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      It was supposed to be a farewell party. With just the two of us.

      Jameson was going across the world for the next year to help those less fortunate. I was staying home, knowing that when he returned I’d finally be honest with him about my feelings.

      That I was in love with him.

      But the night wasn’t supposed to go the way it had.

      Getting drunk.

      Getting naked.

      Sleeping with my best friend.

      I couldn’t believe we'd crossed those lines until they blurred and all but disappeared. But I wouldn't--couldn’t--lie and say it hadn’t been everything I’d ever dreamed of.

      And now Jameson was gone for the next year, and I was left here worrying about what the next step would be for us.

      Because I found out I was pregnant with my best friend's baby and he knew nothing about it.

      

      Reader Note: This story was previously published until the same title in the “Knocked Up” charity anthology.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lia

      

      

      “I feel like I overdid it with the booze,” I said as I looked at the bottles lined up on the counter. I glanced over at Jameson, watching as he reached up and opened the door to the cabinet to grab us a couple shot glasses.

      He stared at me for a second over his shoulders, then glanced at the bottles and shrugged. “We’re in for one hell of a night though, right?” He gave me a wink and I laughed softly, but had to look away quickly because the sight of his big, muscular body stretched out like that was doing all kinds of very inappropriate things to me.

      Not to mention that wink... that had parts of my body heating unbearably.

      I opened my mouth as if I were actually going to tell my best friend—finally—how I felt about him. But I snapped my jaw closed and shook my head to myself.

      

      “Oh yeah, so I’m actually in love with you, Jameson. I know it’s weird since we’ve always just been friends and I never said a damn thing, but I can’t see myself with anyone but you.”

      

      Yeah... I didn’t see that going over very well.

      The reality—and not what my fantasy was about—would be me saying that to him and he’d blink a few times, clear his throat, then tell me that… no, we were just friends. Then I’d have successfully put this weird wedge between us, which was the last thing I wanted to do.

      I internally grimaced and then sighed in exasperation.

      But I was in love with him. That was the absolute truth. I wanted to tell Jameson that I saw him as a hell of a lot more than a best friend, and had for quite some time. I’d actually played it all out in my head so many times, a part of me had convinced myself that maybe—just maybe—things could work out.

      I’d known Jameson for years and years, both of us going to the same middle school, then high school. We’d gone different directions as far as college went, with him getting into a prestigious one and me heading off to the local community one. But we’d still seen each other, still kept in contact. And I’d never been happier for that in my life.

      He was all I had, and he told me the same thing. I knew that was the truth. With his family life shit, his ultra-rich parents cutting him off because he’d refused to go into the family business and wanted to become a doctor. Apparently, that hadn’t been good enough for his folks. But fuck them. They could leave him, but I never was.

      My life wasn’t as shitty as that, but I certainly didn’t have some kind of happily ever after story either. My mother had been a single parent, working two jobs while I grew up so I didn’t see much of her. My father was unknown and she refused to give me a name because she said he hadn’t wanted anything to do with her or me. And although I knew my mother loved me, because she was so busy worrying and trying to keep a roof over our heads and food in our bellies, she was… absent, distant, and didn’t have enough time or energy for me.

      And it was fine. It was what it was. Life and all that.

      Then life, fate, hell, bad luck that seemed to hang around my mother, took her from me in the form of her being somewhere at the wrong place, wrong time, drunk driver hitting her kind of thing.

      And I'd been alone, an adult by then, but still now… alone.

      If not for Jameson, I truly would have been in a dark, deep hole with no one to help pull me out.

      I scolded myself for even going down that depressing road, but sometimes shit just popped in your head and refused to leave. Kind of like having a wound so deep that you forgot about it at times, but then every once in a while it poked its ugly, infected head up and said, “Peekaboo… Miss me, bitch?”

      I shook my head at where my thoughts had led, and said “fuck you” right back to them, burying them deep again and focusing on this one moment in time.

      Jameson was leaving for a year. A. Year. Tonight was about celebrating, and then I’d count down those twelve months until he returned… until I felt whole once more.

      Jameson looked over at me with a furrowed brow, as if I’d spoken all that out loud, or maybe he just knew me well enough he sensed it.

      The present. Stay in the present.

      I cleared my throat and looked at the alcohol bottles again. He came over with the shot glasses and started mumbling to himself what to make. I trusted him to either mix us some drinks, or decide what nastiness I’d be consuming. He’d tended bar for a couple years while he went to school. I, on the other hand, had worked at the local diner. So unless he wanted Shirley’s secret apple dumpling recipe, I was no help with this.

      I watched him silently, which I shamelessly did a lot. A lot.

      God, I wished I would have told him how I felt so long ago. At least I would have had more time to fix things if it would have caused problems. Yet with life, it always seemed like the timing wasn’t right, like there were just more important things that I needed to be focused on. Then of course the whole “don’t cross any lines”.

