afterglow, Oscar spooning Alicia. She took his hand on her belly. Safe in his arms, she dozed, but Oscar didn’t sleep a wink. He watched her for the hour she slept, tracing lazy patterns on her skin, occasionally kissing her shoulder, her neck.



And he thought too about a question that would be asked for the second time in his life – and the second time in hers, he realized. How odd their lives ran in such parallels.



* * *



Oscar searched through the walk-in closet and came up with four dresses for Alicia. “One of these, I should think,” he said. They were among her most beautiful. “Pick whichever one you like but I think these will be best.”



“For what?”



“I’ve asked Naomi that this last shoot be an elegant one. A celebration of us as a couple. Of the beauty of motherhood.” He half-turned, studying her. “You deserve a shoot as more than a sexual object.”



“I like being a sexual object in our shoots,” she said, grinning.



“Well, we’ll certainly work in a shot or two like that,” he said, returning her smile. “But I’d like to see what her camera can do with you in a dress.”



“All right.” She took in the dresses, and pointed at the white one. “It’s the most universal of the bunch but still super classy.”



“White it is.”



“Shoes?”



“Something comfortable but dressy.”



“Do you know how women’s shoes work?”



He chuckled. “All right then. Something to match the dress.”



“The white open toed wedges,” she said promptly. He turned to look at her shoes, frowning before his hand went towards one pair. “Nope, those are heels.” His hand moved towards another, and she shook her head. “Those are flats.” He glared at her, and she grinned. “In the corner.”



He brought them to her and asked, “What’s your favorite outfit of mine?”



“Oscar, are you proposing?”



The question froze him, and he stared. “Um. Ah. Ah. No. This is… ah… definitely… ah, a formal shoot for…”



Alicia’s smile widened. “The tan suit. White shirt. The one you wore to the theater a few weeks ago. It’s the sexiest I’ve ever seen you. And tousle your hair. You think it looks better when you’ve got it straight and crisp, but you always look so good a little wild.”



He held her gaze a minute longer, then nodded. Once he helped her zip up the dress, they separated, him to the guest bathroom, her to the master. When they reconvened, her makeup was freshly done and layered as beautifully as he’d ever seen. Her eyes glimmered but she did not cry as she took him in.



They didn’t speak save to murmur to each other how good they looked, and he fetched his keys and his wallet. In the elevator down to his truck, he took her arm in his, and she whispered, “You could ask right now and I’d say yes here in the elevator.”



“You deserve so much more than that.”



“All I want is us, Oscar,” she said. “That’s all I’ll ever need. I hope you know that.”



“I do.”



They drove, and once they aimed for the suburbs, she realized where they were going. Maddy Springs and the Rayne Hotel. They kept the conversation light and airy, even if her heart was ready to leap out of her chest. Oscar was so calm, a duck paddling on water, and she took comfort in his hand straying to hers on occasion.



Snow still covered blanketed the earth in thick sheaves, but the grand old hotel kept its stone courtyard free of the fluffy stuff. An elegant arrangement of daffodils, cornflowers, and freesia sat atop the lip of a fountain in temporary seasonal disuse. On either side of the flowers were paper lanterns stretching around the fountain in shades of pink and blue. They flickered with electric candlelight.



It took Alicia’s breath away, and she clutched Oscar’s arm as he guided her to the fountain.



“I have loved you since the day I walked into the Bruin for the first time,” Oscar said, stopping to turn her towards him. Naomi was at the periphery of her vision, her camera up, clicking away, but her presence was barely a blip on the radar. All that mattered to her, all that existed for her in that moment was the handsome, quiet man in front of her. The man who loved not just her, but the child within and the family they would become.



“Our roads were strange ones. Painful, but they led us together. To me being the happiest man in the world. I want to spend the rest of my life proving to you how much I love you and your daughter. Our daughter, if you’ll allow me,” Oscar said. From the inside of his suit’s jacket, he brought out a red box, and slowly knelt, staring up at Alicia. “Will you marry me?”



He opened the box. Inside was a gorgeous ring. The eye drew first to the big sapphire, Alicia’s favorite gemstone. Along the white gold band was a line of small diamonds. It was stunning. But like with Naomi, it wasn’t the ring she saw in that moment, but the question in Oscar’s eyes, that sweet seriousness to him.



“Yes,” she breathed. “Oscar, yes.”



He slid the ring out of the box and onto her finger before shooting to his feet and wrapping his arms around her. Alicia chased his lips, laughing, crying, and they held each other for a very long time like that. He reached down to stroke her belly, and finally broke away to murmur, “How about it, little one? You okay with all this too?”



“She’ll be the luckiest girl in the world to have you for a fa…” Alicia choked up, and barely squeaked out. “…father.”



They clung together a little while, Alicia so happy she could burst. Naomi moved in and clicked away, staying mostly silent until Oscar beckoned her towards them. “And thank you, Naomi, for being a part of this since the beginning too.”



“It’s been… well, hot and crazy,” Naomi said, laughing. “You owe me batteries for life for my vibrator.”



“Done,” Oscar said, his cheeks burning a furious red.



They got an assortment of pictures together. Alicia loved her ring and showed it off against her tear-glistening cheek. Then again, with Oscar behind her, his arms roping around her stomach as he kissed her neck and she held up the hand with the ring on it. Once Oscar ran to the truck and fetched some towels, they got a great shot of him sitting on the lip of the fountain next to the bouquet, Alicia on his lap, giving his cheek a kiss while he stroked her side. That one would get blown up and put up in a central place in their living room.



* * *



They loaded up the decorations and flowers into the truck. Alicia threw her arms around Naomi and kissed her cheek. Naomi kissed hers in return and made them promise to give her a call when they wanted someone to photograph their wedding.



“Like we’d go with anyone else,” Oscar said.



“And hey, maybe if you want someone to photograph the festivities later that night…” Naomi said, grinning.



“The reception? Of course,” Oscar said.



“That’s not what she’s talking about, honey,” Alicia said. When he got it, his cheeks burned again. Alicia, feeling dizzy with happiness and a little loopy, reached down and pinched Naomi’s butt. “Maybe not that night… but remember what I said. The next pregnancy I think our photographer ought to get a little more… hands-on.”



“Jeeee-zus,” Oscar breathed, then shook his head. “Luckiest man in the universe.”



Naomi winked and squeezed Alicia’s bottom in return. “Better believe it, mister. All right, congratulations to you both. I’m out before I drag you off to a hotel room.”



They watched her go, and Alicia leaned her head against Oscar’s shoulder. “Were you, ah, kidding?” he asked.



“Mm. Wouldn’t you like to know?”



He chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “We’re engaged.”



“We’re engaged,” she breathed. “Hey. Can I ask a favor before we go home?”



“Of course.”



“I’d like to say hello to her. Malin.”



He broke away from Alicia just far enough he could turn and look at her. His eyes were soft and warm, and he nodded. “I think we can do that. It’s a drive.”



“I’ve got nothing but time with you.”



They had a bite to eat in the hotel’s lovely restaurant. When their server found out they just got engaged, she brought them a complimentary bottle of sparkling juice, and Oscar insisted she have a glass with them. He also wanted to thank the hotel manager for helping arrange things, so by the time they left, it was well into the early afternoon.



They drove back towards the city, hopping the Interstate and cruising to Brooklyn while Alicia made the calls to her family and closest friends. There were more tears and lots of laughter, and she had to take pictures of the ring to text everyone. She wanted both Leslie and Helen to be her matrons of honor, which suited Oscar just fine as he wanted both Keith and Tobias for his best men.



“Fair warning, though, Tobias will at some point get blitzed and do something silly and loud,” he told Alicia.



She laughed at that. “So long as we get it on film.”



“Right?”



About twenty miles out, the mood shifted to seriousness. Alicia powered off their phones for a while and took Oscar’s hand. “How did you propose to her?”



“You saw that picture of me on stage playing and looking down at her in the front row?” Alicia nodded. “That was it. I told her I wanted her opinion on a new song we were trying out. I think she knew what I was planning, but she played along anyways.” He chuckled. “She was always about ten steps ahead of me. You two have that in common.”



“What about Brooklyn? Ever miss living here?”



“No, not really. I get nostalgic for little things, mostly the night sky. Go out on a back road here and look up at the sky on the right night, it’s like a blanket of stars. I miss Malin, of course, and her family was great, but those wounds have healed.”



“Stay in touch with them?”



“Off and on. Christmas cards, birthdays, that sort of thing. Her father got transferred for work, and they moved a long while back. Her grandfather’s in a home here. I used to stop in but his memory is pretty well gone. He blamed himself for her death and I think it broke him. We all knew it was an accident but still…” He shook his head. “Anyways. She’s got a couple aunts and uncles still in the area but I didn’t know them particularly well outside some family gatherings.”



“It must have been difficult for her parents, leaving her behind like that.”



“It was, especially for her mom. But they also got a chance to start over. They had other kids too, teenagers when Malin passed, and they became their world.” He thought about it and winced. “Jeez. They would be in their late thirties by now.”



“Ancient.”



“Ha ha.”



A chance to start over
 , Alicia thought.
 Hm
 .



The conversation died off as they reached the outskirts of Brooklyn. Instead of taking the old county road to the cemetery the way he had months ago, Oscar drove Alicia through town, pointing out the few landmarks remaining from his life there. They drove out to the cemetery and he went silent and contemplative, his hand on Alicia’s.



When they arrived at Malin’s grave, they stepped out of the truck. Alicia dug out the bouquet of flowers and plucked a colorful selection from them. Oscar raised an eyebrow, and she said, “She’s a part of this. Bringing us together. I love her too in my own way.” His throat worked, and he nodded.



They brought the flowers to the grave, and Oscar kissed his fingers and brought them to the marker. Alicia took his arm and leaned against him, contemplating the other woman’s name. “You keep watching over us, and I’ll take good care of him,” she murmured. Oscar cradled her to him, and kissed her forehead.



* * *



A chance to start over.



A chance to start over.



It stuck in her mind all the way home and long past their lovemaking that night. While Oscar rested on his back, reading through the day’s news, she browsed her baby name books, searching with more and more clarity as to what she wanted. Rebirth. Names that meant rebirth.



Renee.



“Renee Bourgine,” she breathed.



“Hm?” Oscar asked, glancing up.



“That’s it. That’s our daughter’s name. Renee Bourgine.”



He sat up and dropped his tablet onto the end table. “Renee. That’s beautiful.”



“It means reborn. Given everything that’s happened to us…”



“I like it,” he said. “Renee.” He leaned over and kissed her stomach. “Hello, Renee.”



Alicia caressed her stomach beside his head. “Renee. Now to just find you a middle name.”



* * *



Three days before Alicia was due, Oscar picked up his phone at his office. The entirety of his staff had a pool going on when she would give birth, and so every time his phone rang, someone would come by and poke their head into his office. This time, it was Jen, and she watched with interest as his eyes widened and he said, “I’m on my way.”



“Good news?” Jen asked.



Oscar knocked over a desk tchotchke full of pens and paper clips as he stood up. Cursing, he dropped and started to pick everything up. “Her water broke. Her mom picked her up and they’re on their way.”



“Then what are you doing, ding-dong?” Jen asked. “I’ll clean up. You go. Go!”



Oscar shot to his feet, glancing back at his suit jacket draped over the back of his chair. He hesitated, then muttered, “Ah, screw it.” To Jen, he said, “Okay, I’ll be gone for, for a while, but I’ll try to call when, uh, things calm-”



“Text us and let us know how she’s doing, but if you call about work for any reason for the next three months, I will tell everyone to block your number.” Jen’s smile amped up its wattage, and she came to him and hugged him. “I’m so glad you found someone. I got the fort. Take care of her.”



“Thanks, Jen.”



On the way to the hospital, he called first his parents, then Tobias. The rocker bellowed a thunderous cheer and promised to be there as soon as possible. Joan called right after, and told Oscar everything was fine and where they could be found. He thanked her, and she said with amusement, “No. Thank you, Oscar. I know we had our doubts at the beginning, but you’re the best thing to happen to our girl.”



“Does she need anything?”



“No. We got her go-bag, and she’s got her ear buds and music playing right now.”



“Okay. See you soon.”



Traffic tripped him up, then he got turned around at the hospital, thinking she would go to the same building as her OB/GYN. They pointed him in the right direction, and he finally arrived at the right ward. Alicia was sitting up in bed when he found her room, her mother by her side, hand in hand. Oscar burst in like a tornado, his heart thumping in his chest. He half-expected Alicia to be in labor when he arrived, but no, the contractions had barely started and the doctor warned them the baby might take a while.



And she did. Renee Clemence Bourgine would not be born that night. She would not be born the next morning, or even the next afternoon. Oscar stayed by Alicia’s side the entire time, sleeping on a folding cot brought by Keith and Tobias. Alicia woke a handful of times in the night, missing him in bed, but comforted every time she looked over and saw her husband-to-be curled up tight, facing her.



Family and friends came and went, with her parents nearly as camped out as Oscar, apart from a stretch in the middle of the night when they headed home to sleep. In the morning, Tobias left to get a guitar and spent much of the day playing a wandering troubadour to the children’s ward and the hospital at large. Keith played the ferryman, driving anyone who needed it and even leaving for a bit to bring back a special guest – Leslie. She got a few days off to come see her cousin, and hopefully the baby too, if Renee decided it was time. Helen would be on her way that weekend.



It was as perfect an ending to the last nine months as Alicia could have hoped for. She started off fearing she would have to take this pregnancy on alone. Had, in fact, been prepared for it. But all the love in her life kept pouring in and making sure she was never alone, not truly. She and Renee would never have to be that. That was the beauty of their lives, that no matter the struggles, there were people there for them, for their hopes, for their dreams, for the little moments in between.



And when Renee came into the world and was brought to Alicia’s breast, her exhausted, deliriously happy mother held her and cooed to her daughter, “You are loved.”









Breathe



 



Contains: FF, FFM, minor food play, pregnancy fetish. This one’s short and heavy on the sex, so if you’re here for more of the feels, skip to the next one.



 



Bambi couldn’t help pinching her husband’s ass as he casually glanced around the room full of their fellow Lamaze class students. Connor grinned that wolfish smile of his, the hungry one, the same smile she loved to see when he held her ankles nearly to her shoulders and screwed her into orgasm after orgasm, the same one he wore when they dove into this situation headlong.



Bambi saw it, and she returned it, just as wolfish. It was the smile she gave him when she was riding him, hands on her full, luscious ass or cupping her big breasts. The same smile she wore when she surprised him on their anniversary with his leggy, hot-as-hell secretary in bed with her eating out Bambi’s pussy, her hair still tied back in its professional braids, her skirt hiked high enough to show off her pink bikini briefs.



Theirs was not a typical relationship. Connor and Bambi knew when they first hooked up their appetites were insatiable. They screwed who they pleased with only two rules – caution, and honesty, always.



So far, it had worked out well for them. That same leggy brunette started every week at Connor’s desk draining his balls for him after Bambi taught her how he best liked his blowjobs. When they went to his parents’ place one weekend, Bambi golfed with Connor’s parents while he buried his dick in the hot MILF across the street, a teenage fantasy of his brought to life. On a fishing trip with his boss, the two men pounded a pair of strippers and his boss’s wife. All of this Connor told Bambi while they were in bed together, her riding him and imagining it.



Bambi helped herself to frequent treats too. She preferred women to men, save for Connor. Men always came with complications, attachments, feelings she didn’t return – and then they could be dangerous. Sometimes she broke her rule – after all, she worked for a fashion magazine and they frequently had some top-tier studs walk through the door. But by and large she liked the simple pleasures of a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t going to sink her claws into Bambi or Connor. Among her many favorites was a girls’ long weekend to Cabo, where she was eaten out by two stunning Latinas while a thick-muscled driver fed Bambi his meaty cock, all looking out at the magnificently brilliant blues of the ocean.



Despite all this, Bambi and Connor were not cruel to their partners. They didn’t get off on breaking hearts. They simply liked sex. Good sex. Uncomplicated sex. Rough sex. Sweet sex.



With a buffet of flesh out there, why be anything but open to new experiences?



The baby would change things. Of course it would. They knew that and talked about it long before Bambi went off the pill. But even more important to the couple than sex was family. They both came from big ones, Connor with three brothers and four sisters, Bambi with five sisters. They wanted as many kids as they could feasibly handle. His star was on the rise at the insurance headquarters and he was already making six figures. Bambi was right there too, making vertical moves into both editing and website design. The timing was never going to be better to get started.



They didn’t expect the fun to stop entirely when they had children, but they weren’t naïve enough to think it could be debauchery twenty-four seven. They wanted some memorable experiences before the baby came. They certainly weren’t expecting it from the Lamaze classes they signed up for.



But now, looking around a room with eight straight couples, a pair of women, and several single mothers, Connor and Bambi looked at each other and grinned.



Jackpot.



* * *



Bridget watched the newest couple out of the corner of her eye. They were the yummiest pair in the room, and that was saying something. The stars had aligned just right on this class. Several of the women and men were knockouts, absolute perfection in the flesh. The women being pregnant only added to the heat in her opinion. Big curvy bellies, ripening breasts, even the wider hips and nice juicy butts. Not to mention the glow. The glow! Every woman in that room had it, save for the instructor herself, the only woman in the room not pregnant.



This couple was something else, though. He was on the short side, but balanced it out with powerful muscles on clear display under a tee shirt and leather jacket. His black, severe crew cut and sleepy blue eyes contrasted nicely with the hard, angular set to his face. The woman with him was about his height, and her angelically sweet face contrasted her killer curves. She could have been a lingerie or a bikini model, especially with that silky long brown hair and her smoldering eyes.



As if she sensed she was being watched, the woman looked straight at Bridget and smiled wider. Bridget returned it, but the young woman beside her – Alice? Alicia? – said something and Bridget turned her attention back to her.



“Sorry, got distracted there for a second. Thought I knew someone.”



“Oh, that’s all right. I was just asking if this is your first baby.”



“Oh,” Bridget said. “Yes. I made junior partner at my firm and I thought it was time.”



“Congratulations!” Alicia said. Her boyfriend, a craggy-faced man in his forties or fifties, rejoined them with a pair of bottles of water, and Alicia gestured at Bridget. “She just made junior partner at her work.”



“Oh hey, congratulations,” the man said. “Buy you a drink to celebrate?” He held out the bottle of water, and when he smiled, it was easy to see why the woman was with him. It shaved away his naturally dour expression and left him if not boyish, then at least much more youthful looking.



“Thank you, but I’d better not, or else I’m going to want to pee every few minutes.” Bridget sensed if she didn’t cut and run now, she wouldn’t escape these two so easily. They seemed nice but she wanted to catch the attention of that sexy young couple again. “Excuse me, just going to wander the room and say hello.”



“Oh, sure!” Alicia said.