      But now it was clear I’d run out of time, at least for the next twelve months.

      Jameson had become an M.D. four years ago. After his residency at the local hospital, he then focused on wanting to do the whole Doctors Without Borders route. He was a healer in every sense of the word.

      I couldn’t actually pinpoint when it happened—when I realized that I was in love with him. I just knew that one day I looked at Jameson and something had sparked, surged, opened up, then caved in.

      I felt like these emotions had always been buried deep down, and they’d stayed that way as some kind of defense mechanism. Protection, maybe?

      But there was no ignoring them.

      I breathed out as I remembered that day I fully realized what I felt for Jameson, and that it consumed me.

      

      I stared into his blue eyes, ones that reminded me of the Caribbean. I couldn’t breathe all of the sudden.

      “Are you okay?”

      I blinked a few times, Jameson’s deep voice breaking through my shock. I rubbed my hands up and down my thighs, then transferred one of them to my chest, rubbing slow circles over my heart. I tried to gather my self-control, but was pretty sure I failed. I could feel him watching me, practically felt his curiosity and concern reaching out to me.

      I felt like the world had just opened up and nearly swallowed me whole because of what I knew was the absolute truth in my heart.

      That I was in love with him.

      I was in love with my best friend.

      That realization would’ve knocked me on my ass if I wasn’t already sitting down.

      “I’m fine,” I murmured, waving off the situation because I was so damn confused and shocked and couldn’t form any more words than that.

      Please don’t let him press. Please don’t let Jameson figure it out because the result could be disastrous.

      

      I was pulled back to the present, realizing I must’ve been standing here thinking about that moment in time for a while because Jameson was grabbing the last two bottles on the kitchen counter and facing me, this expectant look on his face.

      “Thought I lost you in thought there for a minute.”

      I gave him a smile but I knew it probably looked forced as hell. “What, ugh, what’s going on with the bottles?” I gestured to the two in his hands.

      He lifted them up. “I figured we might as well put them out in the living room, since that’s where we'll be drinking. I don’t want to have to be coming in and out to do a refill, especially if I am good and drunk.” He gave me a grin, then gestured toward the tiny living room for me to follow. And I did, on shaky legs and knees that threatened to buckle under me.

      But I managed to follow him out, and prayed—prayed like hell—that tonight could just be normal. Because my fear was getting a little too loose in the lips and spilling my deepest secret that I was in love with him.
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      I knew I should have taken it easy tonight, but in my head this had all sounded like a good idea.

      Get drunk with Lia.

      Don’t worry about the fact I was leaving for the next twelve months.

      Don’t let the thoughts that I couldn’t even contact her because I would be moving around so much, and in areas so impoverished there was hardly any food to go around let alone medical intervention.

      But as I tossed back another shot despite being pretty drunk, it was really fucking clear this was a bad idea.

      All around.

      There was a movie playing on the TV, but I couldn’t tell anyone what the fuck it was about. I was too focused on Lia, staring at her profile, memorizing it over and over again because it would be what would get me through the next year. Yeah, this had been my choice to go across the ocean to help those in need, to heal and protect, to try and make the world a little better for someone, but it was all because of the goal to come full-circle and be the man Lia deserved.

      I wanted to be wholly good, wanted to have this moment in time under my belt so that when I came back home I could start my own business, do non-profit work, and donate my time, show Lia that I was the perfect man for her.

      But with the thought of leaving in less than forty-eight hours looming over me, leaving Lia sounded like the worst fucking idea imaginable, and now drinking just made my emotions for her even that much more intense.

      I lifted my hand and ran it over my jaw, trying to look at Lia inconspicuously.

      I’d first felt a tingling of awareness about my feelings for her back in high school, but I pushed them away, burying them deep because our personal lives had been so up in the air. Both of us had been struggling in different ways—what with her mother hardly home because she worked so much, and the relationship between me and my parents becoming unbearable.

      I hadn’t wanted to add more confusion and conflict to the mixture.

      But then as the years passed, I felt those feelings start to push their way to the surface once more, becoming stronger. I grew jealous of any attention a guy gave her. It was when I saw guys look at her, I became enraged if they thought they had the right to speak to her. It was a good thing she never dated—at least not that I ever knew about—because the jealousy would’ve been so monumental it would have sucked the life right out of me. That, and I would have hurt the bastards.

      And that’s when I knew that what I felt for her wasn’t fleeting. It was so deep inside of me, another entity so strong that it rivaled my own consciousness. There was no going away from it, no dodging it, no trying to push it back down. It just kept growing until it consumed me, until the only thing I could think about was making a life for myself because then I could show Lia what I had to offer her.

      Keeping my focus on her, I watched as she brought the shot glass to her lips and tossed it back, a drop of amber colored liquor sliding down her bottom lip. I felt my eyelids lower as heat cooked deep in my body. She dragged that perfect pink tongue out and ran it over the droplet, and I heard this low growl leave me. Thank fuck whatever scene was playing drowned out the primal noise.

      She reached across the table and grabbed a length of red licorice, and fuck me I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the sight of her eating it. She was so engrossed in the movie that it made watching her easy because I didn’t have to even try to hide my reaction.

      Increased breathing.

      Body tight.

      Muscles clenched.

      Cock so fucking hard the length ached something fierce.

      I was vaguely aware of parting my lips, the image of Lia having her lips wrapped around something else that was long and hard. Another groan ripped from me, and this time the movie didn’t muffle the sound. She glanced at me and lowered her brows, the red licorice still in her mouth. She slowly slid it out, her lips perfectly formed around it.

      Jesus Christ.

       I was pretty sure I came a little in my jeans at the sight alone.

      “You okay?” Her brows were still low as a look of concern crossed her face. “You getting sick? Is that why you made that sound?”

      I opened my mouth but nothing came out. I was buzzed really hardcore, and I knew even if I stopped drinking right now, the amount of booze I’d consumed would keep rising in my bloodstream until I was slurring like an asshole.

      And all I could do was stare at Lia during this whole inner monologue, knowing that I was about to open my mouth and insert my foot right in there.
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      I felt his eyes on me, had for a while now, but I’d kept stuffing my face with licorice--the red kind cause the black kind tasted like medicinal shit to me--and trying to act like I was watching the movie plastered across the TV screen. But I didn’t want to look over at him because I was feeling loosey-goosey, you know, the kind that was caused by alcohol. It was the kind that made you think that “hey, why not just tell your best friend you’re in love with him”, ‘cause now seemed like the perfect time. Not to mention I was hot, that being this close to him had me very aware that he was all male and I was all female.

      I swallowed and promptly started to choke on a piece of licorice, my eyes watering. I reached for the drink closest to me, which wasn’t water, but more alcohol… and that in turn had me coughing even more.

      Once I had my composure, I wiped the tears under my eyes and exhaled. Then I went back to trying to act like he wasn’t still staring at me. I grabbed a piece of licorice and slipped it between my lips, tasting the artificial cherry flavor and idly thinking who came up with creating these fake flavors and trying to pass them off as cherry, strawberry, or even grape. Not to mention the blue raspberry flavor.

      I focused on the TV even harder, all the while sucking on that licorice.

      And then I heard him make a sound. At first I wondered if a wild animal was right beside me, the noise gruff and harsh, more of a growl than anything else. I looked at Jameson.

      My breath caught.

      My heart stuttered.

      And the world faded away.

      All because of the way he looked at me.

      It was the way I’d always wanted him to see me… with longing in his eyes because he wanted me.

      God, he really was looking at me like he… wanted me.

      “You okay?” I felt my brows lower as I stared at him, concern coming up thick in me. “You getting sick? Is that why you made that sound.” I had pulled the latter out of my ass because the way he looked at me told me he was feeling just fine. “Jameson?” Was that my voice, all thready and thin, all breathy and filled with desire? Yeah. Yeah it was, and it was all because of the combination of the alcohol and the way he watched me.

      He had yet to respond, but the hooded look in his eyes had my breath catching all over again. Although I could smell the liquor we’d consumed bouncing through the air between us, the strongest scent of all was Jameson and whatever cologne he wore. It had deep and dark notes laced in a very masculine aroma. And it made me uncomfortably wet.

      “I always wanted to see what it would be like to kiss you,” he murmured, his voice slightly slurred, his eyes locked on my mouth.

      Yeah… we’d just totally gone down this rabbit hole.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there, just letting his words really sink in. I inhaled, wondering if I’d been holding my breath this entire time.

      Okay, so I was drunk. Not so trashed that I was seeing double or couldn't walk a straight line. Well, the latter was debateable, but the point was I was with it enough that I could see the way Jameson stared at me, and most certainly heard him clearly enough.

      “I always wanted to see what it would be like to kiss you.”

      He had? Or was he just drunk that he thought he did, or this sounded like the best thing to say at the moment?

      Either way, I really didn’t care because my body was humming and singing and doing a little jig.

      “You have?” I finally said after what seemed like far too long of us sitting here in silence. He was still looking at my lips, but after I spoke he slowly lifted his eyes from my mouth and looked directly at me.

      “I’ve thought about kissing you so many fucking times it’s become this obsession.”

      Well. Okay then.

      His brows were pulled down low, his focus on my lips for only a second before he looked back in my eyes. I should have said something, anything, but I was struck silent by his words… ones I’d longed to hear for so long.

      And the longer we stared at each other, the more I felt that electric heat bounce between us.

      “Jameson?” I whispered his name, wondering if he’d heard me or if I’d spoken that word in my head only.

      He glanced away, breaking the spell, only to run a hand over his jaw and glance back at me right away. It was so damn hot in here. Why was it so hot?