The couple were talking to the instructor, and the woman caught Bridget’s wandering eye again. She gave Bridget a blatant once-over, and Bridget wasn’t shy about returning the look. But the instructor broke apart right at that moment, clapping her hands and drawing all the attention in the room to herself.



“Hello everyone, I’m Sharon. Let’s go ahead and find a spot and we’ll get started in helping you kick labor in the butt. What do you say?”



A chorus of cheers broke out. The woman held Bridget’s eyes as she cheered too, then winked and took her husband’s hand.



* * *



Forty-five minutes into the class, they broke for snacks and a bathroom break. Connor leaned over and breathed in his wife’s ear, “If you eye-fucked that blonde any harder, she’d come just watching you.”



Bambi grinned, her attention back on the gorgeous blonde in question. Through a round of introductions at the class’s beginning, she introduced herself as Bridget, a single mom-to-be and a junior associate bankruptcy attorney. She and several other women had no partners with them, which suited Bambi just fine.



There was already an arc of electricity shooting between the two women and they hadn’t even spoken to each other directly yet. Bridget was gorgeous. Her buttery blonde hair contrasted well with her dark brown eyes and hung straight down her back, begging to be seen on a pillow. Her small, plump lips had been kissed with ruby red lipstick, making Bambi think about the other woman kneeling in front of Connor, sucking him off. Not quite as far along as Bambi herself, Bridget’s baby bump was nonetheless plentiful and drew all sorts of attention to her plump breasts and her taut, curvy ass in her jeans.



That they were going to fuck was a foregone conclusion in Bambi’s mind. What she wanted to know was how soon.



She left Connor as he struck up another conversation with Sharon. She had a feeling they’d be dragging the instructor home at some point too, but for the moment, Bambi had eyes only for Bridget. She approached the blonde, her smile widening.



“So, a chance to finally say hello,” Bridget said. Her voice was soft and throaty.



“Hello,” Bambi said, eyes crinkling. “Bridget, right?”



“And Bambi and Connor.”



“Pleasure.”



“Oh, certainly,” Bridget said.



She offered her hand. Her nails glimmered with white polish. Bambi took it and came in to kiss the other woman’s cheek.



Bambi asked, “Care to take a walk with me? I could use a bathroom break and I’d like company.”



“Of course.”



The class was held out of a classroom at a local college. Most the lecture hall was dark at that hour. Bambi had once attended school there not all that long ago and knew the layout well. She walked right past the bathrooms closest to the class and instead turned down a different hallway into near-pitch blackness.



Bridget said softly, “Bathrooms were back there.”



“Oh, I don’t want to have to wait in line,” Bambi said. “Come on, I know where there are more.”



Bridget licked her lips and followed. Bambi held up her phone and used it like a flashlight. By the time they reached the second set of bathrooms, the noise from the Lamaze class faded and they were the only ones around. Bambi took Bridget’s hand and pushed open the door.



The light switch took a moment to find. Bridget’s cheeks were bright red under the cheery bulbs. Bambi wasted no time, pulling the other woman with her into the biggest stall. They locked it. Bridget took Bambi by the shoulders, pushing her back against the metal door and kissing her with a savage hunger Bambi recognized from within herself.



Bridget tasted like bubblegum and it drove Bambi wild. She reached up to grip the other woman by the back of her head, crushing her lips to her even more firmly. Their tongues didn’t so much dance as spar, flicking against one another.



“We have to make this fast,” Bridget breathed, and Bambi nodded fervently.



“How?”



“Unzip your jeans.”



They both did, and Bridget showed her the way by sliding her fingers into Bambi’s yellow thong. Slipping sideways, there was enough room to do the same with the beautiful blonde and they explored each other that way, each finding their partner deliciously wet and ready. Bridget was nice and tight, her pussy lips thick and full. Funny the things Bambi noticed when she was turned on.



Bridget’s lips parted as Bambi sought out her clit and brushed it with her thumb. “Oh, you’re good at this,” she breathed. She returned the gesture but it was clear who was the more experienced of the two lovers at sapphic play. Good. This one would be fun to teach.



“You’re coming home with us tonight,” Bambi breathed.



“Yesss….” Bridget hissed. “Is your… unh… husband this good?”



“He’s going to make you beg for more.”



Their fingers moved fast, no teasing, nothing but the need and desire to get each other off as quickly as possible. Bridget’s clit was nice and thick, and so very sensitive to Bambi’s flicks. The blonde couldn’t keep up, her fingers wavering as the sensations overwhelmed her. As Bambi’s fingers pumped through her slick folds her breathing went ragged and harsh. And when Bambi reached up to cup her breast and roll her nipple through the fabric, Bridget came with a hard, sharp gasp of air.



“Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuckfuckfuck…”



Her head snapped back and she breathed deep, her foot coming up off the ground and stamping back down. Her sex gushed all over Bambi’s fingers and she pulled them away in a hurry. Bridget, her eyes still fluttering, watched Bambi lick them like a popsicle, then her own lips came forward and licked up the juices on the other side. Bambi grinned at that and moved her hands to the other woman’s shoulders.



Bridget got the idea and knelt on the cold tiled floor, staring up at Bambi with a delighted fire in her eyes. She helped Bambi shrug down her panties and her jeans to her knees, and leaned forward to slurp on Bambi’s waiting folds. She was much more talented with her tongue than her fingers, sliding through Bambi’s depths with fast laps before teasing her clit. Her small delicate hands and long nails came around and gripped Bambi’s ass, pulling her tighter to her.



Voices. They froze, staring at one another, then Bridget whispered, “Ah, who cares?”



Bambi’s giggle turned to a breathy sigh when the other woman sucked hard at her clit, going for broke now. One of her hands came back between her thighs as the door opened.



“Hello? Is somebody in here?” their instructor Sharon called.



“Yes,” Bambi called back, breathless. “Ah-almost done.”



“Um, we have to ask that you only use the bathrooms closest to the…”



Bridget slurped particularly loud against Bambi’s clit, and their instructor trailed off. Bambi giggled and said, “Right, yessss, sorry, we’ll be out in just a, a, a few.”



“Oh. Well. See you back… back in class.”



When they heard the door shut again, Bridget stopped licking long enough to look up with a grin. “We got in trouuuble…”



Bambi gripped the back of the other woman’s head and pushed her against her pussy again. “Get me off, slut, I’m so close.”



Bridget redoubled her efforts, and slid two of her long-nailed fingers into her new companion. Combined with her tongue, that was going to do it for Bambi, and fast. She spread her legs wider, head leaning back against the metal of the door. A fantasy overtook her, one of the night to come. Connor taking Bridget from behind, her big breasts bouncing back and forth as he yanked on her hair and smacked her ass. Bambi would sit up near the head of the bed and watch, playing with herself. Ohhh, yes, that was exactly how she wanted to see it play out. And maybe… maybe watch Connor take Bridget’s ass, too.



“Oh God,” she whimpered. “Like that, Bridget…”



The other woman rocked back and forth on her knees as she licked and sucked Bambi’s clit. She was so eager, so ready to please. Bambi loved it. Loved fantasizing about Connor taking her for his own. About Bambi eventually joining in, maybe riding Bridget’s beautiful face while he swept up her legs and buried himself into her.



The flood of warmth started from her pussy and flooded upwards, making her spine stretch out in luxuriant pleasure, her chin dipping forward, eyes closing. Her hands went to Bridget’s blonde hair, clutching at it, shoving her tight, holding her in place. She let out a keen of need, her orgasm hitting her hard and fast. A good orgasm for her left her thighs soaking wet, and this one wasn’t just good. It was fantastic. Bridget dropped her chin to suck up the liquid she could, moaning with pleasure.



They heard Sharon call out for a three-minute warning, and Bridget looked up at Bambi, her chin gleaming. “Did your slut do good?” she purred. Oh yes. Definitely a submissive.



“You did great, baby. I can’t wait to see you with Connor. Come on, we need to try and clean up. Fast.”



They did, but could only manage to pat their chins dry, gargle with water, and hurriedly straighten out their errant hairs. Bridget still looked a mess, her makeup around her mouth tarnished.



“Out of time. Think we’ll be found out?” Bridget asked as they rushed out of the bathroom.



“Oh, definitely,” Bambi said, and squeezed the other woman’s ass.



* * *



Bridget followed them in her car. Bambi told Connor all about what happened in the bathroom, leaving him rock hard. She told him too about her fantasy bout how he would take Bridget, and though he said nothing about it, she knew from experience when she wanted a show, he’d provide.



Bambi and Connor both eventually wanted a house with a better view of the mountains or the lake someday, but as it stood, they lived in a nice enough suburb. Their home was a ranch-style single level most notable for its sizable yard and the gazebo styled entertaining area out back.



They headed inside to a cozy living room dominated by a gas fireplace and a stylish crescent couch. Connor stepped behind Bridget and took her coat from her shoulders, but not before kissing the base of her neck. Good to get things started early. There would be no awkward getting-to-know-you conversation, and that appealed to her.



While he disappeared to hang her coat up, Bambi took Bridget’s hand and guided her through the house. “Two important rooms right now,” she said. She pointed to one. “Bathroom.” Then to another, “Bedroom.”



While they cleaned up after their earlier tryst, Connor headed for the kitchen to grab three glasses and a pitcher of ice water. To this, he added wafers of dark chocolate and a can of whipped cream. All this he put on a platter and brought to the bedroom before starting in on his shirt and pants.



A few minutes later, the women came out of the bathroom, talking low and completely naked. Connor grinned to himself. Bambi liked to work fast but this was speedy even by her standards. She liked this one, and it was easy to see why. Bridget was movie star sexy, and he couldn’t wait to run his tongue over every inch of her.



They stepped into the bedroom, Bambi’s hand on Bridget’s lower back. Just like his wife, Bridget’s curves begged to be touched, and he wasted no time doing just that. Bridget eyed him from head to toe with a pleased gleam in her eyes. He came to them, one arm going instinctively around Bambi to pull her to his side, the other going to Bridget, who stared up at him with a smile. He leaned in and first kissed Bambi, a slow, easy one to start, with plenty of loud smacking mostly as a show for Bridget. Then he turned his head to their guest, and kissed her too.



As his hands went to their bottoms, Connor asked his wife, “Rules?”



“From me, none,” Bambi said, delighting in a squeeze of her juicy butt. “Whatever you’re comfortable with, Bridget.”



Connor turned his head towards the blonde and raised an eyebrow. She hesitated, then said quietly, “I want to be used tonight. I want to be fucked. I want to be told what to do and I want to be your slut. Both of you.”



“Mm. Sounds fun to me,” Bambi said. “How about it, baby? Two hot mommas at your beck and call tonight?”



Connor grinned, and kissed them both again in turn. “Then get on the bed and put those lips to work. You two have already had your fun. I want mine.”



Bambi and Bridget clasped hands and gave him a hell of a show by wiggling their asses as they walked to the bed. It was so comically over the top Connor couldn’t help but chuckle. They crawled up on the bed and turned to face him on their hands and knees. Bambi tossed back her auburn hair and Bridget licked her lips in another exaggerated display as he approached.



“Kiss,” he said simply.



They did, smiling as they turned their heads and brought their lips together. Bambi and Connor had brought home a lot of women over their relationship, but he didn’t think they’d ever stumbled across anyone so downright beautiful as Bridget, and he hardened as the blonde focused on his wife with a wet, sloppy kiss. Their tongues dueled for a moment before they brought their lips back together again softer this time, and finally they both looked back up at Connor.



Bambi reached for her husband’s hardening prick, stroking his bare shaft with all five fingers. He was big enough around she couldn’t circle him entirely, and there was plenty left of his length that Bridget could join in too.



“Never been with a man who shaved before,” Bridget said. Her eyes nearly crossed at the sight of his prick.



“We like to keep things clean,” Bambi said. “Speaking of… we were tested a few weeks ago.”



“Mm. I got tested when I wanted to get pregnant,” Bridget said, stroking Connor faster. Up to him, she added quietly, “You can come in me if you want.”



Connor reached down and ran a hand through her hair before grabbing a fistful of it and tugging her head upright. It couldn’t have been painful, just jarring, but she gasped from it all the same. “If I want to do anything to you tonight, I will,” he said, his voice a low growl. “If I make you walk out of here with my come drizzling out of your ass, it’s because I want it to happen. Not because you tell me it’s okay. Tell me you understand.”



Heat bloomed in her cheeks as she stared up at him, her breaths coming faster and harder. “I understand.”



“You understand,
 sir
 .”



“I understand, sir,” Bridget whimpered.



“Good slut,” Connor said, and stepped closer to her. “You may give my cock a suck.”



He thrilled to the eagerness of her, the willingness to drop right into her role. Her ruby red lips parted wide for him, but her mouth was so small she could barely fit a couple inches of his cock into her mouth. That was all right. The sight of Bridget stuffed so full of his prick drove him rock hard, and when she pulled away with a kiss to his tip, he offered his cock to his wife next.



Now Bambi, she was used to the size of him. But even she couldn’t fit more than half his length into her talented mouth and throat, and that was pushing things. She sucked his first few inches, staring up at him, her eyes gleaming. Bridget’s hand was still on his shaft and she stroked him into Bambi’s mouth, her lips still parted.



Connor pulled out of Bambi’s mouth with a wet slurp from her and fed it again to Bridget. He still gripped her hair and used it to pull her back and forth on his tip, essentially using what little she could take of him to fuck his cock with her mouth. When it was Bambi’s turn again, he swept his hand through her hair too and did much the same, taking her mouth faster, her eyes worshipful upon him as her big breasts swayed with every thrust of her mouth.



He alternated like that for a while, using their mouths while he drank up every detail of their pregnant bodies rocking back and forth. God, he loved the sight of a pregnant woman, the fullness, the overt sexuality of knowing a woman was carrying a baby, of knowing she’d been filled. He couldn’t wait to suck the milk straight from his wife’s tits, to fuck her again when she was ready, to drive his cock back into her depths and fill her again and again and again with his children. He would never stop, given half a chance. Connor was insatiable for her like this. His dreams had never been so powerful, not even as a teenager. Nor had his prick ever been so incensed. Having her walk around the house like this, pregnant and full-figured, drove him to a constant state of arousal. Nearly every day of Bambi’s pregnancy, he took her two or three times, and when she couldn’t or didn’t want to, it was her he fantasized to, her who he came to.



And now Connor had access to a whole class full of sexy mothers-to-be, starting with the first. Bridget. His mind was already made up. She wasn’t going to get far from either of them, and just like his wife, Connor would see to it Bridget was always full, always pregnant.



“The next child is mine,” he growled at her. “The only cock to come inside you from now on is mine.”



She moaned at that. Bridget couldn’t have known he was serious, but he was. Bambi stared up at him and mouthed, “oh, fuck.” He grinned with savage glee. He didn’t care if Bambi agreed or not. This was going to happen. Bridget, Bambi, half the sluts in that class, they were his.



He jerked out of Bridget’s lips and snapped, “Both of you, together. Finish me off.”



“Yes sir,” Bridget said, and Bambi echoed her friend demurely. They brought their lips to his cockhead, their hands joining as they jerked his length against their lips. They kissed each other more often than his tip. Their tongues flicked against him, each other. They stared up at him as he reached his heights, his hands clenched at his sides, his ass bouncing forward and back.



“Close,” he grunted.



Bambi pulled back and guided her friend to do the same. “Close your eyes, darling,” she murmured, still stroking her husband. Bridget did, and Connor was coming, coming, coming. Streaks jetted across their faces, foreheads, cheeks, chins covered in him. He came more than he could ever remember. They looked like he’d glazed them, and Bridget giggled.



“Oh my God, there’s so much of him,” she moaned.



“Clean each other up,” Connor said, catching his breath and walking for the glasses of water. He drank deep from his own as they swiped away the come nearest their eyes and began feeding each other with their fingers, scooping it up and bringing it to each other’s lips.



When they were done, he brought them each a glass of water and they drank gratefully. When he took their glasses away, he brought them a bite of chocolate and said simply, “Rest on your backs.”



Bridget and Bambi did as he said, resting on their elbows. Bridget giggled nervously, but Connor paid her no mind. This was a moment of innocence for them before he got started in on his own fun. He unwrapped one of the wafers and broke it in half. To Bambi, he said, “Open, and hold it with your lips.”



She cocked her head at him, but did as he told her. He fed her the chocolate, and she got the idea.



“Now share.”



They did, kissing softly again and splitting the chocolate between them. He fetched the whipped cream and flicked off the cap. When he returned to them, he gave each of Bridget’s breasts a tiny blast of delicious cream, imagining the day when she’d give out milk instead. He added another lazy line down to her mound. Then he did the same to his wife, and crumbled up the last of the chocolate. This he sprinkled across the cream, and bent down first to suck one of Bridget’s big nipples into his mouth, savoring both the cream and her shiver.



While he sucked and licked, he positioned himself, moving counter-clockwise and ending up on his knees over Bambi’s right leg and Bridget’s left. By now they had to be done with the chocolate but the kisses endured, their eyes locked on each other as Connor’s hands dipped to their bare pussies, free of anything that might get them sticky. They were wet and ready for him, so he slid in his middle fingers into each of them, delighting in their shared moans.



His wife’s breasts called to him, and Connor moved to them, sucking the cream off her and flicking his tongue across her nipple. She bent her knees, a reflexive action born of her need. His fingers pumped in and out of the two pregnant beauties with a steady pace. When he sucked the broken chocolate and cream off Bridget’s other nipple, he curled his fingers and stroked their g-spots.



“Ohhhh, I like that,” Bridget breathed against Bambi’s lips.



“Mm hm,” Bambi replied. Connor knew she was more invested in Bridget at the moment, drunk off their newest partner.



Slowly he traced his way down their bodies with his tongue, licking up the creamy, chocolatey mess. When he reached their stomachs, he stopped long enough to give them both attention. Bridget’s attention broke from Bambi and she stared down at Connor as he kissed the top of her belly, her sides. Then, staring up at her, he dipped lower, to finish the cream and to begin the real play.



Bambi scooped off the cream on her own stomach as Connor teased Bridget’s big clit with his tongue. She pushed herself up and got onto her knees. Bridget’s eyes flicked to her, and Bambi fed her one creamy finger. Bridget sucked it down with a pleased, “Mm.” Bambi swirled the rest of the cream around on Bridget’s body, trailing her fingers with her mouth. Husband and wife licked and sucked whatever they pleased, driving the sexy blonde wild. Her hands moved everywhere, one on one of her own big breasts, the other sliding up and down Bambi’s back.



When the last of the cream was lapped up, Bambi brought the hand between her own thighs as she latched onto one of Bambi’s nipples, sucking and teasing with an occasional “Ah” and “mmmf” thrown in. While she pumped three fingers inside her own wet slit, much the same fantasy as Connor ran through her mind, that of Bridget’s milk spilling into their mouths, both of them sucking at her tits as they finger-fucked the gorgeous blonde sandwiched between them.



Whatever excitement Bambi felt, Bridget felt it tenfold. Her thighs widened for Connor as his expert tongue dragged down to meet her pussy lips, right to where his middle finger squelched in and out of her. He added two more fingers as his mouth traveled back up to her clit and sucked. Mixed with Bambi’s eager mouth at her nipples and Bridget didn’t last long at all. She arched her back, gasping, “Oh fuck, I’m close, I’m going to come, I’m going to come so hard…”



“Do it,” Bambi said around her nipple. “Come for him, baby, come for us, show him how wet you get.”



“Mmm, Cooonnnnor!” Bridget gasped. She half-twisted, at least as far as she could manage given the attentions of her two lovers. Her hands clenched into fists and she cried out, “Ahh!” Her orgasm swept through her, not quite as mind-blowing as Bambi’s earlier attention but close, so very close.



Connor moved, positioning his wife so she was on her back again. “Bridget,” he said, and Bridget’s half-lidded eyes focused and traveled towards his direction. “Sit up. Ride her face while I eat her.”



He helped her up, and she moved on shaky knees to kneel over Bambi’s waiting mouth. His wife twined her arms around Bridget and pulled her down the rest of the way, moaning as she got a taste of the young woman. Connor watched for a moment, transfixed, and Bridget gave him an almost shy smile. He pushed forward and kissed her hungrily, one hand going around to grip the back of her head, the other slipping up and down her belly.



“I mean it,” he said against her lips. “You’re ours after tonight. We’re not going to want to let you go.”



“God no,” Bambi murmured under Bridget. “Our slut.” She spanked Bridget’s bottom playfully, and Bridget wiggled her hips on her. Her smile faded as she studied Connor, then she nodded.



His wife’s pussy called to him, and Connor returned to it. Her wet folds welcomed him with a cute jump, always a good sign about how turned on she really was. As he licked Connor replayed his own words to Bridget. The thought of her becoming something more permanent intrigued him. Sometimes they entertained the idea of a second woman in their relationship. He hoped Bridget was the one. God, the thought of waking with the two of them spurred him on, and he lapped at Bambi’s swollen clit with a fire in his heart. But it was more than that. He saw the way his wife and Bridget came together so easily and it felt like finding the last piece to a jigsaw puzzle.



But that was crazy, wasn’t it? They didn’t know a thing about Bridget. Maybe she was a terrible person. Not that they were shining examples of moral integrity, but what if there was something that broke them? Some difference that made one of them incompatible?



Then again, was that so different from dating in general? He and Bambi didn’t agree on a lot of things but at the end of the day their differences molded them as much as the similarities. They made for a good pair. Maybe Bridget would be the one to make that a good trio.



He snapped back to it. Bambi rocked back and forth like a ship, her knees up and spread wide. Bridget had her head back, staring up at the ceiling as she ground down on the brunette’s mouth.



Connor brought his thumb to his wife’s hooded clit and teased the top while he licked everything else. She loved that and tried hard to writhe, but they had her pretty well pinned. From under Bridget, she gasped, “Ohhh, ohh, Connor, Connor…”



Close, so close. She needed a nudge but before he could settle on what that was going to be, Bridget got into the game, dropping down until her lips were on Bambi’s mound, kissing her, tonguing her. Connor dropped lower so the blonde could lick Bambi’s clit while he pumped his fingers into her.



That did it for Bambi, and minutes later, she cried out, “Uh huh, hunnngh, coming coming!”



Her knees slapped against his head, making him grunt. But Connor barely noticed as he dipped down to slide his tongue through his wife’s buttery wetness, savoring her for a moment before the fun really began.



* * *



“Bridget,” Connor said. His chin was wet with his wife’s juices and Bridget crawled forward to tongue it off him, stopping for a long, hungry kiss. He held her in place like that and stared into her eyes. “You’re going to turn around and stay on all fours. I’m going to take you from behind while my wife watches.”



“Yessss,” she hissed.



He fisted a handful of her hair and tugged it back, eyes blazing. “Yes, what?”



“Yes, sir!”



“Bad slut. You’ll need to be punished for forgetting. Now stroke me until I’m ready to own you.”



Bridget licked her ruby lips. He let her go and her small hands wrapped around his cock, jacking him against her big round belly. He looked down and grinned, then shamelessly cupped and thumbed her big breasts, obsessed with the sight of her like this.



When Connor was ready, Bridget hurried to spin around, facing the head of the bed. Bambi situated herself against the headboard, legs spread wide. She reached across to her nightstand and pulled out her favorite toy, a lime green vibrating dildo, and tonight, she turned on that big bastard as fast as it could vibrate in her haste to stuff it inside herself and enjoy the visual feast in front of her.



Connor positioned himself at Bridget’s entrance, sliding his cock along her lips a few times before guiding his tip to her folds. He pushed into her slowly, her pussy wrapping around his cock so tightly he thought he could only make it a couple inches, much like her mouth.



“Oh, ohhhh, fuck, big,” Bridget gasped. “big big big big…” Her head dropped and she sucked in a huge, shaky breath. “Cooonnnooor…”



He smacked her ass, hard, and his wife jumped as she plunged the dildo in and out of her wet pussy. “Yesss, take him, take all of him, Bridget, oh fuck, baby, is she tight?”



“Uh huh,” Connor grunted. A third of his cock. Half of it. Bridget took him all the way to the veiny bulge near his root. When he pulled back, she was so tight around him her hips rolled back with him. He had to put a hand on her ass to keep her in place while he drove back into her with a hard, sharp thrust.



Then it was on.



Bridget could only hang on. Connor took her with insatiable need, his big dick driving in and out of her with loud, lewd pops. Bambi matched their pace with her dildo, her other hand dipping down to her clit or rising occasionally to her mouth to suck on her fingers. The sight of the very pregnant mother-to-be, the occasional sting on Bridget’s ass, and the way Connor’s cock was hitting every pleasure center in and around her pussy drove Bridget wild within mere minutes.



“Oh fuck, I’m coming, I’m c-c-coming from that b… big… big fucking cock!”



She shuddered and came, just as she said. Her head dropped to the mattress, a laugh stuttering its way out of her. Connor stared down at her, then at his wife. Bambi stared back. “Fuck her,” she whispered. “Take our slut.”



Connor did. His pace before had been hard, but controlled. Now he took. With Bridget still quivering from the force of her orgasm he grabbed her waist and plunged into her, back and forth, back and forth. His balls strained for release but he wasn’t ready to end this moment yet.



“On your knees beside her,” he said to Bambi. “I want to see both your asses up high when I’m fucking you.”



Bambi moaned and hurried to comply. She grabbed Bridget’s shaking hand as they knelt side by side for him, their lover, their man. He took his wife with even harder abandon, standing up to piston down into her cunt at an angle, driving her wild.  Then he was jerking out of her, his wet dick gleaming with her juices before he slammed back into Bridget. The blonde’s big tits bounced back and forth with every hard thrusts.



“Ahhhhh! Ahhhh, how can he feel this good?” she gasped at Bambi. Bambi didn’t answer, but kissed her shoulder before pulling back, her mouth agape. Connor had gone hard on some of their friends, but this was a display far beyond anything they’d ever done before. He fucked Bridget until she gushed again on his cock, too spent anymore to do anything but hold herself up on trembling arms. When he jerked out of her and into his wife again, Bridget curled up on her side, watching them, her eyes distant and fluttering. He’d screwed her to the point of nearly making her black out, and he was doing the same thing to his wife.



Next thing Bambi knew she was on her side facing Bridget, her trembling fingers against the other woman’s ruby lips. Connor crashed behind her but he still wasn’t done yet. He lifted her leg by the thigh and shoved his cock right back into her delighted depths. He didn’t slow, didn’t waver. Bambi cruised to a wordless orgasm, her forehead pressing against Bridget’s, their hands locking together. They kissed and kissed and kissed, and Connor finally grunted, “Fuck!”



“On us, on us, on us,” Bridget cried out, and Connor pulled back out. Bridget and Bambi rested on their backs, and Connor jerked his cock over them, a manic gleam to his eyes. His streaks hit their breasts, their bellies. He came and came and came, a shocking amount considering the earlier blowjob, but he’d always been like that, so virile, so ready.



There was no cleaning each other up this time. Bambi, fucked to the point of hoarse, ragged breathing, took Bridget’s hand in hers. They kissed.



Connor went for the sheet and blankets he pulled off the bed earlier. In just the minute that took, the two women moved to the head of the bed, nestled face to face, kissing softly and whispering kind nothings to each other as they slipped slowly into sleep. Connor settled the sheet and blanket around them. When he returned from using the bathroom, Bambi and Bridget were already out.



He thought back to his earlier words about Bridget being theirs. And as he watched them together, sipping one of the glasses of water, the ice long melted, he realized he was right. They couldn’t say goodbye to Bridget.



* * *



Bridget woke to the sound of the shower running. She vaguely remembered cuddling with Bambi after the jaw-dropping sex the night before, but not much afterwards. Connor must have taken care of them. The thought made her smile.



She kissed the still-sleeping Bambi and slipped out of bed. God, she was sore, so very sore, but it had been worth it. Connor was a machine. She hoped this wouldn’t be the only time they hooked up. It was impossible not to like Bambi, and she thought she remembered a flash of Connor on his knees beside her the night before, stroking hair away from her cheek before kissing it. Maybe that was just a dream, but she didn’t think so.



Who were these people, though? And was she willing to commit herself to them? Her and her baby boy?



Not that Bridget was looking for a paternal figure. Her friend Raul helped her with the insemination, but it had all been hands off for him, with a needleless syringe and a promise he wouldn’t try to pursue parental rights. All that had been very deliberate, very planned out. It was something she thought about as a junior in college and researched thoroughly before taking the plunge when she felt comfortable with her work and home life enough.



This was all part of her plan. Bridget would have a child, see how it went, then have another. No messy relationships in her life, no complications save for the enormity of being a mother. She liked her freedom, liked being single and able to drop in and out of someone’s life on a whim.



But what Connor said last night about the two of them owning Bridget now? That was appealing too. Her submissiveness was not a new trend. She bottled herself up at work. Had to, given her relative youth and her chase for a partnership. She had to be in absolute control and in top form all the time. A stunning woman like her was always going to get a storm of assholes and bitches saying she slept her way to the top, and the only way to disprove them was to show just how good she was. So when it came to sex, Bridget liked to unwind. Completely unwind. She didn’t want to make any decisions. She wanted to be used and even degraded, though not on an abusive level. And that was what Connor and Bambi understood. Yes, Connor had been rough with her, and she would be sore for a couple days from it. And yes, they’d spanked her and called her a slut, but it was out of a sexual playfulness, not anything serious. She knew the difference, knew what she wanted and what crossed a line, and Connor in particular had been brilliant at delivering.



So did she want this? A relationship with them?



Bridget didn’t know. But it was going to be fun to find out.









Dreamers



 



Contains: MF romance



 



The crowd roared when Nate sneered at them, talking a mess of trash that few of the wrestling fans beyond the first and second rows could actually hear. They ate it up anyways, booing him. An audience member, really one of the ring construction crew planted in the audience in a Tony Bravine t-shirt, pointed at Nate and shouted that he sucked. Nate started for the ropes like he might jump out of the ring and swat the guy.



He loved this part of it, the crowd interaction, the way they could get riled up with just a bit of provocation. Anyone could jump online and find out pretty fast Nate wasn’t the villain he played in the middle of the ring, but his audience loved to hate his current gimmick, that of a rich one-percenter who could always get out of all the trouble he caused in the ring by bribing a ref with a well-placed – and fake – hundred-dollar bill. To them, he was Arnie Wellington, one of the most hated men in wrestling.



Behind him, Tony should have been about to grab Nate’s shoulder with his big mitts. Nate would freeze, then try to scramble through the ropes in a panic to escape the hero’s clutches before Bravine caught him by his trunks and pull him back for a bridging suplex. That wouldn’t be the end of the match, but Nate always thought of the moves like that, three steps, no more. Try to plan too much and the match lost some of its natural flow.



Bravine’s monstrous hand fell on Nate’s shoulder. For the benefit of the cameras, Nate gaped at the planted fan in blue. In wrestling, you had to go as big and theatric with your expressions as possible, so Nate threw himself into the panic, his mouth opening in a wide O, his eyes huge. The scramble through the ropes nearly went south. Bravine didn’t quite catch him by the trunks, but snagged his boot before Nate had to call an audible and tumble out of the ring to race around for a bit like his heels were on fire. But the boot was enough, and Nate hopped on one foot. It wound up playing better anyways.



Bravine pulled him back, and Nate bellowed, “No, no no no no, I’ll pay you, I’ll buy you a car, I’ll-”



Bravine cinched his hands together, but his angle was wrong. Nate registered it, tried to shift with the man. Bravine had been favoring his right side all night, and up to that point, Nate thought it was just a little flavor. Even if the pain was real, Bravine was an old pro, and you had to trust your opponent in a spot like this. If he thought he could do the move, all Nate could do was roll with it. The crowd roared again, and Nate shouted, comically high, “NooOOOooo!”



He jumped at the same time as Bravine lifted, helping the man with his own kinetic energy. He felt the shudder in Bravine’s arms, had just enough time to think, “Ah shit,” and the mat rushed up towards him. Nate crashed into it face-first.



Fuzziness. Sound. The crowd was faint, tinny, the lights far too bright. Bravine in his ear, clutching him in a classic submission move. “Fuck. You good?”



Nate mumbled, “Yeah. Yeah,”



He squirmed against the other man’s hold. Couldn’t let him win that way. It wasn’t one of Bravine’s signature moves. All this registered even as the lights fuzzed again. Nate’s head throbbed, but he fought through it. He rolled with the other man, ended up on his back on Bravine’s stomach and reached a boot out for the ropes to make it an illegal pin. The ref gave him a lecture and Bravine shoved Nate off him.



Everything swam. When Bravine came at him with a flurry of slaps to his chest, Nate stumbled backwards, trying to keep his balance. The ref’s eyes widened, and he mumbled something into his earpiece. If Nate didn’t focus, they’d end the match early. He could do this. He could…



Bravine thundered at him in the corner, his arm outstretched. Nate ate the move and bounced up, kicking his legs up with the impact to make it look even more vicious. He counted them off. Bravine always did three, but after the second one, Nate’s mind went to mush again and Bravine really jacked it into him, the explosion of breath from Nate’s lungs completely real. With a sickening lurch, Bravine grabbed Nate around the shoulders and ran with hm to the opposite ring post, launching him at the last second.



If Nate hit the post at the right angle, it would have mitigated the shock across his upper body and not his neck and shoulders. But he didn’t, and hit the post with a sickening thump. Bravine and the ref didn’t see it, didn’t realize that it had all gone wrong for him. The lights started to fade. Nate couldn’t remember what was supposed to happen, how the next part was supposed to go. He stumbled away from the corner, gaping at the crowd, at nothing at all.



Bravine grabbed him by the neck. Lifted him. Nate closed his eyes and made a gesture to the referee to signal he was hurt bad enough he needed to call the match, but Bravine didn’t see it and the ref called it too late. Far too late. Bravine lifted Nate sky high, and slammed him down just a moment before the ref could stop him.



Darkness.



* * *



Nate didn’t remember much until he came to in the hospital, the thick webbing in his head clearing just enough to register that’s where he was. Cold realization sank in next. If he was in the hospital, that meant his injuries were serious. The boss didn’t like his people going to the hospital unless it was absolutely necessary. Bad for publicity. If it wasn’t life-threatening, one of the pair of doctors backstage dealt with it, so for Nate to wind up here was a really bad sign.



A voice. A nurse. Nate swallowed, and struggled to sit up. He felt his fingers move. Good. His toes too. Even better. Hopefully no spinal injury. But his eyes didn’t want to stay focused, and the struggle to stay awake washed over him again. The same voice said something, then louder. He tried to remain connected.



“Oh hell, man, oh hell,” he heard Bravine say to his right. “I’m sorry, Nate, I’m sorry, man.”



Nate twisted his head to look at him, but when he did, the lights went out again, and the next time he woke up, everyone from the company was gone. Gone to the next city and the next show. The nurses came in. They talked to him with their generic placidness, not really telling him anything until a doctor explained to him he suffered a big concussion. He was lucky to not have any severe bleeding or a broken neck.



With a concussion like that, Nate knew what was coming, but it was no less upsetting. The doctors told him he could never wrestle again. When they finally released him from the hospital and he returned to the company, he became a pariah. Despite Nate’s pleas that he could work backstage, that he could do something behind the scenes, the bosses quietly told him to go home, heal, and try to find the next thing.



Nate’s career, his greatest love, was over.



* * *



Marcela was very proud of herself in a detached way. The tears that had been threatening to spill over all morning didn’t escape her until she was on board the plane at Heathrow. All morning, all alone, she thought she would break down at any moment, but she managed to keep herself just distracted enough to avoid thinking about the fight. She shopped for souvenirs for her family, she ate smoked salmon and scrambled eggs from her favorite diner, she stuffed her suitcase with as many tea cake tins and boxes of good candy bars as she could.



And then it was time to fly home, and Marcela made it all the way to the point where the wispy flight attendant asked her with a heartbreakingly sweet smile if she could get Marcela anything.



The sobs finally escaped her.



She hated flying under the best of circumstances, but for her love Cammy, she had always suffered through it, sometimes with a little medication to help smooth her out. This time, she forgot to take her pill, and the flight to Chicago was pure misery. But for once in her life, it wasn’t because of the turbulence or her certainty the plane was going to wind up at the bottom of the ocean. It was because Cammy didn’t want a family – but Marcela did.



It was one thing to know Cammy didn’t want kids. That was, after all, the whole point of her most recent album, a celebration of a singular life. At first, Marcela thought that was what she wanted too, a life free of the responsibilities that came with children and a marriage. But people changed, and ever since Marcela got to know her new and good friends Oscar and Alicia, her maternal need took root and blossomed.



Despite the harsh words between them, Marcela knew in her heart no one was really at fault. But the thought of living without walking beside Cammy hurt like something had been ripped out of her. Cammy was kind and funny, and blazed with such a bright light she couldn’t help but warm everyone around her. And what people didn’t see from the ten-minute interviews on late night talk shows and podcasts and all that was this – Cammy was genuine. When the cameras were off, she didn’t turn into some monster. She didn’t make weird rider demands and always tried to get on well with the people who otherwise would have gone unnoticed in the machinery of her day-to-day life. She loved her fans and strangers alike, and always tried to treat them with kindness.



She also made the bookish woman who fell into the temp role of arranging Cammy’s transportation fall head over heels for her. When Cammy came into the talent agency for a routine meeting with her agent, Marcela, then a temp, was introduced almost as a footnote, and expected to remain at the fringe in her cubicle until Ms. Javisin needed something from her. Instead, after the meeting, Cammy came back by with a gift of chocolate from the vending machine and a hearty thank you for the work Marcela had been doing.