      His eyes lowered back to my lips and I forced myself not to lick them.

      A part of me said this was a bad idea--whatever this was. But a way bigger part of me… the part that wanted Jameson and only him, told that other voice to back the hell off and sit down.

      I was drunk.

      He was drunk.

      He admitted to wanting to kiss me.

      And I wouldn't stop him.

      But had anything ever felt more right than this very moment? No, no I didn’t think so.

      I didn’t know how long we stared at each other, but I felt the arousal heighten, and knew my pulse was pounding rapidly in my wrists, at the base of my throat. I could feel it.

      The way he looked at me was full of heat, need, the booze making everything in the peripheral seem hazy, distorted, as if I could almost imagine this wasn’t real life.

      Maybe I’d passed out and I was dreaming, having this wonderful fantasy where I finally got the one person I’d always wanted.

      God, could something happen between us right now in this moment?

      I watched as Jameson lifted his hand, and a second later he was cupping my cheek, his fingers big and masculine against my skin, his flesh like fire on me.

      “Lia,” he whispered, still staring at my lips, his cheeks tinged pink, his pupils fully dilated. And then he leaned in close, so close I felt how warm his breath was, smelled the whiskey he’d been taking shots of all night.

      I should stop this. But I won’t.

      He hovered so close yet so far away, maybe rethinking this, maybe trying to talk himself out of it.

      Kiss me.

      And then as if I’d screamed those two words out loud, Jameson growled and slammed his lips on mine. He kissed me hard, feverishly, as if this feral animal had broken free, had been unleashed inside of him. He gave me it all, and I accepted him with open arms and a greedy body.

      He pulled me against him almost frantically, but I willingly leaned in more, shifting so I was now straddling him, both of us on the floor, his back to the couch, mine to the TV. He had his arms wrapped around me, my breasts to his chest, my knees elevating me slightly so I wasn't pressed fully down on him.

      I rectified that right away, this surge of power claiming me because I was buzzed and feeling oh so good, and didn’t want this to ever end with Jameson.

      I sank down fully on him, our clothes a barrier I desperately wanted gone. But God did I feel every hard inch of him, especially the stiff length tenting his jeans and pressed right up against my extremely wet sex.

      He groaned harshly and I felt him lift his hips, and if he couldn’t help himself. He ground that massive erection into me and I gasped, then kissed him with more fervor.

      “Lia,” he grunted against my mouth. “I’ve wanted you like this for so long.”

      It’s just the booze making him say these things. It’s just the passion and being in the heat of the moment.

      I gasped at how good this all felt. Hearing his groan, knowing he felt good because of this, because of me, was like an auditory orgasm all on its own.

      “You feel that?” His words were murmured against my mouth, and before I could answer he was kissing me even harder at the same time he lifted his hips again and ground that massive erection against the most sensitive spot on my body. “You feel what you do to me?”

      God. Yes.

      “I am so fucking hard for you, baby.”

      The way he said those words, so crudely, so very brutally, were nothing I’d never envisioned coming out of Jameson’s mouth. He seemed so very masculine in this moment, desire and the primal need to join us overriding everything else.

      God, I was so ready for him, for this.

      The alcohol had most definitely helped my reservations leave. They’d packed their bags and said, “Bye bitch. You’re on your own.”

      “Tell me you want this just as much as I do, just as much as I have.” He had his mouth at my throat, his tongue flicking, licking, his teeth nipping. “Lie to me if you have to.”

      God, I wouldn’t have to lie. Not about this. Not about him.

      “I want this, Jameson.” I felt drunker than I was, the feeling of floating, of being high, as if this were an out of body experience, moving through me like a derailed train.

      He swallowed, the sound amplified in the room, and then was moving his hands between our bodies and going for the button and fly of his jeans all the while kissing me like he was drowning and I was his life raft.

      The kiss was sloppy, hectic, filled with passion, but I didn’t care how uncoordinated we both were as we started tearing at our clothing. I just wanted this moment with Jameson no matter what. My heart was in my throat, sweat beading between my breasts, and my anticipation and nervousness was so strong I felt dizzy from it all.

      “I need you--”

      “I want you--”

      He groaned at my words. I moaned at his. And the way we were continuing to get the clothes out of the way that separated us.

      I pulled back so I could get my shirt up and over my head. My gaze was locked on him as he did the same. Then my bra. I stood and shucked off my pants and underwear; Jameson doing the same, my mouth drying when the thick, long length of him was revealed.

      Oh. God. He’s huge.

      My nipples were so hard they ached.

      He was masculine with hard lines, sharp edges, and defined muscle.

      I opened my mouth to say something--anything--maybe beg for this, or sputter out unintelligible words. But before a word could leave my lips, he was on the couch and pulling me back down on his lap. I straddled him once more, his hand sliding up my chest, over my collarbone, and then he was curling his fingers around the side of my throat, keeping me in place as he kissed me hard and possessively.