If that had been it, Cammy would have forever stuck out in Marcela’s mind as one of her favorite kinda-sorta bosses. But the woman kept coming by each time she was around, making small talk, sometimes bringing coffee or treats. When they talked about a favorite bar of Cammy’s, Marcela idly mentioned she’d love to go sometime. Cammy invited her that very evening, and on that beautiful, warm night, with the soft sea breeze blowing through the bar’s open doors and windows, a slightly tipsy Marcela brushed Cammy’s thigh and asked shyly if she might like to go home with her.



After that, they were inseparable, both professionally and personally. Cammy poached Marcela from the agency to become her full-time personal assistant. Marcela maintained her own place for appearances, but moved in with Cammy in a few weeks. The decision to not go public with their relationship was a mutual one but it left Marcela in tears some nights after Cammy fell asleep. She wanted nothing more than to just be with her love and not have to face down the constant fear that Cammy’s life would be picked apart for it – not to mention her own.



But it was a good life. Traveling together, stealing moments on tour buses, on planes, once in the back of a roadie’s van, the residual smoke of a joint leaving them both high and happy as could be. Cammy took care of her, and in turn, Marcela made sure her love’s life was as smooth as could be. She was good at her job and liked the work. And now would come a long fall into something else, some office job somewhere remembering the best days of her life and how much she would miss them.



To have a child, would that make the breakup worth it? She didn’t know. But Marcela had to try. She couldn’t deny herself the idea. Cammy herself said the words through a torrent of tears. If Marcela knew what she wanted, she should go.



That was the moment things truly ended.



The pain and tears on the plane had one nice side effect. They wore Marcela out. After her second screwdriver, a wave of exhaustion rolled through her to the very marrow of her bones, and she pulled a thin travel blanket over herself, tucking into the business class seat as tight as she could, trying to cradle herself from the nothingness that awaited her.



Chicago. Marcela came off the plane feeling fuzzy and drained. Her next flight was a short walk and she still had half an hour, so she dragged out her phone and hesitantly turned it back on. Her mom texted her twice to ask about her day. Her family didn’t know she was coming home. That, at least, would be one nice thing. It had been a while since she was back, before the album release and the whirlwind tour that Cammy was finishing up.



Her phone buzzed again, this time letting her know she had voicemails, a lot of them. That was normal, given she was the go-between between the world and Cammy. Or… had been, she supposed. She listened to them with half an ear, sniffing and pulling the hood on her sweater up like it could shield her. All the work voicemails she saved and would respond to when she could. Marcela didn’t want to screw Cammy over, or the people who genuinely needed her.



It was the last voicemail that made her cry again. Cammy.



“Hey, Marcela. God, I’ve recorded and re-recorded this so many times. Koji told me this morning you quit and you’re flying home. I… I guess I was expecting that, but not so soon. I thought we could…” Cammy sighed. “No. I know you need your space and your time. I love you. I…” Her voice cracked, and as Cammy cried over the phone, so did Marcela. “…be happy, baby. Be amazing. Kick being a mom in the ass. I miss you. I’ll always miss you.”



Marcela listened to the message eight times. All the while, she thought about their fight. About the last time they made love. About Cammy’s sweet kisses and hot lazy nights in Spain, France, Germany. About the hurt and anger in Cammy’s eyes when Marcela told her it was over.



That long first flight held nothing in the pain department compared to the two-hour jump to Minnesota.



* * *



“You are the best,” Marcela told Leia as they loaded up into her friend’s SUV. Leia now lived in the Twin Cities, but had gone to school with Marcela in Rounder. The headache of renting a car to drive home, then having to turn around and immediately drag someone back to return it wasn’t worth it, so Marcela asked her friend if she could pay her for her time instead.



“Aw, it’s no trouble. I’ve been craving Maria’s honey chicken anyways. It’ll be good to get back for a few hours.”



“Then let me chip in a little extra for dinner.”



“I’m not going to say no,” Leia said, and laughed throatily.



It was good to be back in Minnesota, but it left Marcela listless and almost angry with herself. She promised herself as a teenager she’d escape Rounder and not get sucked back into its orbit like so many other people from small towns. For a while she thought that would mean St. Paul, where she went to college, but when a friend went west, so did Marcela. She wound up in Los Angeles, but that had never really felt like home. It was strange, but her time in New Bainbridge probably felt the most at peace she’d ever been, and she thought maybe soon she would call Oscar and ask if he knew of any jobs around the area. Working for him would be too awkward. Thoughts of the nights of pleasure he gave her and Cammy still warmed her right to her very core. But he was a good man and now a firm friend, and if anyone could help point her in the right direction, it would be him.



Thinking of Oscar and Alicia, she smiled and texted them, asking how little Renee was doing. Alicia promptly sent her a picture back of their baby, a big goofy smile on her face as she waved her chubby arms. Such a little cutie.



Rounder was a two-hour drive from the edge of the suburbs, and Marcela spent the bulk of it listening to Leia gossip about old friends. She had little to add to the conversation, not out of any spite for the people they knew, but because she’d been out of the loop for so long. It sounded like most everyone was treading water safely, but a few tweakers fell on some even harder times and that was too bad. Not entirely unexpected, but still.



When they saw Rounder in the distance, Leia was still talking about Ann Moynahan, a bully they both dreaded who wound up punching a cop and getting some jail time. Leia asked Marcela a question, but she was no longer paying attention. The distant town held her in sway, and she started crying all over again. Home, with her tail between her legs. God, to have been so blissful and then…



Leia’s hand fell on her back, and Marcela cried harder. Blessedly, her friend said nothing as they approached, passing by the Jones’s big stretch of farmland, the giant silos of the granary, the greasy spoon restaurant and gas station combo a mile outside the town proper. That place always felt like the unofficial border of Rounder.



Home.



There were two main streets through the small town, intersecting highways far better maintained than the bumpy patched roads of the town proper. The population was on the rise, but still only numbered about seven thousand people. A Wich Barn now stood where the old Harrington tire shop had been, but it seemed to be the only real visible change to the quiet business district.



Despite all the room in the world around the town, the businesses were all packed together on long blocks, all invariably in squarish buildings with the occasional awning or bench seat. Stone pots lined the streets intermittently, filled with flowers wilting from the summer heat. Parking could get sketchy when the town was busy, but apart from a handful of cars lined up in front of the sporting goods store, Rounder was its normal sleepy self.



“Could you drop me off at my dad’s bar?” Marcela asked.



“Sure thing,” Leia said. “You okay?”



“Long, long year,” Marcela said. “I’ll be fine. Thanks again for the ride.” She dug in her purse for the eighty they agreed on for the ride, and added another twenty to it for Leia’s dinner. She had friends who probably would have driven her home for free, but that kind of guilt would have grated on the broken pieces of her heart right then.



Her dad’s bar was on the other side of town, a small slice of a building wedged in between a hairdresser and what had been an empty building a year ago. Now it held a bakery with an “Opening Soon!” banner in the window. That was neat. Been a while since they had one in town.



Leia pulled into an empty spot and parked. She got out with Marcela and helped her unload her luggage. From in the bar came a high-pitched whine of a drill. She thought at first it was coming from the bakery but no, someone was drilling something inside the Watering Shoal.



Leia handed off Marcela’s overnight bag. “When you make it back to the city, give me a call. We’ll have drinks.”



“I will.” She gave Leia a hug and held out the cash. Leia hesitated, and Marcela shook her head. “Please. For my own sake of mind.”



Leia nodded and made the twenties disappear into her jeans. “Hey. Whatever happened, it was really cool seeing all your pictures on Bottlegenie of you traveling all over the world. I hope whatever you do, you still have fun.”



“Thanks, Leia.”



Marcela watched her get back in, and waved when the other woman reversed into the street and honked. She rolled her suitcase towards the door. The drilling fell silent, and as she reached out for the handle, the door opened wide.



Her dad looked out at her, blinking at first in wild confusion, then gasping. “My baby.”



“Hi Dad,” Marcela said, and though she thought for sure she’d be running on empty, the tears started all over again.



* * *



Her dad, Shane, sat up on one of the stools in the bar, his daughter’s hand clasped in his. Her uncle Jerry was there too. The old bartop was gone, and would be replaced by a newer, taller one.



“Got tired about people complaining about the height on the step-up,” Shane said. “That turned into a dozen other fixes I wanted to make.”



“I like the new lighting,” Marcela said, looking up at the new recessed cups in the ceiling. The old lighting came from old metal pendant-styled lights about forty years out of date.



“Wait’ll you see it when it’s finished,” Shane said. “There’s going to be blue LED lighting under the lip and along the base. By the time we finish the side panels, it’ll look like coral.”



“Like you’re really walking into the ocean,” Jerry said.



“Too bad the contractor’s a dumbass,” Shane said, grinning.



“Yeah, eat me,” Jerry said. He reached out and squeezed Marcela’s shoulder. “Hey, kiddo, you’re probably tired from the flight, but maybe this weekend we get the family together and throw you a barbeque?”



Marcela felt an embarrassing surge of gratitude at that. She sniffed, and smiled weakly. “Don’t throw it for me, but God, yes, that sounds great. It’s good to see you, Uncle Jerry.”



“You too.”



When Jerry left, Shane squeezed his daughter’s hand and stepped off his stool. They looked at each other a long moment, and he moved to hug her like she was a child again, holding onto her, pressing her head into his shoulder and rocking with her. Shane was naturally a rock-solid man with a healthy layer of softness to him that always comforted Marcela. As an adult, that old feeling of warmth and safety swept through her, and the words finally escaped her.



“Daddy, we… I… I broke up with her.”



“Oh. Oh God, baby, I’m sorry,” he whispered.



She let herself be comforted by him for a long while, then finally pulled back, wiping at her eyes. He headed for a metal container full of napkins and grabbed a few for her. She used one to wipe at her eyes and blow her nose.



“Did you see your mom yet?”



“No, no, you were my first stop.”



Shane rolled his eyes theatrically. “Oh boy, she’ll be thrilled about that.”



Marcela chuckled. “Yeah.”



“Want to talk about it?”



She did. It took a while, and by the time she finished talking, her dad started putting his tools away for the evening. It felt good to unburden herself, though she knew she’d have to do it all over again with her mom back home later that night.



“I just needed to come home and catch my breath for a minute before I decide what’s next,” she said. “Can I?”



“You know you can,” her dad said, coming to her and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. He kissed the side of her head, and squeezed her tight. “Wish you would have called me about a ride, though.”



“I wanted to surprise you and Mom. It was the one good thing I could think of coming out of this.”



“Well, definitely consider me surprised.” He squeezed her again, and let go. “Happy you’re home, baby. Sorry it’s under these circumstances, but it’d be a lie if I said I wasn’t happy to see you.”



“Thanks, Dad.”



They stepped out of the bar and into the warm, still evening air. The street was livelier than when she first arrived. That didn’t mean a lot, considering the small size of the town, but in the distance, a man jogged – or more appropriately, was being tugged along behind a great big beast of a dog. She smiled distractedly, but was too focused on her dad’s talk about dinner that night and cleaning out her old bedroom to realize she knew both the man and the dog.



* * *



The best part about being home again, family aside, was Batty. The great big slobbering pitbull mix didn’t leave Nate’s side from morning to night if he could help it, and when he found a place to rent, his parents told him he’d better take his old pup with him.



Batty helped with the loneliness. Nate’s girlfriend Kimberley worked for his old wrestling company, and when it came down to accompanying him to what was then his home in North Carolina or sticking with her job, she made the same choice he probably would have. That was okay. Their relationship was really more about good sex than anything else and they’d been drifting apart some for a while. That said, it had been really,
 really
 good sex. Like her standing up on the second turnbuckle while he ate her out in front of half the guys and women in the locker room kind of sex. Like plowing her while he held her legs like a wheelbarrow kind of sex. He missed it. Greatly.



But at least when Nate returned to the two-bedroom house he was renting in Rounder, he had someone always happy to see him. Batty lived up to his name. Despite his age, he still looped around the house like a puppy, joyously barking and dropping down low to yap and play, his whole butt shaking with the force of his tail wagging. One of his eyes was milky white now, leaving his depth perception all over the place. He was a force of chaos in that regard, rebounding off everything in the house.



Nobody had run with the dog in years, and it took all of Nate’s considerable muscles to keep Batty from jerking his arm hard enough to dislocate his shoulder. Every night for weeks they went through the same routine, Nate trying to keep up with him and bellowing useless orders about keeping pace with him while Batty ran wherever he pleased. They were honked at almost nightly, and Batty was always terrifying some dog owner into sweeping up their pooch or hustling them somewhere safe and out of the way of the mad beast.



The truth was, Batty was one of the sweetest dogs Nate had ever seen. His mom often speculated there was retriever or Labrador in him, something that craved love and attention, and Nate was inclined to agree. Whatever the case, ever since his parents adopted him, Batty became their sweet, goofy third child. And Batty loved no one more in the world than Nate. The dog’s snoring in the living room kept him awake some nights, but it soothed the part of his mind that kept running through his last match, the concussion, the call from HR telling him he was being let go from his contract. All his failures haunted him in the night hours, but Batty being Batty, he was always going to protect Nate, even when it was just by the sound of his doggo snores.



That night, Batty wanted to tear down Central, so with a flurry of breathless apologies to the people they passed, Nate rushed after him, clenching his leash. Leia McCallister, who he hadn’t seen since he graduated, shouted and waved across the street. He waved back, but Batty wasn’t interested in getting scratches or loving from her. Instead, the great beast slobbered his way joyfully towards the end of the street. They only stopped long enough for Batty to sniff curiously at the corner of the post office, one of the premier destinations for dogs all over the town. He raised his leg to let them know he was there, then they were off again.



Must be a few friends coming to town for something. At the tail end of the street, Marcela Laurent stepped out of the Watering Shoal with her dad, suitcases and an overnight bag in hand. She glanced in Nate’s direction but didn’t pay him much mind and turned back to her dad as he was saying something.



Marcela. Now there was a name that brought out a smile. Nate’s older sister Elisabeth used to be her mentor in a buddy program when Marcela was in third or fourth grade and Elisabeth was in junior high. Marcela was a frequent sight around their house, a tiny mousy girl whose dark red hair was always wild and her braces seemingly five times too big for her mouth. When Elisabeth graduated, Marcela – or Red, as Lizzie and Nate often called her teasingly – drifted away from their family but not out of any spite or anything. They had their own lives to lead.



He heard from friends she turned into a hell of a beauty, but his glimpse of her was all too brief to know if that was true or not. They loaded up their car and slid in as Batty started to meander towards one of the street’s stone flower pots, needing to mark his territory again. Marcela and Mr. Laurent made a turn at the corner a block away. Marcela turned to look at Nate at the last minute, but before he could wave, they were gone.



Oh well. If she had a suitcase, maybe she was going to be around for a few days. He’d have to stop by and say hello, he thought to himself.



* * *



Marcela’s mother Tana was in with a patient when they arrived at the hospital. The receptionist at the front desk, Kerri, was an old family friend and snuck them back to one of the clinic’s rooms to sit and wait.  They wouldn’t have long.



Kerri’s bright voice rang out at the central reception desk, and Marcela heard her mother’s muffled response, though not what she specifically said. Moments later, Tana opened up the door to the room, snapping gum between her teeth.



She stopped chewing when she saw Marcela and her husband. Her pleasant, slim face tried to do a thousand things in only a moment, laugh, smile, cry, gape. “My baby,” she breathed, and rushed for Marcela.



Despite the two women’s diminutive sizes, they came together in as fierce a hug as daughter and father. Shane joined in on the hug too, and Marcela thought for a brief, silly moment she could hear his heartbeat.



They only had a few minutes to visit before Tana needed to get back to her rounds, but they could walk with her down the corridor and did. She would be off in another hour, so Marcela and Shane headed home to cook dinner and fix up Marcela’s room.



Over grilled chicken breasts, sauteed vegetables, and brown rice – her dad was trying to lose a few pounds – Marcela explained everything again to her mother. Tana, who usually couldn’t help a dozen interjections in a single sentence out of anyone else’s mouth, listened and was nearly silent the entire meal. They took the party out back with wine and beer in tow, and sat out on the lawn in patio chairs Marcela ordered for them last year for Father’s Day. A few crickets sang in the fields all around them, but it was early yet in the year for them and they hadn’t yet reached the orchestral might they would achieve in the coming weeks. Frogs, though, were plentiful, and an unusually curious one hopped up close to them, his wise eyes studying them carefully before deciding this wasn’t any fun for hm and hopping off back towards the house.



“Oh, baby, I’m sorry,” Tana said. She rubbed Marcela’s knee, and smiled commiseratively. “But it sounds like you know what you want. If she doesn’t want to be a part of that, that’s her fault.”



“It’s not her fault,” Marcela said. “She never lied to me about what she wanted. This is all me. My fault.”



“No. It isn’t,” Tana said. “Don’t you talk like that. People change, sweetheart. What our bodies tell us isn’t the same all the time.”



“We didn’t plan on your sister,” Shane said, rolling a bottle of beer from hand to hand. “We didn’t know we wanted kids until we found out. Then it was like… like…”



“Like she’d always belonged,” Tana finished for him.



He nodded enthusiastically. “You can’t see it now because you’re too close to it, but someday you’ll realize you made the right choice for you. And maybe she’s making the right choice for her. I know you love her, and I know she loves you. But you took a step back, you figured out that this was going to hurt you in the long term, and you did what you had to do. I have never been prouder.”



“Same here,” Tana said, and patted Marcela’s knee again. “And you know you can stay with us as long as you want.”



“Thank you,” Marcela said. “I think for right now, I just want a minute to curl up. Then maybe… I don’t know. New Bainbridge keeps crossing my mind. When we were out there these last few times, it really felt like it was calling to me.” She looked at her dad. “In the meantime, want some help with the bar?”



“You know we do,” Shane said. “I need someone to distract me from Jerry or I swear they’re going to find his body out here in a field somewhere.”



“Shane!” Tana said.



“If I have to hear him hum the same bars of the same damn song one more time…”



Marcela laughed. “All right, I’m in.”



They talked some more, mostly about her things in California. Marcela was sure Cammy would be okay with her leaving them until she knew where she was going, but she’d have to have that conversation with her sooner or later. There was also the matter of transportation. Right now, in the summer, it was beautiful enough she could ride her old ten-speed around town.



“Maybe we’ll go down to the city and do some car shopping sometime,” Marcela told her dad.



“You’re okay for money?” he asked. “I know it’s probably not my business, but…”



“Yes. Cammy paid me very well and I didn’t have a lot of expenses living and traveling with her. I’m not going to run out and buy a supercar or anything, but I’ll be all right.”



“You know we’d help if you needed it,” Tana said.



Marcela reached across and squeezed her hand. “I know. Thank you.”



It was strange settling into her old bed that night. It had been years, and yet the familiar softness of the old mattress and the nearly-brick like pillows invited her almost immediately into a hypnotic lull. The house always ran hot, so she slept in just a pair of bikini briefs, her face towards her open window. Twice she thought she heard Cammy murmur her name, and both times she sat bolt upright, sure her love had chased her here.