      His body was so hard where mine was soft, his groans deep where mine were feminine.

      But we were both so damn aroused, the same intensity in our touches and kisses.

      “Maybe we should slow down,” I found myself saying, then cursed because that was the last thing I wanted to do.

      He pulled back, panting, his great, wide chest heaving. It was clear it took a hell of a lot of strength on his part to pull away. His eyes were on my mouth, his lips parted, his eyes hooded.

      “Is that what you want?” he asked softly, his voice husky.

      I shook my head. “Figured one of us should probably say it, you know, the voice of reason and all that.”

      “Fuck reason,” he groaned, and slammed his mouth back down on mine.

      Maybe this was a bad idea, but it didn’t feel wrong. It felt right and perfect and way overdue. I’d fantasized about doing just this with Jameson for so long that it almost seemed like I was dreaming, still locked in that fantasy.

      I moaned at Jameson’s flavor, and just like his namesake, he was spicy and warm, filling me with a buzz that had my muscles aching and my pussy growing impossibly wetter.

      He started gently lifting his hips up, grinding that massive length that stood straight up and proud against me, letting me know where he really wanted it.

      “I never want you to stop,” I cried out as a shockwave of pleasure moved through me.

      He purred.

      There was no stopping this, but I didn’t want it to end. In fact, I wanted it to go even further, as far and as wide as humanly possible.

      “Touch me,” he groaned against my mouth, the sound guttural, harsh, a demand like it was the only thing that would ease his pain. “Please, Lia. Christ, please touch me.”

      My nipples tingled and my pussy clenched at how he said those words, begged and pleaded for me to ease his suffering. The ache I felt was something only Jameson could ease. I wanted him deep inside me, stretching me, taking my virginity, making the pain and pleasure coalesce as one.

      Moving his mouth from my lips, along my cheek, and finally stopping by my ear, I listened to the harsh sound of his breath leaving him and bathing my ultra-sensitive skin. “I need your hands on me, baby.”

      My eyes closed on their own and a shiver wracked my body, my emotions having me writhe against him. And then I found myself reaching between us, as if my hand had a mind of its own.

      “Yes,” he hissed. “Fuck… yes. Do it. Touch me.”

      I felt renewed power as I gripped that massive length between his thighs. Every part of me went tight then stilled when I felt his cock jerk in my hold.

      “God,” he groaned and rested his head back on the cushion, his eyes nothing but mere slits of teal light. He kept watching me, his lips parted slightly as he breathed harshly. “I’m doing everything in my power not to come right now.”

      I breathed out roughly as all I could feel was Jameson.

      All I could smell, feel, hear, experience was this man right here in front of me.

      All I wanted was Jameson. Now and always.

      He moved a hand down my hip, along my lower back, and stopped when his fingertips brushed along the crease of my ass. I swore he held his breath. I know I did.

      “I’m barely hanging on as it is, Lia.” His voice was so gruff, so deep. “I could get off by just holding you close, but coupled with your hand on my cock....” he groaned again.

      I let the air leave me harshly, not able to hold it in.

      My body was on fire, my pussy so saturated from my heat that I felt all that wetness sliding down my inner thighs.

      I couldn’t stop the gasp that left me at the sheer size of him. His his length, girth… the whole package so startling even though I’d seen it with my own eyes.

      I may be inexperienced, but even I knew his size was well above average. Soooo above average.

      

      “Yes,” he hissed when I tentatively stroked my hand up his length. “I’ve never had anyone touch me, Lia. Never done anything like this.”

      My heart was thundering at his words. Could he mean what I thought? Was he saying he was---

      “I’ve never been with anyone,” he finished my inner thoughts as if I’d spoken them out loud.

      That had me stilling, my hand no longer moving up and down his length, my eyes opening wide, my heart momentarily stopping.

      “Mood killer?” He grimaced and shifted on the couch, but a flush stole over me, heat settling into my core even more.

      “I've never been with anyone either.” Those words spilled from me on a rush and he closed his eyes, clenched his jaw, and I heard this rumble leave his chest. “So no… not a mood killer. In fact, knowing you haven’t been with anyone either turns me on.”

      He leaned forward and crushed me to him even more, his mouth back on my neck. I was starting to realize Jameson was a throat man for sure. He licked and sucked at my neck at the same time I started moving my palm up and down his length again.

      “Fuck.” He groaned against my neck. His mouth was back on mine in an instant, his hands on my ass as he squeezed the mounds as if he couldn’t control himself.

      And then in a move so fast I didn’t even have time to prepare for it, Jameson was off the couch with me in his arms. Instinctively I wrapped my legs around his waist, my arms around his shoulders. He didn’t tell me where he was going, but it didn’t take a genius to know he was taking us to the bedroom.

      And I'd never anticipated anything more.

      Once in the room I was vaguely aware of Jameson shutting the door with his foot, the slam of that wood sealing us in seeming to barely pierce the fog of arousal drowning me in the best way.

      “I want you. I need you so fucking bad.”

      “Yes,” I found myself murmuring against his lips, then tilted my head and deepened the kiss, needing more… so much more. I wanted to be flat on the bed, wanted Jameson over me, his much bigger body covering me, pressing me down on that mattress. My mind was pleasantly fuzzy from the liquor, but even more so because of my desire.

      I stroked my tongue along his, tasting the alcohol he’d also consumed, a little voice in the back of my head telling me I needed to think this through more.

      I shut that inner door just as hard as Jameson had shut his bedroom door.

      We were both pleasantly, vertically naked, and the feel of all his hot, hard flesh pressed against mine, of the wet slickness of his cockhead against my belly, his pre-cum smearing into my flesh, had me moaning.

      “Mine,” he groaned, but the word was so low I wondered if I’d imagined it.

      “I’m burning alive,” I found myself saying.

      “We can both go up in flames then, baby,” he responded and kissed me with more fervor.

      And then my back met the mattress and Jameson was right on top of me, splitting my thighs wide, settling between them, and letting me feel that hard length that would soon be buried deep in my body.
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      “Jameson,” I groaned his name, my mouth at the crook of his neck, both of us breathing hard.

      “I want this to last.” His voice was muffled, his warm, humid breath skating along my body and sending shivers up and down my arms. “But I’m so far over the edge I’m afraid this’ll be over with before we really begin.”

      The fact he was that worked up turned me on even more. I found myself lifting my hips a bit more, my slick sex rubbing against his rigid cock. He hissed and turned his head so he could kiss me, and for long, drugging seconds that's all we did.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, steadying myself for what was about to come, for what I really wanted to happen. I was done waiting. I’d felt like I’d been holding my breath for this experience for so long that I’d die if it didn’t happen now.

      Jameson broke away and lifted his head up slightly, only enough that I could see his eyes were closed, his jaw was set tight, and he bit his lower lip as he pressed his hips further into the cradle of mine. The simple motion brought the very male part of him to the very female part of me, and now it was my turn to hiss at the contact.

      “God, Lia.” He swallowed as if he couldn't get the rest of the words out. “You’re so wet for me.”

      I could only nod. I was soaked, my wetness coating my inner thighs embarrassingly so.

      He moved his fingers on the outside of my thigh, curled the digits under my knee, then pulled my leg out at the same time he moved back a little more. I held my breath as I watched him lower his eyes to the spot he spread wide, and he revealed my pussy in the dim lighting of the room.

      The air left him almost violently. “God. Fuck… Lia.” He snapped his eyes back to my face. “You’re perfect.” Those last two words were so low I almost couldn’t make them out.

      Jameson sat back on his knees, still holding me open. I braced my other foot on the bed, splitting my thighs open even wider, to which he groaned and closed his eyes for a second. I watched his nostrils flare slightly as he inhaled, then this rumble left him.

      “You smell incredible.”

      “Kiss me,” I begged and he growled right before he pressed his chest to mine again and our mouths crashed together in a tangle of lips and teeth.

      He ground his cock against me. I writhed underneath him.

      “Be with me.” I didn’t care if I sounded desperate.

      I shifted and as if our bodies were magnets and hungry for this just as much as we were, his cockhead aligned perfectly with my opening. He stilled and gnashed his teeth together. His eyes grew hooded as he stared at me, and the blue color of his irises seemed to glow.

      “You feel so… big, and you’re not even in me yet.” I don’t know why I’d said those words, but I saw this absolutely primal expression cover his face after I spoke them.

      He leaned in and rested his forehead against mine, and we gasped against each other’s mouths. “You sure you’re ready?”

      I wrapped my arms around his shoulders again, and did the same with my legs around his waist. “I’ve never been surer, Jameson.”

      “I love you,” he said against my cheek. “I love you, Lia.”

      I closed my eyes, not reading into it. Loving someone and being in love with someone were two very different things.

      “I love you, too,” I said, the truth in those words so real I teared up.

      And then he started to push inside of me, stretching me, thrusting those thick inches into my virgin body, giving himself to me just as I was doing the same to him.

      I let my head fall back against the mattress and closed my eyes, pushing past the discomfort, noting he moved slowly, giving me time to really feel him and get used to the sensations. It felt like I was burning alive, stretched in two, so fully penetrated I couldn't even catch my breath.

      And then Jameson was buried to the hilt inside of me, his cock so thick and long, so hard and filling me up completely. For long moments he didn’t move, just stayed there, his cock twitching, my inner muscles clamping down.

      “You doing okay?” he asked right by my ear, and I nodded, not trusting my voice.

      In and out. Slow. Steady. Jameson moved within me like he thought I’d break. I wanted to tell him I wanted it all, fast and hard, completing me and consuming me.