But no, she was alone, and it was going to be so hard to get used to that fact.



* * *



Mike Robertson’s hardware store wasn’t actually best known for its wares, but the communal space up in the front of the store. Mr. Robertson, a recovering alcoholic, wanted a space where people could get together and have a cheap cup of coffee. Three armchairs accompanied a coffee table and a small buffet-style counter with a coffee pot always full from seven in the morning until noon or so. In the winter, those hours extended nearly to closing, and an electric heater that looked like a smoldering fireplace provided some comfort against the chill.



As a kid, Nate loved the place. His mom, a dyed-in-the-wool Catholic, used to have him run down cookies to Mr. Robertson and the older gentlemen who used to sit around and play cards or bullshit about local and state sports. Eventually he started showing up there with friends to play collectible card games or work on Boy Scout projects. Mr. Robertson tolerated them with mostly surly indifference that no one believed for a second, especially when he added a small cooler next to the cash register for sodas and drinks the younger kids might like. Those he charged for, but if a friend of Nate’s came around without the right change, a bottle of pop might find their way into the hands if the kid was willing to sweep or mop.



It was the first place Nate stopped by to see about work when he first came back to town weeks before, and he didn’t have to make a second stop. Mr. Robertson was getting on in years, his hair a solid blanket of white and liver spots dotting his hands and arms. His taut wiriness was giving way to a stooped back and a hobble. Where Nate remembered him slinging around wood pellets like they weighed nothing, now Mr. Robertson needed a break after half an hour on his feet.



The first week, Mr. Robertson said sales had never been better thanks to the flood of customers who came in just to see Nate and gawp at the town’s current biggest celebrity. Nate was used to this sort of thing, and Mr. Robertson knew it was probably inevitable. While he sat up on a stool and rang up customers, Nate stood beside him, signing autographs and posing for pictures with kids and adults alike.



After that week, people still came in on occasion to see Nate, but things began to dip towards normalcy. After a few, he was, blessedly, just part of the Rounder scenery, with a few people coming in with relatives to show him off like a prize pig. That was okay. It made him feel relevant, even as he recognized the feeling as pathetically needy.



“You’re too smart and too talented for this place,” Mr. Robertson told him after one such group of customers. “When you’re ready to move on, you move on.”



“Hey, don’t talk like that. You know I like this place.”



They were moving bags of potting soil while they had the conversation. The gardening section would be cut in half in favor of Fourth of July products. Nate slung another bag on a short pile on a cart. Mr. Robertson stopped him by putting his bony hand on the next one.



“It’s not a matter of liking the place or not, Nate. It’s a matter of belonging. This town, the people here, we love you. But you’ve always moved like you had a mission. I’ve seen you on TV. You’re bound for somewhere else. You belong wherever it is you want to go.”



“That part of my life is over,” Nate said, a little too harshly.



“Don’t you get snippy. And just because you’re down now doesn’t mean you won’t find something else. A man as young and driven as you, you need to be keeping your eyes out for doors opening around you.” Just then, the electric buzz of someone opening the door to the store caught their attention, and Mr. Robertson grinned. “Like that.”



He went to deal with the customer, and Nate finished up with the potting soil. By midmorning, he was putting out the bags of pellets and a couple coolers he was pretty sure had been on sale back when he first started coming in the store. As he rolled out a pair of barbeques for the display, Mr. Robertson caught up with a couple of his older friends up front. The door opened again, and Nate looked down the aisle to see who it was. He grinned.



“Red!” he called.



Marcela really had become a gorgeous woman. She was still slim and nearly a head and a half shorter than him. But she’d definitely grown some curves since the last time he saw her. Her bust strained against a light-yellow tank under a plaid shirt. Her hips, once bony, had a cute little flair to them. All over her clothes was sawdust and stuffed into her belt was a pair of work gloves, and her red hair was mussed.



She still favored glasses over contacts, and looked down the aisle at him, blinking before her eyes widened. “My God, Nate?”



He moved aside the cart as Marcela hurried towards him. The old-timers watched with interest as he wrapped her up in a hug. When she pushed away, she glanced at his shirt and brushed at the sawdust she left there.



“Sorry, sorry, helping my dad with his bar. What are you doing here?”



“Working. Hey, Mr. Robertson?”



“Go, go, take a break,” Mr. Robertson said, waving him off. “No one’s rushing in to buy a barbeque anyways.”



“Come on, let’s go in the back,” Nate said.



Marcela followed him into the storeroom, a massive add-on that had actually been used as the ambulance garage back before the county realized the doors were too small. Mr. Robertson bought the building and had it moved to his store, then did the work himself to attach it.



They sat on the same pellets Nate had been moving earlier, side by side. He said, “I saw you last night, actually. You were just coming out of the bar.”



“Ohhh, that was you running Batty, wasn’t it?” Marcela said. “I should have recognized him. I mean, you too, but it’s been a long time since I saw you without the beard and the long hair.”



“You saw me on TV?” Nate asked, grinning.



Marcela closed her eyes, puffed out her chest, and in a terrible impersonation of him, boomed, “’The only thing I love more than the lettuce in my wallet is a fight. Well, you screwed with my money, so now you’re getting a fight. When I’m finished with you, I’m going to do your family a favor. Gold and diamond casket, baby. You’ll be worth more dead than you ever were alive.’”



Nate roared with laughter, nearly doubling over from it. “That… that was terrible!”



“Shut up! That was word for word! I must have watched that promo twenty times. My girlfriend thought I was crazy.”



“Your girlfriend? Is she around too? Does she know about you watching Beastly Brutal with my sister and you getting so scared about the werewolves you locked yourself in the bathroom?”



Marcela’s smile faded, and she looked off towards some of the boxes. “Ah. Ex-girlfriend. That’s… actually why I’m home.”



“Oh. Oh man. Sorry.”



“No. I’m sorry.” She sighed. “Less than a couple minutes and I already ruined the mood.”



Nate didn’t know what to say to that, so he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her again.



Marcela sniffed and pulled away, her hand falling to his knee. “I saw the news about you. And the clip. I thought that man broke your neck.”



“It was a close thing,” Nate said. He rapped his knuckles against his skull. “Good thing he tossed me on my least important part.”



Her laugh was sweet and gentle, and he liked it. Same with her light, flowery shampoo. And the peek he got down the valley of her cleavage really wasn’t all that bad either.



“So you’re back home working for Mr. Robertson.”



“Yeah. I didn’t really know where else to go. I had a house in North Carolina and that’s where I spent my recovery, but without the job, I couldn’t see hanging onto it. So I put it up for sale and came back here a couple months ago. And you?”



“It’s a long story and I can’t really talk about, mm, certain things. But I’m home for a while, yeah. Going to be looking for real work somewhere else, but for now I’m going to help Dad fix up the bar.”



“That’s great,” Nate said. He stood up, “Well, I should get back to work. It’s really good seeing you, Marcela.”



“You too.” She hopped off her stack of pellets and appraised him. “Hey, feel free to say no, but my family’s having a big barbeque at my uncle Jerry’s. Remember his place?”



Nate did. It was a pretty good-sized sprawl of land, and there was a pond out there just deep enough to work for hockey in the winter. “I do, yeah.”



“Come along, if you want. My parents would love to see you. Bring yours too if they’re up for it.”



“I’m sure they’ll want to swing by.” Nate said. They dug out their phones and exchanged numbers. He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Good to see you, Red.”



“You too, Arnie Wellington.”



* * *



Saturday rolled in fat and sweaty. The talking faces on TV made vague threats about temperatures reaching new highs the coming week, and the moisture in the air hung thick, like the steam from a sauna.



To fend off the worst of it for the barbeque, Shane and Jerry commandeered a couple of big pavilion tents from one of the regulars at the bar, who happily agreed so long as Shane wiped out his tab – and if he could swing by for some of the brisket they’d be smoking. Jerry and Shane both fancied themselves the barbeque kings of Rounder. It led to some pretty contentious debates, ones everyone in the family benefitted from because the truth was they were both fantastic.



Marcela helped them set up the tents, and gaped at the stacks of folding tables in the backs of their trucks. “Isn’t this overkill?”



Shane laid a hand on her shoulder. “Half the town’s going to want to see you.”



“He’s right,” Jerry said as he slid out another long white table. “You’re pretty well liked, Marce. And… well, they’ll probably ask you a thousand questions about Cammy. Then there’s Nate. He’s been home for a while but people are going to want to get a look at him too.”



“Oh no,” Marcela groaned. “I thought this was going to be just family. He’s going to kill me.”



“You two are the biggest things to come out of this town in decades,” Jerry said. “Since… oh, Nick Ibarra.”



“Nick Ibarra was a serial killer,” Marcela said.



“I know,” Jerry said. “Tough competition.”



Family started to drip in about an hour later, bringing coolers of food, drinks, and chairs. Marcela’s distant cousin Leif and his family brought by some lawn games and immediately started setting up some horseshoe and beanbag toss brackets. Another uncle, this time on her mother’s side, set up a minibar inside the house. Marcela’s sweet cousin Joyce surprised Marcela by creeping up behind her and giving her a quiet, “Boo!” Sometimes it was hard for Joyce to deal with social interactions and it made Marcela’s heart soar to see her out and happy. They sat together under the cover of the tent, Joyce grinning as she told Marcela story after story about her new job in a garden shop and the assisted-living community she was a part of in Minneapolis.



The townspeople started to rubberneck about then, not quite yet stopping but getting a good idea if the party was worth coming to or not. It seemed it was. Once someone who wasn’t family pulled in, the rest came like sharks chasing meat in the water. Marcela would have preferred to listen to Joyce the whole night, but her cousin got a little skittish of all the people and retreated to the fringe of the party. Marcela excused herself from a pair of middle-aged women hounding her for information and went to make sure Joyce was okay. She was already getting excited to play horseshoes and waved her away with determined glee in her eyes. Marcela grinned and patted her back, and when she turned around, there were Nate’s parents.



It had been a while, but not that long. Not so long that Knut and Shannon should have gone so gray. Or maybe they had been, Marcela mused to herself, and they dyed it. Or maybe it was time to admit to herself people got older.



People change
 , she told Cammy again in her mind.



She hurried to them, thinking about all the nights she spent over at their house. Elisabeth had been her first really important friend. Maybe not her first best friend, but definitely the first figure in her life outside of family who she aspired to make proud of her. And miraculously, Elisabeth hitched her rope as much to Marcela as the opposite way around. Elisabeth always seemed so grown-up at first, even if she’d only been in junior high when they met. But Marcela learned to tease a childish playfulness out of her, a side Elisabeth seemed to miss greatly and indulged in when she was around her young mentee.



They saw her approach, and both of them chimed her name. Marcela charged into them, hugging them tight. Knut still wore the same rich, smoky aftershave and Shannon was still as delightfully soft as she had been back when Marcela was a kid.



“How are you, how are you?” Knut asked, his voice layered with the thick Scandinavian accent of his corner of rural Minnesota.



“I’m good,” Marcela said, the lie coming easily to her in the warmth of their smiles. “How are you two? I heard about the wind and your roof this spring. That’s crazy!”



“It was like something out of Wizard of Oz,” Shannon said, and waved a hand an inch or two over the top of her head. “One minute there’s this groan, then these really quick snaps. Almost like gunshots. And the next thing you know, it’s all lifting up, all at once, and when it smashed down on the ground, I thought I was going to pee myself.”



“That’s insane. Absolutely insane.”



“Thank you again for the card and the money,” Knut said. There had been a few community events to help out the townspeople affected by severe winds that spring, and Marcela sent along some money to both the fund and specifically Knut and Shannon. “That meant a lot to us.”



“Ah, you’re very welcome. All fixed now?”



“We hope!” Shannon said brightly. “Elisabeth says hello and to give you a hug for her, so…” Shannon gave Marcela another much-appreciated hug. Jerry called out Knut’s name and held up a bottle of glistening beer. Nate’s father excused himself.



“How is Elisabeth?” Marcela asked as they started to circle the party.



“Oh, wonderful. Running her own business now. And Nate was so happy to see you. You were all he talked about for nearly ten minutes the other night.”



“It was good to see him too,” Marcela said. She knew the ploy for what it was and inwardly shook her head. Sure, there had been a moment when she thought Nate might be peeking down at her cleavage, but she was dorky old Marcela to him, probably. “It must have been so strange seeing your son on TV playing the bad guy every week.”



“Oh, I had to deal with his diapers. He’s been the villain to me much longer than that. How about you, though? Traveling the world? Incredible, some of the pictures you shared.”



“It was pretty terrific,” Marcela said. “Really a life-changing job.”



They were halted by a trio of townspeople, hot dogs in hand. At the same time, Marcela saw Nate out of the corner of her eye pull up in front of the tents and get out. He looked ridiculous and kind of great in a straw cowboy hat. He caught her eye, grinned, and waved before he was swarmed.



Shannon patted Marcela on the back. Marcela promised to stay in touch while she was in town, and dealt with the next batch of questions from Rounders about Cammy, namely if she’d be showing up or visiting. It amused her to disappoint them on that account, though someone finally asked if Marcela was back home for good. It was a thin attempt at finding out if she quit her job, and Marcela fielded it as best she could.



“I’m going to be here until I figure out what’s next for me,” she said, smiling tightly.



Well, that got a stir out of them. But when they figured out Marcela wasn’t going to say anything more, they slowly dissipated. In a lull in between interrogators, she broke away to grab a plate of food, winding up next to her father at the barbeque. Shane dropped a couple of slices of brisket onto her waiting hoagie bun.



“How’s it going with them?” he asked, flipping a couple burgers with fast flicks of his wrist.



“It’s not so bad. They’re all good-spirited about it. I think Nate’s getting it worse than I am.”



“Ah, it’s the kids. I see them come into the hardware store all the time to see him.”



A thought occurred to Marcela about Shannon pushing Nate’s interest in her, and a light bulb turned on in her mind. “Wait a second. You and Shannon are in on this, aren’t you?”



“In on what?” Shane asked, but he didn’t meet her eyes and maybe the tiniest flicker of a smile crossed his lips before he went serene again.



“You did plan it,” Marcela said. “You didn’t need me to run down for screws at all, did you?”



“No idea what you’re talking about.”



“Uh huh.”



“Crazy talk. Crazy daughter.”



“Uh uh.”



Shane finally did look at her, still playing innocent. “But it doesn’t look like he’s going to break away anytime soon and it would be a shame if one of the guests of honor didn’t get some brisket and a hot dog, if I remember his tastes right. Mind grabbing another plate and bringing him some?”



“Oh, you’re the worst at this,” Marcela said. She eyed Nate, still stuck at the edge of the party. “But… you’re not wrong.”



“Hey, could be worse. Your mom wanted to hook you up with Ms. Pinder.”



“The… the librarian, Ms. Pinder? She’s like… forty.”



“Forty-three. And single.”



Still shaking her head, Marcela left her plate with her father and grabbed another for Nate. She thought he was probably on some kind of no-carb protein diet to maintain the kind of muscles he bore nowadays, but he could have a skip day. She loaded it up with small spoonfuls of sides, thinking her dad was right – Nate used to be a hot dog fanatic – but she couldn’t remember what else he liked so she got an assortment of stuff. When she came back, her father added a couple pieces of brisket and a hot dog, and she stopped by Jerry’s station to add a couple pieces of chicken to both their plates.



Nate watched her approach out of the corner of his eye. He smiled wryly as she cut through the herd of teenagers and townsfolk around him at the moment. “Hey kids, let’s let Nate have a bite to eat and some room for a few, huh?”



They disbursed with some grumbling, but soon beelined it for the food and the games. Marcela held out Nate’s plate of food, and he moaned wordlessly.



They found a couple vacant chairs at the corner of the party just under the edge of one of the pavilion tents. Nate saluted her with his plastic fork. “Thanks. Your dad’s brisket?”



“Yep. By the way, he and your mom are plotting to make us lovers in the night.”



She expected surprise and a protest out of him. Instead, Nate turned that chiseled face until he was looking at her, his sun-scorched eyes appraising her frankly and openly. Her yellow dress wasn’t the most revealing in the world, but it did show off the girls pretty well and his gaze lingered on them for a moment on his way down to her lotion-kissed legs. She felt like she was being devoured by his eyes little by little, and the thought left her about ten degrees warmer than she already was.



Finally, Nate said, “Could definitely do worse.”



They stared at one another for a long minute, then she started to giggle. “Could do worse?”



He shrugged. “It’s the red hair, Red. Kind of thing a man fantasizes about seeing spread out on a pillow. Or spilling down your face when you’re doing… other things.”



Her smile slipped, and her breathing came a little faster. They nibbled at their food, and someone brought a cooler full of drinks. They took an iced tea and a water, and sipped as she contemplated his words. Finally, Marcela rose to her feet.



“Come on,” she said. “There’s a nice old path through the woods. Let’s take a walk.”



Nate didn’t argue. He didn’t say anything. He set aside the remains of his plate of food, stood, and followed.



* * *



Kids and teenagers played at the fringe of the woods behind Jerry’s place, but few of them ventured any further than that. Nate paid them no mind. His eyes were locked on the sway of Marcela’s tiny ass swishing in her yellow dress. The damn thing seemed to have been tailored to tease him, giving just a tantalizing glimpse of the cleavage he’d seen the other day and almost but not quite clinging to her frame.



They walked a good mile, the heat leaving them both with a fine sheen of sweat on their foreheads. Neither of them spoke a word in that time. Need was the only thing either of them could focus on.



Finally Marcela guided him away from the path, through a thicket of willows and birches. They headed down a lazy slope, then she made a sharp right back towards Jerry’s, In the middle of a wash surrounded by a wall of birches was a faded yellow tractor, not quite ancient but old enough that moss and shrubs nearly hid it entirely from view. If a person didn’t know it was there, they would have never found it.



“Here,” Marcela said simply.



There was no question what she meant. She turned to face Nate, and his hunger was on him. He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her, his tongue slipping out and darting between her lips. She moaned against him, a soft, breathy sound that hardened his prick in a hurry. He couldn’t push her back against one of the big tires, not without getting muck all over her dress, so instead, he gripped the hem of her dress and lifted it just far enough to slip a hand between her legs.



Marcela gasped as his rough fingers rubbed her pussy through the cotton fabric. He knew what the hell he was doing, that was certain. The cotton pressed in just hard enough to scintillate her tiny pink folds, but not driving in deep enough that it would hurt. His other hand rested on her ass and he smacked it, hard. She bounced at the sensation, her lips already parting as she panted his name.



“Nate…”



He kissed the side of her neck, his fingers pumping against her cotton-clad pussy harder and faster. He spun her and she dropped her hands to one of the tractors tires, balancing herself as he yanked down her panties. His fingers slid against her folds again, and this time, he pumped two of them inside her.



“You’re so fucking tight,” he groaned.