      “Oh, Lia. Christ.” He grunted. “You feel so fucking good wrapped around me.” He pulled back, his arms straight on either side of my head, his skin tight. Seeing all of that hard muscle flexing under golden flesh had a shiver working through me.

      He felt so deep inside of me.

      “More,” I whispered and Jameson made this low sound in the back of his throat before he pulled almost all the way out, the head poised at my entrance, then slammed back into me.

      I arched my back, tipped my head, and closed my eyes as that discomfort started being pushed away and pleasure took control.

      His movements became fluid. Steady. Even.

      The sound of wet skin slapping together, of sex meeting sex, of grunts and groans filled my head.

      Thrusting in. Pulling out. Pushing in deep, retreating until just the head was lodged in me.

      Jameson had his eyes closed, a fine sheen of sweat all over his body. He clenched his jaw and relaxed it. Clenched and relaxed. He was the perfect male specimen. Strong and virile, masculine and powerful.

      “Lia,” he moaned and rested his chest back on mine, went back to kissing me while never stopping his even thrusting. “That’s it.” His voice was tight. “God… fuck, yeah.” His words were clipped and heated, his pleasure evident. He slammed into me once, twice, and on the third time stilled, pulling back and staring into my eyes, making me feel every last hard, big inch of him. “Tell me this is as perfect for you as it is for me.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded.

      He shook his head. “Say it. Say the words.”

      “It’s more than I could have ever dreamed of.” And god wasn’t that the truth. This would hurt in the morning, and not in a physical sense. I knew this was a once in a lifetime thing between us.

      Jameson started thrusting in and out of me again, his motions faster, harder as if he were losing control. “Come on, Lia. Give me another one. Let go for me again.”

      His words were my undoing.

      I felt myself falling over the edge once more, and climaxed long and hard, moaning softly as pleasure slammed into me. He kept up the thrusting until I sagged back on the bed, spent and exhausted, my body singing in pleasure.

      The heavy weight of his muscles pressed to every single inch of me, having my pussy clench around him in need, causing my blood to catch on fire all over again. He buried his face in the crook of my neck, the sound of him inhaling deeply an auditory orgasm.

      “Mine, Lia. God… so mine.” He ran his tongue up the side of my neck and I arched up against him, moaning at the feel, loving how he started moving once more, still so hard in me, not yet finished.

      I was helpless to try and grasp what was happening, to comprehend what I was doing, what we were doing together. I was lightheaded from the way he made me feel, from the rush of the alcohol moving through my veins, from the fire surrounding us.

      “Yes,” I breathed out. “So good, Jameson. More.” 

      Jameson groaned, the vibrations ringing all over my body like an electrical current.

      I wanted him everywhere, his hands on me, his cock nestled between my thighs. I always wanted this. As if he read my mind, he slid his hand down my chest and cupped my breast.

      The room spun, my body feeling like it was disconnecting in the best way.

      A low rumble left him, and he flattened his tongue at the base of my throat, dragging it up slowly, licking me like an animal marking my flesh. When he pulled back he looked down the length of my body. He pushed back inside of me and I cried out.

      “That’s it,” he seemed to murmur to himself. “I can’t explain what you do to me. I can’t explain how you make me feel.” He pushed back in and pulled out. “You make me so hard. I’m so ready to fill you up.” He started thrusting a little faster, my pussy hugging his length, stretched around his girth. He cupped one bared breast, rolled the nipple between his thumb and index finger, and moved to the next. I was mindless with need.

      He shifted positions, spread my legs wider, and he slid in deeper.

      “Fuck,” he barked out that obscenity. “So tight. So good. Better than I imagined.” He said those things in rapid succession.

      And then he started pushing into me and pulling out, swinging his hips and making me take all of him, giving me every single part of him, even the parts that weren’t connected.

      He fucked me.

      Made love to me.

      Owned me.

      I moved up and down on the bed, and he gripped my hip, keeping me in place as he fucked me. A gasp of pain and pleasure left me, filled me.

      His expression was one of pure ecstasy. Droplets of sweat coated both of us, and the way our bodies moved together, that slickness adding sensuality to the motion, had me perilously close to another orgasm.

      “So. Good. So good. Sogoodsogoodsogood.” He was saying that over and over again like a mantra, his square jaw tight, his focus trained on me. The drugged look he wore had my inner muscles clenching around his length, which caused him to groan deep in his throat. He pushed into me harder than before and I opened my mouth in a silent cry of pleasure. “I’ll never get enough.” I swore it was like he snarled those words. “You’re mine.” He closed his eyes and groaned in a very male way.

      And then he became a wild man, uninhibited, intense… free in his passion as he gave me all of it.

      “Jameson,” I cried out as he sank in deep.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry. I need to be gentle--”

      “No,” I moaned and bit my lip again. “Fuck me.”