“Uh huuuuh,” she moaned, rocking with his fingers inside her. “Finger my pussy, oh God, I can’t believe we’re doing this so fast…”



He reached around her and cupped one of her ripe breasts in his palm. His hardened cock pressed against her back through his jeans and her bunched up dress, and she turned her head to pant, “Fuck me, fuck me…”



“No condom,” he grunted.



And Marcela wasn’t on the pill. A mad image crossed her mind, of Nate plunging his cock into her anyways, fucking her ragged until he pumped her tiny cunt full of his come. Full of his life. She thought of herself pregnant with his kid, of her full body as she rode him on a bed, his hands all over her.



The image held powerful sway over her, but it wasn’t enough. Not by itself. In the corner of the make-believe room, like they’d so often done with Oscar, Marcela imagined Cammy, her legs spread wide. Her sex would be so wet because it always was when she watched. She loved watching. And Marcela loved to show off.



A change. Nate dropped, his fingers sliding out of her, and Marcela moaned with unresolved need. But his lips replaced his fingers, and he sucked on her wetness, slurping it up like it was dessert. Then his fingers pumped back into her, three this time, and he buried his nose against her bud and started licking her as wildly enthusiastic as any man she’d ever slept with.



“Fu-fuuuuck,” she whimpered, “I’m going to come so hard, I’m there, I’m right there….”



Do it
 , Cammy breathed at her.
 Come for our man.



Marcela blindly reached sideways like she was reaching out for Cammy. Her back arched as pleasure washed through her. She cried out. Not Nate’s name.



Cammy’s.



Nate froze. His tongue still pressed against Marcela’s pussy lips, his fingers still deep inside her even as she kept quivering on them. Slowly she came down, and realized what she just said. She grabbed his wrist and he pulled the fingers from her.



When she whirled around, Nate rose, his eyes wide. “Oh, oh no, Nate, I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be,” He licked his lips and wiped his chin. “Not every day I get confused for gorgeous models, rappers, and actresses.”



Marcy’s desperate chuckle felt forced. “Look, Cammy and I… I really did quit. But the why is a lot more complicated than what I let n.”



“You had feelings for her?” Nate asked, helping adjust her dress back into place.



Marcela clicked her tongue. “If I tell you this, it stays between us?”



“Of course.”



“We were lovers.”



His expression didn’t change. “Okay,” he finally said. “Wow. I thought my headboard notches were impressive.”



Marcela punched his ab. It was a very delightful ab. Very tight and rock-like. Whatever she was about to say faded on her lips as someone called their name from the path. “Shit,” she muttered. “I need that to stay between you and me. I promise, I’ll tell you everything and I’ll so happily make this up to you sometime if you’ll let me.”



He reached out and squeezed her ass through the dress. “Deal. But let me buy you dinner.”



“Perfect.”



They started back towards the path, but before they came out of the trees, Nate stopped her with a hand on her arm. She turned, a questioning look in her eyes, and he leaned in and kissed her. His lips went to her ear, and he breathed into it, “I was only ever the villain on TV, Red. You can trust me with anything.”



He pulled back, and she nodded. “Thank you.”



* * *



They got some expected flak for disappearing from the party, with more than a few whistles and catcalls. There was little point in denying what had gone on, since they’d be going out to dinner soon. They were separated again by a sea of faces wanting to know more about Nate’s wrestling career and Marcela’s connection to Cammy. Nate finally begged off the party in the early evening, and Marcela wound up crashing in one of the spare bedrooms.



His sister Elisabeth must have heard something about their hookup because she texted him at nearly midnight with a frowny face and “my best friend???? Really? REALLY???” Nate, of course, sent her back the requisite eggplant emoji along with a thumbs up. After a moment, he added, “gorgeous n fun.”



Elisabeth responded almost immediately with, “happy 4 u. u have my permission.” He took screenshots of the whole conversation and sent it to Marcela, who responded with a grinning emoji.



He looped an arm behind his head and stared up at the ceiling for a long while after that. Funny how Marcela fit right back into his life. True, they were old friends and that made it a lot easier, but even by his standards, they’d gone from zero to sixty pretty fast. He suspected he was her rebound, and if that was the case, he had to remind himself there could be some jagged edges there. But he was genuinely intrigued. Marcela and him. Who’d have thought?



Marcela had a similar conversation with Elisabeth, but theirs was an actual phone call and took place shortly before Elisabeth’s text conversation with her brother. Marcela, sacked out in her bedroom back at her parents’ house, answered it and drew the blanket up over her head, an old teenage trick to try and muffle the sound of her voice. Elisabeth heard about the potential hookup from her parents. Marcela didn’t try to deny it. They chatted some about Nate and about their upcoming date.



Elisabeth said something near the end that made Marcela stop and think. “Don’t hurt him, Marcela. I’m not threatening you. I’m asking you. He’s always seemed like the tough guy, but… please, don’t hurt him.”



“I won’t,” Marcela said, thinking about saying Cammy’s name in the forest and biting her lip. “It’s good to talk to you, Elisabeth.”



“You too. Take care.”



* * *



They danced around each other for a couple days. Marcela went car shopping with her dad and came home with a Kia Sportage. It put a big goofy smile on her face to drive, and it would be pretty practical for the winter too.



The smile disappeared when she drove her new SUV out to the lake near her uncle Jerry’s and finally made the phone call she dreaded. Cammy would be back in the States, filming an episode of a cop drama in Georgia. Marcela might have quit but she had Cammy’s schedule memorized for the next six months.



Usually there was a process if you had Cammy’s personal number and she was working. The call would go to voicemail, which would then be checked by a personal assistant – up until recently, Marcela. If the call came from Cammy’s immediate family, her agent, or the three or four people closest to her, then she would be given the phone at her earliest convenience. Otherwise the call was intercepted by the assistant and given a ranking based on its immediacy. Almost never did anyone actually speak to Cammy save for when she had time off.



She should have been busy, which was why it shocked Marcela when Cammy picked up after the second ring. “Hello Marcela,” she said.



“Aren’t you on the shoot?” Marcela asked.



“It’s all right. I’m on a break at the moment and I told Koji to bring me the phone if it was you.”



Bullshit she was on a break. “Cammy…”



“Don’t. You’re my… you were my world. I’ll always be here to pick up the phone when you need it.”



Marcela was silent a while, then sniffed and said, “Don’t say things like that, okay? Don’t. It hurts.”



“I’m sorry.”



“I… um… I wanted to call about my things. I… I…” Goddamn it, but that line had thrown her off.



“There’s no rush. I’m not changing the locks or anything. Come by when you can and grab it.” Cammy’s voice had gone brittle, false. As hurt as she was, Marcela felt a note of savage pride Cammy was hurt too, then immediately felt shitty about it.



“Thank you.”



“Do you need anything from me? A reference letter, anybody I should call or anything I can do?”



Marcela took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “A reference letter would be nice. I haven’t started looking yet, but I think I’m going to wind up back in New Bainbridge.”



“We loved it there.” A pause. “Sorry.”



“It’s okay. That’s why I’m going back. Good memories. Fun city. Oscar and Alicia being there doesn’t hurt either.”



“Good. I’m glad you’ll still stay friends with them. Your parents? How are they?”



“Good. A little protective. You know them.”



“I do.” Cammy sniffed, and added quietly, “Okay, they’re calling me back. Give me an excuse and I’ll stay and talk to you.”



“No, go. I just needed to start the process of…” Marcela couldn’t finish the sentence.



“Of moving on,” Cammy said. “I know. Good luck out there. Minnesota or New Bainbridge or… just good luck. I… yeah. Goodbye, Marcela. Call anytime.”



“Goodbye, Cammy.”



* * *



The next day, Nate had an appointment with his neurologist in Minneapolis, a follow-up to his latest rounds of CT scans and MRIs.



The doctor, a finely-aged woman with cherubic cheeks and gorgeous eyes by the name of Dr. Cruise, sat down on a stool opposite him and gave him a bland, professional smile before running through the vision tests he’d come to hate. Then came the reflex checks and he knew something was off. Physically he was mostly fine, save for a nagging sensitivity to light and headaches coming on strong at random times, particularly when he caught whiffs of strong chemicals. Nate didn’t lie about any of this. Much as he might want to get back in the ring, he knew too many guys who ended any shot at a normal life by ignoring the symptoms or thinking they were able to handle it. Nate wanted to live the best life, not one plagued with problems he exacerbated.



With every simple test Dr. Cruise put him through, his already-dwindling hope died. No progress. She confirmed it, and sent him packing with orders to get another exam in three months. Nate didn’t see the point. A head injury like his, you don’t walk it back. It was done. His mother drove him that day, as the tests always made him queasy, and when she rose from her seat in the waiting room to hug him tight, he realized yet again he couldn’t play fast and loose with his health. Pointless as the exams might seem, if something was to go wrong, they needed to find it, fast.



Nate treated his mother to lunch at a favorite chicken place. Over their sandwiches, a teenager, maybe thirteen or fourteen, timidly came up to him for an autograph, and he signed it with a flourish and a smile. The kid told him he wanted to be a wrestler too and that Arnie was one of his favorite bad guys. Nate high-fived him, and the boy went on, cheerful and looking at his hand like he’d never wash it again. When he was out of sight, Nate broke down. He pushed aside his plate, rested his elbows on the edge of the table, and sank his head into his hands, sobbing as silently as he could manage. His mom hurried out of her seat and slid into the booth beside him, holding him, hushing him like he was a child again.



On the way back, leaning back in his chair and listening to his mom’s book on tape, Nate dug out his phone and texted Marcela about dinner the next night. She responded in a few minutes with a simple, “Absolutely.”



* * *



If you went to Piece a’ Pie for the actual pizza, you were officially nuts. The heavy dough was as chewy and dense as the bricks in the building’s exterior, and they committed the bizarre sin of so many Midwestern small town pizzerias by substituting cheddar instead of mozzarella.



That was why it was such a surprise that it was one of the best pasta places outside the cities. Mostly by luck the owner stumbled into a spicy tomato and basil sauce that was wasted on the pizza but melded deliciously into the rigatoni and bucatini. Along with a basil pesto option and some varied meats and vegetables to go with the pastas, it was a surprisingly well-done meal, and one of the biggest attractions in Rounder.



Marcela and Nate sat in a corner booth near the back. It had the advantage of a high wall separating them from the rest of the restaurant, and unless someone was coming back to the kitchen, they would have no reason to pass by the table and see the two individuals sitting there, giving them privacy to talk over a bottle of white wine and plates of slowly disappearing pasta.



Marcela started since it had been her faux pas to moan Cammy’s name. She explained how she and Cammy met, how Marcela came to work for her, how they slowly fell into an easy friendship and love. She explained too the need for secrecy, which Nate understood. He had a few relationships over the years that he felt had no business being in the public eye either, and had never breathed a word about them on social media.



When it came time to talk about the breakup, Marcela pushed away her plate, the food suddenly tasting like ash.



“I love Cammy. I will always love her. That’s not fair to you or anyone else, but it’s the truth. We didn’t see eye to eye on this. I went most my life thinking sure, kids would be nice, but not really putting them n the front and center of my life,” Marcela said. “That’s been changing pretty quickly. I’d like kids, and I don’t really want to wait. Even if I don’t land back in New Bainbridge I have friends in talent agencies in New York, Chicago, Dallas, and LA that have been trying to steal me away for years.”



“You have options and security,” Nate said, still forking at his own pasta. He’d gone too long without carbs in his diet not to enjoy them now. True, he’d packed on ten extra pounds since the end of his wrestling career, but it was healthy weight and he still exercised and worked out like a fiend.



“Exactly,” Marcela said. “The timing’s right, even if I’m out of work, and my body’s practically yelling at me to find the right guy and get the job done. But Cammy…” She sighed. “It’s my fault. I’ve always known what she wanted. I mean, hell, her last album was all about living a good life as a woman without kids or the things that society tells her she needed.”



“It was a good album,” Nate said.



“It really was. I think some of her acoustic and piano albums are her best, but when it comes to the studio music, oh yeah, it’s top shelf.” She took a long drink of her wine and he settled his fork to refill it for her from the dregs of the bottle. “Thank you. Anyways. I thought that’s what I wanted too, that I was okay with it so long as I was with her. But I came to realize that’s not who I am. I want kids. I want a family. I wish with all my heart she was a part of that but I have to come to accept that’s not going to happen. Or at least I’m trying to convince myself that I’m okay with it.”



“I’m sorry,” Nate said, taking her hand in his.



“Me too. So you’ll understand if I’m still a little messed up over her. It’s not you, and I feel terrible about what happened.”



Nate squeezed her hand. “Well, I’ll be mad for you. She’s an idiot for not wanting a family with you.”



Marcela smiled tightly. Their waiter came by and offered them another bottle of wine and dessert. They said yes to both, and when she brought by another bottle of white wine and two plates of tartufo, they resumed talking.



“I feel like I’ve been talking forever,” Marcela said. “How about you? How’d you wind up back at Mr. Robertson’s?”



Nate finally pushed back his plate of pasta and dabbed his lips with a napkin. “Well, you saw the concussion. Much as I’d love to get back in the ring, it’s pretty much out of the question. They call it post-concussion syndrome.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Mm. Me too. I was sent home afterwards. I tried to fit in at a different angle but it wasn’t really any use. They didn’t have anything backstage for me and no promotion’s hiring managers these days, so I had to do something.” He shrugged.



“But why come back to Rounder?”



“Why not?” Nate asked defensively. “I like this town okay.”



“All right, I didn’t mean to hit a nerve.”



“No, you didn’t. But you, Mr. Robertson, my parents, everyone expects me to want to do better than this place, and it’s a lot of pressure. Wrestling was my life. I loved it. I love the business. And to have every door that was opened to me slam shut all at once, to feel like I’ve been left out in the cold, it’s an unimaginable kind of pain. You knew you were meant for something and you reach for it and you fall on your face. Literally, I guess.”



“But you made it,” Marcela said. “You were on TV every week. I used to take a break every time you were on a pay per view and watch it. Everybody in this town did, Nate.”



“I know,” he said. “But I’m not that guy anymore. I’m just Nate now. And this guy is okay with helping out at a hardware store.”



“My point is you should be proud of what you did. You think you were a failure but how many people here did you inspire? They started up a wrestling program here because of you. Those kids meeting you the other day, that was magic. You were magic. Not the guy you used to be, Nate. You. And if what you want is the hardware store, that’s for you to decide. I’m sure you’ll be just as awesome there because it doesn’t matter what it is you’re doing. You’re always going to be the guy people look up to. So… don’t pity yourself. Be proud of what happened.”



“Yeah,” he said, not sounding like he believed it. They were silent, then he finally said, “Do you want to go back to my place?”



“If you didn’t ask me soon I was going to drag you back to the kitchen.”



* * *



Batty greeted them at the door, his big butt wiggling with doggy delight.



“Batty!” Marcela cried out, and dropped to one knee. The dog nearly bowled her over as big and enthusiastic as he was. His was a full-on kiss assault, and he would not be denied. Marcela grabbed him tight and laughed as Batty licked her chin, her hair, her face.



“Let’s get your harness, Bat,” Nate said. It was useless. His dog was as happy to see Marcela as him.



Marcela finally managed to wriggle loose from the dog. Batty backed away, getting down on all fours and woofing at her. He spun and raced around the house in a loop five times, then stopped, woofed again, and reversed course, panting all the way.



While Marcela laughed so hard she was nearly in tears, Nate finally cornered Batty with his big harness in hand, and the dog stood as still as he could, quivering as he watched both Marcela and the door.



“All right, ready?” Nate asked him, and Batty shot for the door and out into the night, woofing again outside. To Marcela, “Bathroom’s down the hallway if you want to clean up. Sorry about the slobber. I’ll just be a minute.”



“Oh, he’s fine,” Marcela said. But she did go clean up while Nate went outside and roped his dog to a stake in the ground. He wished he could trust that Batty wouldn’t leap over the chain link fence at the first opportunity, but the moment the dog saw a car or a person or another dog, he’d be up and over in a heartbeat to say hello. He made sure there was plenty of water in the outdoor dish, went back in for a scoop of kibble, and headed back out to drop it off in the dog’s other dish.



While Batty wolfed it down, Nate rubbed the dog’s back. “Wish Dad luck, bud. I really like this one.” He took Batty’s snorting as just that, gave the dog one last pet, and headed inside.



The water was still running in the bathroom when Nate came in. He slipped off his shoes and headed for the bedroom. He turned down the covers and turned on the lamp. By the time he stripped down to his boxers, Marcela came into the bedroom in nothing but the blouse she wore that night. It hung open over her breasts, and she blushed when she saw him looking at both her naked shaved sex and the hint of her cleavage. Her makeup was gone, her hair undone and cascading down to her shoulders.



Nate came to her, and this time, it was her turn to stare. She ran a hand down his chest, his hardened stomach, across the length of him in his boxers. He hardened, but there was something he wanted more than her hand on his cock. He leaned in and kissed her neck, inhaling deep the soft soapy scent of Marcela. His lips trailed upward, her body already responding to him with little jumps. A moan slipped through her lips when he finally kissed them, his fingers under her chin, tilting her head up to him.



Her fingernails scraped along his chest and she pressed her hands to his pecs. She pushed him back towards the edge of the bed and he sat, staring up at her, his prick now standing at full attention. Fuck, but she was gorgeous. The red hair, the fiery eyes behind her glasses, her tiny lips. The delicate form of her was somehow made all the more perverse by the size of her breasts, which would have been big on a woman twice her weight. She came to him and he reached up to tug the shirt off her shoulders and away from her. She grabbed his wrists and brought them to her breasts, knowing what he wanted to touch first. He roamed them before cupping one between both hands and leaning forward to suck her hard nipple into his mouth.



“Fuck,” he groaned around her.



He sucked and played with her tits as she straddled him, grinding her slick little pussy against his hardness in his boxers. With easier access for his mouth, he dropped one hand to her ass and squeezed her tighter against him, grinding his cock up into her. Had he ever wanted a woman so intensely as he wanted Marcela in that moment? No. Not even close.



He pulled free of her breast and looked up at her. She grinned down at him, grinding him harder. He breathed, “How are you doing this to me?”



“We need each other.” That was the truth of it. He chased her nipple again, but she pulled back and off him, reaching down to stroke his cock again. She breathed in his ear, “I promised you I’d take care of you when we got a chance and I think I know just how you want it. Got some baby oil?”



“Bathroom cupboard.”



“Get these off.”



She left for the bathroom again and Nate hurried off his boxers. His cock, already hard, surged at the thought of Marcela squeezing those big tits around it. It wasn’t going to be disappointed. Marcela came in with the baby oil and he pulled her in for a hard kiss before they got down to it, his hand on her ass again. He gave her a playful spank, and she moaned against his mouth before dropping low and staring up at him with those big eyes behind her glasses.



“You like these tits?” she murmured, uncapping the oil and spreading some onto her palm.



“I like all of you,” Nate replied, stroking himself lazily.



“Mm, but I bet you’d like to fuck these, wouldn’t you?”



“Yes.”



She nudged his hand aside and stroked his cock with her oiled hand. He was thick enough she couldn’t get her fingers all the way around him and the obscene sight turned him on all the more.



“Tell me,” Marcela said throatily.



“I want to slide my cock between your tits and fuck them,” Nate said, reaching down to stroke her cheek with his thumb.



“Uh huh,” she moaned, pouring more lube out over her breasts and setting aside the bottle.



“I want those lips on it when it’s poking up between.”



“Yesss.”



“And when I come, I want to come all over them. All over you.”



Her other hand went to his cock too and she scooted forward. Her eyes never left his as she guided him between her gleaming breasts. She let him go and squeezed them around his length. He was plenty long enough to fuck her breasts and hit her chin, and she giggled softly at that.



“Fuck, that feels great,” Nate moaned. There had been a few women since he came back to Rounder, but no one on Marcela’s level of wild. She really seemed into this, rocking her tits up and down as he quickened his pace.



Marcela repositioned herself so she was leaning forward more and could get to his dick with her lips as he thrust them through her breasts. At first she gave him butterfly kisses as he popped up rhythmically, then wrapped her lips around him at one point and squeezed him tighter with her tits to get him to stop for a minute. She lashed his tip with her tongue as she held him in place, then let him go with a flourish of her tongue and winked up at him.



“Fuck me, Red,” he groaned. “That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”



“Don’t hold back,” she said. “You’re going to come and then I’m going to sit on that handsome face while you eat out my pussy.”



“Marcela with the dirty talk,” Nate said. “You are full of surprises.”



“Oh, I’m a slut in a fuckdoll body,” Marcela said. She started tit-fucking him again and breathed, “I like to be used, Nate, and I like to use. Can you handle that?”



“I think I can manage,” he said.



“Good. Then come for me, baby, because my cunt’s so wet for you she’s going to explode when you get that tongue inside her.”



He thrust harder, letting out another grunt. His pace intensified as he stared down at her, replaying her words.
 A slut in a fuckdoll’s body.
 Jesus. And her words earlier about wanting kids. He imagined plunging his dick into her, filling her up nice and tight and then letting loose, his come driving her into an orgasm of her own, giving her what she wanted, making her pregnant.



The image held his mind and he gave in to his savage need. He jerked free of Marcela’s tits and growled, “On your back, slut, I want to be in control.”



She dropped without hesitation. He knelt and positioned himself between her tits again, hammering through the slick valley, gripping them tight around his cock. He rebounded off her chin again and again. Marcela spread her legs wide, playing with herself with a feverish pace and moaning up at him.



He was close, so close and he thought of her fat and full with his kid, her already big breasts full of milk and life and he came with a grunt closer to a roar, his come shooting out of him, hitting her chin before he could aim and release onto her breasts, coming long spatters across her glistening breasts.



There was no delay, no pause. He was on his feet and she laughed as he pulled her up with him, lifting her as effortlessly as the pellets at work, He dropped her onto his bed and grabbed a tissue from the end table to wipe at her mouth before hungrily claiming her lips again, sucking her tongue and dropping a hand to her sopping wet pussy.



Marcela put a hand on his pec and shoved him until he was on his back. She was up and over him in seconds. Her pussy glistened above him, her lips almost nonexistent. He wrapped his arms around her ass and pulled her down on top of him, driving his tongue deep on the first thrust. Fuck, she tasted good, sweet and sweaty all at once.



She wasn’t shy about taking her own pleasure from him same as he was with her, and rocked hard on his face. His hand met hers at her mound and together they massaged her clit as he ate her out.



“That’s it, that’s it, like that,” she moaned.



He ran his other hand over her ass, squeezing it, pulling her even tighter down on him. She started driving against his mouth with hard thrusts, her need apparent in the wetness of her. Her fingers at her clit lost their focus as she concentrated on the sensations whirling through her. Nate licked harder, his tongue driving deep into Marcela. Her mound twitched, the muscles around her pussy contracting and quivering, and she gasped, “Oh fuck, oh oh oh fuck, ahhhh, ahhhh!”



She drove down one more time, her hips shimmying. She froze for a brief moment with the orgasm, then dropped forward, her head against his thigh, panting against him as he kept going, licking her, driving her crazy.



Marcela took a minute to recover, then shifted just far enough she could suck his hardening cock into her mouth. Her hands wrapped around him and held him in place while she rocked still against his tongue. Her movements lacked the earlier frenetic need and now she moved like a cat toying with a treat, keeping him right at the tip of her mouth, licking him with quick teasing flicks.



When he was hard again, he slapped her ass and pushed her up. “Hands and knees. I’m fucking you from behind.”



He fished out a box of condoms from the nightstand and she got in position. Her ass thrust high in the air and she rested on her elbows, waiting for him to roll it on. Nate wanted desperately to do this without the condom, but the heat of the moment was not a time to be making that decision, much as the fantasy of Marcela pregnant gripped him tight. He slapped her ass and guided his tip to her entrance. He was going to go slow, but when his tip slid in, Marcela pushed backwards to greet him, her pussy grabbing him tight.



“Oh, oh damn, oohhhh, fuuck,” Marcela whined, throwing her head back.



Nate gripped her shoulder and pulled back just an inch before shoving forward again, fucking into her hard. “Goddamn your pussy’s tight,” he growled.



“Tight,” she agreed fervently. “Yessss, fuck me hard, fuck me hard!”



She could take only a few inches of him but those inches he used well, ramming his cock into Marcela with short, brutal thrusts that left her bobbing back and forth. The hand not on her shoulder smacked her ass harder, and she loved it, thrusting back at him every time. They both needed the sex to be rough and fast, and they took it, neither of them minding much about the other’s pleasure, only seeking their own.



And that they took too.



They rutted like animals, their words devolving into grunts and moans. Nate would have shoved Marcela right off the bed if he wasn’t gripping her shoulder while he fucked her, and when her arms gave out, he stopped only to grab them and pull her back up to the doggystyle position, her hands back towards his hips. She came with a gurgle of his name, her whole body tensing, releasing. A frothy frenzy was upon him now but having already come once Nate wasn’t close. He jerked out of her and flipped her over onto her back, taking her a few strokes that way with her feet kicking by his head as he drilled back into Marcela’s quivering pussy.



But that wasn’t enough for the animal Nate became. He grabbed her waist and slid backwards with her to the edge of the bed – and then off. With Marcela still lodged on his cock, he held her waist and fucked up into her as she bounced on top of him, her fingernails digging into his back, nipping his mouth when he tried to kiss her at one point and drawing blood, neither of them caring.



Again she came, howling with the intensity of it. He drove her back into the mattress, fucking her with a sheer energy he’d never unleashed on anyone before. His need roared within him and he gripped her ass tight one last time, driving home his cock as he spilled into the condom over and over again.



It was over. Holy shit.



Nate pulled out of Marcela only with effort, his chest rising and falling like he’d just gone twenty minutes at maximum speed in the ring. She stared up at the ceiling, eyes fluttering, her hand going instinctively to her sex. He peeled off the condom and dropped on top of her, kissing her, wincing at the pain in his lip. She noticed, and gasped, “Oh, shit, oh God, Nate, I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be. Hottest sex of my life. Marcela, you are…” He shook his head. “I’ve got no words.”



“Amazing for me too,” she gasped. Still trying to catch her breath, she looped her boneless arms around him and nuzzled into his neck. “I can’t do seconds. I can’t. I’m sorry. I’m going to hurt for a week.”



He chuckled and lifted her again, gentler this time. He deposited her onto the pillow on one side of the bed, kissed her chin, her cheek, then stumbled into the bathroom for a washcloth and some warm water. When he came back, she watched him with glittering eyes, grinning. He grinned back.



“That all right for a rebound?” he asked.



“More than all right.”



* * *



She really was sore, so in the morning, she fetched the oil from the floor where she left it and jacked Nate’s hard prick, jerking him until he came across her breasts again.



“Is this a thing, you and me?” he asked as she washed up in the bathroom.



“Do you want it to be?”



Nate didn’t need to think. “Yes.”



“Hm. Junior high me would be over the moon. I had such a crush on you.”



He chuckled. “You used to call me old man.”



Marcela slapped the counter. “I did, didn’t I? Ohhh, I forgot about that.” She turned and stroked his stomach. “Nate, I don’t want to make you a false promise. I really am going to be moving on. And I’m not going to try and talk you out of living here. I love this place too and if it’s what you want, I get it. So… are you okay with there being an expiration date on this thing?”



“Yeah. I’ll take you for however long I can get you.”



Her words hurt, and he couldn’t deny that. Instead, he busied himself by rousing Batty in the living room. The pooch got to come in shortly after Marcela fell asleep the night before and Nate was still flying high. Batty had an enormous dog bed he completely ignored and slept instead on the couch. He poked his head up when Nate grabbed his harness and his leash, and bounded off the couch.



By the time they got back from a bathroom break and a run around the block, Marcela was gone. She left a note saying she’d be back that night and would make him dinner. Nate wished she’d said goodbye. A time limit. He sighed, sat down on the edge of the couch, and watched his goofy dog roll onto his back and snort at the ceiling.



That night, Marcela did come back, though, and she brought a suitcase with her. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said.



“No, not at all,” Nate said. “Batty will love having you around.”



“Just Batty?” she asked.



He thought his faked smile was pretty solid, all things considered.



* * *



It was clear to Marcela she hurt Nate when she told him there was a time limit on this, but damn it, it hurt her too. She wanted just once for someone she cared about to fight for their relationship, to not let her go. But she was serious about her prospects in New Bainbridge and wanting to move there. That wasn’t a point she was going to let go.



Then there was the other murkier hurt. When they screwed – and oh God, that was the best sex of her life, even better than Cammy and Oscar together – there was a moment between Nate eating her out and taking her from behind that she thought, just for a flickering moment, “Don’t wear a condom.”



It wasn’t insane, either. She always cared a great deal about Nate, first as a friend when they were kids, then later as a crush, and now as an adult, a lover. He was not a stranger or a question mark. She watched Nate grow from a wiry boy who loved baseball and wrestling into the man he became. Maybe there was a ten year stretch or so where they didn’t talk, but she could chart the trajectory of his life and she knew firmly and deeply in her heart Nate was a good man.



The problem was, she couldn’t rely on her heart. Not at the moment. She was still too raw about Cammy. Only days after they broke up and Marcela fell into Nate’s arms. Her brain told her that wasn’t a stable platform to be making a choice like who her baby’s father was going to be. Anyways, why was she in such a rush? She didn’t need to have a baby tomorrow. She could wait a couple years, find a good, solid, normal relationship – maybe even with Nate – and settle down slowly.



So why was her body ringing the dinner bell and inviting him right in?



Marcela’s dad and uncle both knew something was up. She alternated between goofy smiles out of nowhere and long, vacant moments when they had to say her name two or three times to get her attention. They weren’t the only ones. Though Nate and Marcela might have tried to keep their date private, people did talk, and if one person in Rounder knew something, a thousand people followed. She was hounded by friends and acquaintances on social media about hooking up with him, and the funny part was, she kind of liked the openness of it. No one save for a very select inner circle knew about her and Cammy, not even in Rounder. With Nate, she could just be, and that was a breath of fresh air.



One evening, she came back to Nate’s to find a note taped to his door. It said he was recording a podcast with a wrestling news site and asked that she let herself in quietly. She stopped long enough to give Batty a scratch behind the neck, one of his favorite spots, and snuck into Nate’s house. He was seated at his computer, a headset on. He gave her a wave and she waved back. He was deep in the middle of a conversation about road stories and hotel nightmares, and she listened with half an ear, grinning. This was not her Nate, but the entertainer, and his deeper, broader voice carried with the conviction of a natural speaker.



When he finished, she was lounging on his couch, checking the news on her phone. Nate came over and gave her a kiss. She said, “You’re really good at telling stories.”



“Thanks to my voice coach,” he said.



“I don’t think a voice coach can teach a person how to be that charming,” Marcela said.



It gave her an idea, an “oh duh” moment. It was ingenious, but it had to wait until the next day when they went to work. She sat outside her dad’s bar, her window rolled down and phone in hand, and called Oscar. He was at work, and didn’t call her back for another hour, and she ducked back outside to take his call.



“Hey, Marcela, how are you holding up?” Oscar asked.



“Pretty okay,” Marcela said. “Still hurts, but it’s going to for a while.”



“I’ll bet,” he said. “Just want you to know Alicia and I are here for you. And Cammy. I hope that doesn’t make things awkward.”



“No, no, not at all. It’s not the sort of thing where people need to take sides. We just… didn’t see eye to eye. And thank you.”



“You bet. What’s up?”



“I’m still in Rounder for a while yet, but getting some job applications out there in your country.”



“Oh really? Anything I can do to help? Letter of reference?”



“You know, that couldn’t hurt, but I’ve got a bigger favor to ask you.”



She explained about Nate and told Oscar his story. He listened without comment save for a sympathetic “ouch” when she talked about him losing his job after the concussion.



When she finished, she said, “That brings us to now. Not being in the business is killing him. He loved wrestling. It’s been in his blood since he was a kid.”



“I can sympathize, but I’m afraid I don’t have any contacts in that area.”



“You do, though. You. You are the contact in that area.”



“Sorry?”



Marcela grinned. “You have a bunch of podcast shows, right? What about a wrestling one?”



“A wrestling podcast? I already have a sports one.”



“I know, but think about a wrestling and MMA podcast. That’s a huge market. I didn’t know that until I looked it up last night, but it is. They’re some of the biggest podcasts on the Internet. And Nate, he’s funny, he’s charming, he’s got a natural voice for this sort of thing…”



“Hm,” Oscar said.



“It’s a big ask. But Nate’s voice, when you hear it, you’ll hear it. I’m just asking you to think about it, please.”



“You vouch for this guy?”



“Like I would Cammy,” Marcela said honestly.



“It is a big market,” Oscar said distantly. “I can’t promise a yes. But maybe we can get him down here sometime. At the very least, he could sit in on a session with the sports team here at the studio. I’m sure they’d love to have him and it would give me a gauge to measure him by. Let me run it by them.”



“Thank you,” Marcela said, dancing. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”



“I haven’t agreed yet,” he reminded her.



“I know, but Nate means… he means a lot to me. He’s been a friend for a long time.”



“I’ll give him a listen. Take care, Marcela.”



She hung up and cheered with excitement. Jerry poked his head out the door and asked if she was all right. Marcela stormed her uncle and gave him a great big hug and a kiss on the cheek.



Stillness became her world for a while. Every day, Marcela finished up at the bar when Nate got off from the hardware store. They took walks together with Batty, who behaved himself inexplicably well when she was around, save for his eternal excitement about seeing her. Then there were the drives out on the dirt roads and highways, a bag of pork rinds between them, old good country on the radio. They would sit out by one of the lakes, Nate with that goofy straw cowboy hat askance, her with a sunhat three sizes too big for her head. They talked about nothing and everything. Movies and TV, old friends, old wounds, old triumphs.



They would talk, and they would laugh, and they would pretend for a while they weren’t using their relationship to escape the hurts still at the periphery of their souls. But reality had to sink in eventually, and it came with the job offer.



* * *



“It’s great,” Nate said, throwing the ball again for Batty. The dog didn’t so much play fetch as ram the ball with his nose until Nate got bored and caught up with him to throw it again. “It really is. Wow. That’s a hell of an offer. When do you go down for the interview?”



“A week. I have a bunch of meetings and I want to look at some rentals so it’s going to take a few days.” Marcela said. She sat cross-legged in the grass, waiting for him to get upset. To beg her to stay. To say anything, do anything to fight for her.



“And when would you start?”



“They’d give me enough time to fly back here and pick up my car and my things. And… say goodbye.”



All she got was the pleasure of Nate freezing for a moment. Then he stooped and grabbed the ball again. “That’s fast. That’s great.”



“That’s great?”



“I don’t know what you want me to say.”



“Nate…”



“No. We told each other there was an expiration date. I’m not mad. I’m excited for you. You get to go back to what you love doing.”



“You could too,” Marcela said.



The ball fell from his fingers and he turned his head to look at her, a pained smile on his face. “I step foot in the ring again, I’m looking at brain injuries I don’t come back from.”



“I’m not talking about that.”



“Then what are you talking about?”



“A friend of mine, Oscar Dowling, he runs a sound production company with a lot of podcasters and a music studio and… it’s this whole thing. The point is, there are a lot of podcasts that get recorded in his studio. I talked to him about you-”



“Jesus, Marcela,” Nate started.



“I did it for you and I’m not going to apologize for that,” she snapped. “His sports people love you. They knew your story and they listened to a few of your other podcast appearances. They want you to come down and sit in on a podcast and see you how fit in. It could mean a full-time job, a really good one.”



“Goddamn it, that wasn’t your place to say something,” Nate said. He stormed towards the house.



Marcela stood and dusted off her jeans. “Why are you afraid of giving this a shot?” she asked.



“Batty, come,” Nate said to the dog. Batty looked between them, happily panting, but didn’t move. To Marcela, he said, “Would you help? He actually listens to you.”



She took a step towards the house and Batty bounded towards it, woofing. Nate opened the door and they both went in. Marcela followed and watched Nate sit on the edge of an armchair, gripping his knees. To her complete and utter shock, he was crying.



“Talk to me,” Marcela whispered. “Please, Nate. I deserve that much.”



For a long while, she didn’t think he would. Nate didn’t look at her, or the dog that came and sat on his feet, whining up at his master in that strange way dogs had of sensing a mood. He petted Batty absent-mindedly, and when Marcela came to sit on the arm of his chair, Nate finally looked up at her. She saw not the man in that moment, but the boy he used to be, the laughing one, the one who came home furious and crying when a friend got beat up, the one whose hair was always wild.



“I keep failing,” he said. “I put so many phone calls out in North Carolina. Emails, messages. You think you know you’re secure in life but then you get your teeth knocked in and the people you think will have your back disappear. I thought I had options. I thought I had…” He blinked away the tears and smiled tightly. “I thought I had friends. But all the hands you thought would catch you, let you fall and fall and fall until there’s no more light to see. Marcela, you were the first good thing to happen to me in nearly a year. A year.” His laugh was more like a sob. “Of course I don’t want to be selling lawnmowers and barbeques. I want to be in the ring, or around it. I want to be talking with the guys again and I want to be okay and I can never have that back. And to hear no again, to go down to New Bainbridge and have another door slam in my face… I… it…”



Marcela swallowed. “What if they didn’t, though? What if this is some small way back in the door? I know it’s not perfect, but…”



“No,” he said gently. “No. I’m sorry, Marcela.”



“It’s okay,” she whispered, and wrapped an arm around him. “It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay.”



And it was, Marcela realized. She couldn’t make Nate go. Some wounds were too great to come back from, not whole. But she was hurt too. This would be the end of them. That she saw with perfect clarity. In that moment, Marcela damned Cammy for leaving enough of her heart to break all over again.



She stood, and took his hand. Nate looked up at her, and she tugged at his arm. He followed her into the bedroom. They closed the door, and they began to strip without a word.



“If this week is…” She swallowed again, and he stroked tears away she didn’t know she’d been crying. “If this is the end, I want something from you.”



“Anything,” Nate said.



“I want you to be the father of my child.” She studied his eyes, the confusion, the pain. “You won’t have to be involved. I would raise them. I would love them. But there’s no other man in this world who I want and care for more. So make love to me and finish inside me. Please.”



Nate nodded. That was it. He nodded.



And he took her to bed.



There was little foreplay. Nate kissed her lips and stroked her folds until she was ready for him, gentle kisses, soft caresses. He moved on top of her, cradling Marcela in his arms. Slowly his cock eased its way to her depths, and he rocked more than he thrust, content to grind and live out this moment of achingly long sweet pleasure. She stroked his back, cupped his ass, murmured his name over and over and over again.



Nate. My Nate.



Her crest was powerful, long. Marcela cried out with it, her mind humming, her body attuning to his and meeting his growing need with thrusts of her hips. Her nails dug into his back again as she kissed his shoulder, his neck. She came again just minutes later, fists balled and beating on his back as she closed her eyes and sank into the sensations.



He came too not long after, and it was good. Nate stayed inside her, holding her, kissing her, and only sliding free after he went soft.  After a long, lazy conversation between their lips, he began to harden again, and this time Marcela was on top, riding him like a ship on a lulling sea,



Much later, when they were spent again, they made phone calls. Him to Mr. Robertson, her to her dad. They explained they’d need a couple days off but didn’t get into the specifics. They made love a third time late into the night. So it went for the next few days, and the mornings the rest of the week, and the evenings.



On their last night together, when Marcela curled up beside him, her hand on his stomach, Nate watched her fall asleep. He thought about the next day. About saying goodbye. About Marcela’s flight.



About his own.



* * *



They drove together to the airport, telling long, loopy stories about their youth and Elisabeth. With plenty of time before Marcela’s flight, so they found a quiet spot without a lot of people and sat together, her hand on his.



“You think it took?” Marcela asked, her voice dull and nasal. Both of theirs were.



“If not, it wasn’t for a lack of trying. But if it did, that kid will be the luckiest in the world,” Nate said.



“We’ll meet up sometime. If you’d like to see them.”



“I would. Yes. With all my heart,” he said quietly. “You’re going to be amazing, Marcela. As an agent, as a mother… I want you to know that. When you have the baby, tell me. I’ll send on money and presents. And love, always.”



“Thank you,” Marcela said. She was crying again. He held her until it was time to go.



She walked through security, only looking back from the other side. Nate watched her, his eyes bright. He called out, “See ya, Red.”



“See you, Arnie.”



He laughed, and walked away.



* * *



Nate drove to a stationery store. To his recollection, it was the first he’d ever visited, and the options overwhelmed him. An elderly clerk approached him and he asked her blankly for the best paper they had on hand. At least twenty sheets of it. Probably overkill, he thought at the time, but as he sat in the car and crumpled up letter after letter to Marcela, he used up every last sheet and went back in for another fifty.



By his thirtieth attempt, Nate thought he had it as heartfelt and error-free as he could write. He folded the letter, stuffed it into an envelope, and sealed it shut. On the front of the envelope he wrote out Marcela’s name. Someone rapped on his window. He looked up, startled.



The elderly clerk was right there, and he rolled down his window. “It took me forever to recognize who you were. I watched you every week. You were a jerk to Antone Steam.” The clerk smiled wide. “My grandson and I hated that stuck-up guy.”



Nate, caught completely by surprise, roared with laughter, took up one of the sheets of paper, and scrawled out an autograph with an address that read, “To the fan I needed most at the exact right time.” The clerk carried it in like it was a treasure.



He drove home to Rounder, first to his house. Batty waited at the door for him and after he endured some requisite licks and butt wiggles, Nate harnessed his boy and led him outside to do his business before they loaded up into the car.



His parents waited for him too, though not at the door and definitely without licks and butt wiggles. They also had his suitcase, which he packed the day before when he was on break from the hardware store.



His parents tried to talk him out of it, of course. They thought he was an idiot. So did his heart, right up until the moment when Red went through security. Then he was certain of what he was doing, the rightness of it.



Nate wasn’t going to be dissuaded. “I’ll be back for him this time,” he told his parents. “He’s been the best kind of medicine and I’m not letting him go again for that long.”



“We know. We’ll be happy to watch him,” Knut said.



“And tell Mr. Robertson again I’m sorry.”



“He understands,” Knut said.



“Honey, I wish…” Shannon started, but Nate shook his head, his smile hurt, but honest.



“No. It’s done. And the rest of it, we’ll see how it goes.” He knelt next to Batty, and his dog yawned as Nate scratched his back. “Love you, buddy. See you soon.”



His next stop was Shane and Tana’s, and they too expected him. Tana was crying before she even opened the door, and hugged him hard. He patted her back, then shook Shane’s hand.



“It’s a hell of a thing,” Shane muttered. “Son, I don’t like this.”



“She deserves to be happy,” Nate said.



“She’d be happy with you,” Tana said.



“No,” Nate said. “She’d settle for me. Tell me I’m wrong.”



“You’re wrong,” Tana said. “She does love you.”



Nate held out the letter. “If it works, give her this. If it doesn’t… well, throw it away, I guess. Knowing would hurt her even more and I don’t want that.”



“If you don’t want to hurt her, go to her,” Shane said.



Nate smiled, and it shocked him that it didn’t come with any more pain. “We all know I’m not the one she belongs with.”



* * *



The lights glinting off the plane’s wing made Nate nauseous. He slid the window covering down and spent most of the flight to Los Angeles rehearsing what he’d say to Cammy Javisin. He didn’t realize he was mumbling under his breath until he caught the worried glances of the man across the aisle from him. After that, Nate tried to make an effort to appear sane.



When they landed, he rented a tiny compact car that could barely fit him. Early in his career he used to go for flashier, bigger rentals but quickly realized it was both a waste of money and that smaller cars were much more maneuverable in a bigger city. All he needed was something to get him from point A to point B.



He brought with him two suits in garment bags and wore a third. He tried to straighten out his hair in the rearview mirror, then sighed and gave up. However this went, it wasn’t going to hinge on how his goddamn hair looked.



The meeting was scheduled at the talent agency where Cammy was a client, the same one Marcela used to work for. He drove there on pins and needles, hating the traffic but not minding the heat. It was a different feel than Minnesota, drier and airier. His stomach grumbled the entire way. He hadn’t eaten anything since lunch with Marcela the day before.



The talent agency took up the third floor of a five-story sandstone-styled building. There was parking specifically designated for talent, and he’d been instructed to park there. He walked into the building and showed an ID to a guard, who gave him a temporary visitor pass on a lanyard and let him through to the elevator bank. A young girl he vaguely recognized from a TV comedy stepped off with a couple adults he assumed were her real-life parents when the doors opened. Both the child and Nate stared at one another in a moment of recognition, and the dad hurried the girl along.



Nate headed up to the third floor and stepped off to a hallway dominated by a wood panel wall declaring the agency’s name in a font roughly his height. Garish. A woman sat at a desk in front of the sign and smiled up at him. He explained who he was and that he was there to meet with Cammy Javisin, and after she checked his ID, she pressed a button that opened up two big doors in the paneling he hadn’t even noticed were there.



“That’s… overkill,” he said, a little in awe.



“Welcome to Hollywood,” the receptionist said.



A tall, graying Asian man in an equally gray suit didn’t so much walk towards Nate as lope. At his side in a holster was a Taser. In front of a dozen gorgeous and handsome people gaping at them both, Nate was frisked, then pushed towards a meeting room at one end of a massive space that looked more like a play pen for adults than an office.



“When you’re in there, you will remain seated at all times. Make any sort of threatening move toward Ms. Javisin and I’ll make you think you’re getting the electric chair.”



“I’m not here to hurt her or blackmail her or whatever it is you think I’m doing. This is for her, and for Marcela.”



The man’s eyes softened some, and he said in a much more conversational tone, “How is she?”



“Hurt.”



The man nodded, and sighed. “I’m Koji.”



“I’ve heard her mention your name. Pleasure. Or… well, something like that.”



Koji’s lips ticked up at the corners. “Marcela made us sit through a lot of your matches.”



“Made you?” Nate asked. “Low blow, man.”



Koji chuckled and pushed open the door to the meeting room. At the end of a long oval table was one of the most stunning women Nate had ever laid eyes on, even in sweats and with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. He’d seen her before, had loved one of her movies, but never had he expected her to actually look like she’d been lifted from the pages of a magazine, and yet.



“I can see why Marcela’s so crazy about you,” Nate said.



Cammy Javisin blinked at that. She masked her own pain well, but it was there. “If you’re here to try and hold something over us about our relationship…”



“No. Nothing like that. I’m here to hopefully convince you that she needs you and that you need her. Because Marcela is still very much in love with you and I don’t think her life is ever going to be really whole without you.”



Whatever stoicism Cammy held onto broke in that moment. She didn’t cry, but there was a tension to her that melted away, leaving her hunching forward, her eyes looking down and away from him. “She’s made it clear to me she’d like her own life without me being a part of it.”



“No. What she wants is for you to be a part of her life and the baby she’ll hopefully be having in nine months.”



Cammy looked back up at him. “Yours?”



“Yes. If it took.”



She nodded. “The way she always spoke about you, I’m not surprised.”



“I’m not seeking custody or looking to infringe on her life or yours in any way she doesn’t want me to,” Nate said. “I know your life goals don’t involve a child. I get that. But Marcela deserves the love that she wants most in this world and that’s you. I will get on my knees if I have to. Marcela will be a great mother. All she needs is someone there to support her and the baby. Please.”



Cammy rose to her feet, a little shaky. She turned away from him and towards a window. “You know who my parents are?”



“Yes.”



She nodded, still not looking back at him. “My dad was a good man and he was always there for me when he was around. When he was around, you understand? Birthdays, holidays. Not a lot but enough to leave me knowing I was second to his career. My mom, she was better, but she still had to disappear for a couple weeks here and there.”



“I’m sorry,” Nate said.



“Mm.” Cammy turned and looked him over. “It would kill me to put a child through that. And it will happen someday. I’ll miss a plane. Weather will strand me. There will be a media tour and I won’t be able to break free. Something will happen and they’ll hurt like I used to.”



“I don’t think there’s a parent out there that hasn’t disappointed their child in some small way,” Nate said. “Tell me. In my shoes, would you hold anything back for Marcela?”



“No.” She drew a long, shuddering breath. “I miss her so much.”



“She’s waiting to start a new life with you in New Bainbridge. All you have to do is take a chance. No parents are perfect, Cammy. If you think your lifestyle will hurt that kid, then I see your reasoning. But I also see two women who love each other so much and I think that kid is going to go to bed every night loved even more.  I’m not going to judge if you say no.”



“And what about you?” Cammy asked. “You’re the baby’s father.”



“I love Marcela with all my heart.” He rubbed his jaw and the next words had to be torn from him. “Enough to know that I’m not the right one for her. You are. I hope that’s enough to convince you because that’s all I’ve got.”



* * *



Marcela stared out the plane’s window. It was the first time she could ever remember not being scared. Her mind was too foggy, too scattered. She was going home to say goodbye.



Of all the people who could have been her rebound, it had to be Nate. She cared for him on a level only Cammy could match. The two loves of her life, and she was the one who said goodbye to both of them.



“What am I doing?” she whispered.



Was it worth it? Her need for a child, her career, were they worth this pain? Living in Rounder wasn’t sustainable for her, not for long. She could cook or clean but that was about it for a career there. Maybe learn to bartend or work for the grocery store and gas stations. But she and their potential child would be with Nate, and wouldn’t that be worth it?



Or would she be denying herself who she was and who she wanted to be? And if she did that, would she want to be with him or Cammy?



The questions stung because there were no clear answers. She loved both of them and wanted them in equal measure. Her mind moved through the quicksand, trying to find a way out, and so lost in thought, she didn’t notice they were descending until they broke through the clouds.



When they landed, she headed off the plane with a heavy heart. Nate would be there to pick her up and they’d get a couple more days of a goodbye before she had to make the journey back to New Bainbridge. At least she would get to see more of Alicia and Oscar. That was something. She tried to smile about that.



Nate wasn’t at the security gate. Marcela looked all around, but no, no trace of him. “I’m sorry, Nate,” she whispered. She’d get her luggage, rent a car, and… go home. She’d leave him be, pick up her things, and maybe take off tomorrow morning, earlier than she expected. But Marcela didn’t know how she could handle Rounder any longer than that, knowing her presence was hurting the man she loved.



On the way to the luggage belts, a Black woman with a baseball cap slung low and wearing a pair of aviators came up beside her and said quietly, “Hey. You want to make out?”



The words shocked Marcela out of her fugue, and she snapped her gaze towards the woman.



“Hey, isn’t that Cammy Javisin?” someone asked.



And Marcela, for the first time in their life together, didn’t care about cameras or phones. She threw her arms around Cammy’s neck, and kissed her.



“What are you doing here?” she gasped against Cammy’s lips. Phones were out, pictures being snapped, video recorded.



“Nate came to California…” Cammy said, then kissed her again. “…convinced me…” They kissed with even more frantic need. “…take a chance on our baby…”



“Nate…” Marcela whispered, then grabbed Cammy’s hand and they ran for the luggage carousel.



* * *



 



Marcela,



 



All I’m ever going to want in life is for you to be happy and I know in my heart you would be happiest with Cammy. If she’s there, that means she’s agreed to come back to you and start a family. I know that isn’t easy for her and there will be some healing you two will have to do, but it’s a first step down what I hope will be a long and beautiful road together with our baby.



 



I want you to know something else. I quit Mr. Robertson’s a couple days ago. I’ll be trying to move on with my life. You were right. I was hiding away and it’s time that stopped. I’m going to take a chance with your friend Oscar. If I fail, I fail and I’ll find other work to help support you and the little one. If I succeed, that’s thanks to you, and I will owe you the world because of it. I’d love to sit down and get to know Cammy and our baby, but if you decide to move on, I understand and will love you forever.



 



Thank you for giving me the strength to heal. Be happy, Marcela.



 



-Nate



 



* * *



 



“And that’s going to do it for us in the studio. Thank you to all the listeners out there, and thank you to our guest Nate for lighting up the podcast room this week.”



“Thank you, Priscilla, it has been an honor… for you,” Nate said, playing it up. His cohosts laughed, and the show’s theme music came on as the recording light went off. He rose and shook hands with everyone.



“Terrific stuff, Nate, really great,” Priscilla said on their way towards the door. “It’s really going to be up to the boss, but I’m all for you joining the team.”



“Hey, that means a lot to me. Thank you.”



They headed out into the hallway. Oscar Dowling and his second-in-command Jen joined them from the production room. Priscilla gave Oscar two thumbs up and he nodded. To Nate, he said, “Let’s talk in my office.”



Nate heard that tone before from dozens of promoters and producers. This was the cut he’d been waiting for. Fuck. But it wasn’t the end in New Bainbridge. He had a dozen other jobs he could apply for.



I’ll be there for you and your baby, Marcela
 , he told himself.
 Even if it’s at a distance.



There had only been one text from Marcela since his meeting with Cammy, a simple thank you. It was enough. He wasn’t entirely sure Cammy would go through with it until he saw some publicity stills on a tabloid site that showed Marcela nearly knocking Cammy over with a kiss in the middle of the airport. That picture more than anything else since Nate’s injury made him feel like he’d done something to matter to the world.



Jen had a book in hand, a paperback. Oscar folded his hands behind his head and said pleasantly, “Would you humor us by reading a paragraph from that, please?”



“Huh?”



“Just go with it.”



Nate did, taking the paperback and reading a classic first paragraph he vaguely remembered from high school. Jen watched Oscar’s expression the entire time, not Nate, and when he trailed off at the end, Oscar nodded. “Well, you’ve definitely got the podcasting job, but frankly, Nate, I think your talents would be wasted just in there alone.”



“I got the job?” Nate said, pushing off the chair.



“Yes. The truth is, I felt a little close to the situation so I wanted to make sure both Priscilla and Jen approved. Jen gave me the nod halfway through the podcast. Priscilla’s a harder nut to crack. If she likes you, that’s a hell of a sign. You worked well together with everyone in there and didn’t try to dominate things. I’d say apart from us haggling out the details on your pay, you have a job here. But I’d also like to do some test runs with you as an audiobook reader too.”



“Holy…” Nate said. He thrust out his hand, and Oscar rose to shake it, chuckling. “You get me in there talking sports and wrestling, I’m going to do it. All of it. Whatever you need. The audiobooks, hell, I’d scrub your bathrooms, anything. Thank you, Mr. Dowling.” He turned to Jen and shook her hand too, thanking her just as profusely.



Jen, to Oscar, said, “I like his enthusiasm.”



“Me too,” Oscar said. “Why don’t you come by tomorrow morning? We’ll hash out the details.”



“Sounds great,” Nate said.



Jen and Oscar escorted Nate down to the first floor. Outside, a pair of women were seated on the big decorative stones. Oscar stopped Nate with a hand on his shoulder. “You’re a very lucky man, Nate. Take care of them.”



“Sorry, what?”



Oscar winked, and turned to Jen to walk with her back inside. Nate watched them, mystified, then headed towards the crosswalk that would take him to the parking garage. When he walked by the seated women, one of them said, “So I think we found a place perfect for Batty.”



Nate froze.



“It’s got plenty of space, a nice big stone and steel fence. No way he could jump it,” Marcela said.



“You know I’ve never had a dog?” Cammy Javisin said. “I’ve always wanted one. No excuse, really.”



Nate turned, his throat working. “You…”



The two women stood, smiling. Marcela peeled off her sunglasses and came to him with Cammy following shortly behind. “That was a cute stunt,” Marcela said, leaning up to kiss him.



“Won me over,” Cammy agreed, and to his utter shock, she brought a long manicured nail to his cheek, caressed it, and kissed him too.



“What is this?” Nate asked.



“Well… I think you were only partially right when you talked to me,” Cammy said. “I think she’s happiest with both of us. And my career can take root just as much here as it did in California. Having the two of you here to take care of the children Marcela has will sure help me sleep at night when I have to be away.”



“Cammy can have everything she wants. I can have everything I want,” Marcela said. “And you… well, I’m just not letting you say no. That’s all there is to it.” Her grin slipped, and she stared up at him. “I want to spend the rest of my life thanking you and watching you two fall as crazy in love as I am with the both of you. Think you can handle that?”



Nate kissed her, then turned his head and kissed Cammy too. “I think the only way we find out is to try.”



 



* * * * *
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