      He closed his eyes and groaned. “You feel so fucking good, Lia.”

      My breasts shook from the force of his thrusts, and I felt that feeling of intensity coil within me about to explode.

      “Oh god. Yes. Yes... fuck yes.” He slid in and out of me, and when he pushed back in hard, burying his dick so far into me, I cried out as I came instantly. “Jesus Christ.” He filled me, his balls pressed to my ass, his entire body wracking above me.

      He pumped his seed into me over and over again, filling me up, giving me the very essence of him as if he marked me from the inside out.

      I felt like I was now his, even though I knew that wasn’t the case, not in the most elemental sense.

      Before long we were both sated and he was pulling out of me and falling to the side. My head was dizzy from the pleasure and alcohol still thumping through my veins.

      Before I could wonder what happens next, Jameson shifted to the side, curled his arm around my waist, and brought me close to him, chest to back.

      I was drunk, not from the booze, but from the pleasure and the knowledge I’d just given myself to Jameson and he did the same in return.

      Maybe tomorrow would be weird. Maybe we’d just built this wall up between us.

      Or maybe--just maybe--things would still be okay in the morning.

      I didn’t know the answers to those questions, but right now I couldn’t care because I had Jameson curled right up against me and nothing had felt better.
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        Two days later: the goodbye

      

      

      It would have been easy enough to let the other night that I shared with Lia consume me, make this moment awkward, ruin this goodbye. I refused to, though. And as I stared into her eyes, ones that would haunt me in my dreams for the next twelve months, I told myself I had to act like I was strong. I had to act like I had my shit together and leaving her wasn’t the single worst experience I had ever had in my life.

      She wasn’t holding it together as well as I was. Or maybe I just thought I was keeping myself in check. As it was, every part of me hurt--my heart especially.

      “It’ll be okay,” I found myself saying and reaching for her hand, taking her much smaller one, giving it a reassuring squeeze even though I felt like I was being a fraud in acting like I wasn’t breaking in two.

      “It won’t, though,” she whispered, staring down at the floor, and then at where our hands were conjoined. “It’s such a long time.”

      God, it really was. So fucking long.

      She lifted her head and stared at me in the eyes, her mouth parting as if she wanted to say something. And I knew what it was. She wanted to bring up the drunken night where I’d taken her virginity and given her mine.

      I slowly shook my head and gave her a genuine smile. “It’s okay,” I murmured. “What we shared was special, even if we were both drunker than hell.” Her cheeks turned pink but she smiled. “I’ll never regret being with you. I’ll never let it get between us. I love you more than anything or anyone else, Lia.” I’m in love with you. I wanted to say those words out loud, but now wasn’t the time, not when I was heading to a foreign country and would be so far away from her. When I told her those five words--I’m in love with you--I’d be here for good and be able to talk to her about it, hold her, let her know I was never going anywhere.

      “I’ll wait for you. I’ll miss you. I hate this.” Those three sentences were a rush of words and I heard all the emotion laced in them.

      I didn't stop myself from pulling her into my much larger body. She barely reached my chest, and as I placed a hand on the back of her head, keeping her close to me, wanting her even closer, I closed my eyes and just absorbed this feeling. I let my fingers tangle in her hair, the strands dark and soft, causing memories of our intimate time together to slam into my brain on repeat.

      Pulling back was a hard fucking feat, but I bent at the knees and lowered my upper body so I could look Lia in the eyes fully. I cupped each side of her face, knowing my expression was pretty severe by the way she gasped. She lifted her hands and placed them over mine, her breath stalling, tears making those gorgeous irises of hers sparkle.

      “I’m coming back to you. You're my girl.” In more ways than you know. “And before you know it, these next twelve months are gonna be behind us and we can get back to the way things were.” I leaned in and kissed her right on the lips. I shouldn't have done it, but I hadn’t been able to stop myself, not when she looked at me with so much heartbreaking beauty or when she held my hands to her… and certainly not when my love for her was consuming me whole.

      I heard another gasp leave her as our lips met. I felt the warm breath leave her from the contact. And I did everything in my power not to groan at how good it felt to be with her like this. Maybe she didn’t know that this kiss meant so much more to me than a goodbye. It meant everything.

      She meant everything.
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        Lia

      

      

      I didn’t think I’d ever felt this kind of pain, one that settled right in the center of my chest. It had me dizzy, nauseous, and feeling like if I hadn’t already been sitting down my knees would have absolutely given out and I would have crumbled to the ground.

      I’d been sitting at the airport for the last hour at least. Jameson’s plane had already departed, yet I hadn’t been able to leave, hadn’t been able to work up the courage to get up and go home. I felt like doing so would have made this all so very real.

       I closed my eyes, still aware of all the people coming and going from all over the country--the world--moving around me. Yet I felt like I was in this globe, this thick glass all around me, preventing me from really experiencing reality. And I knew I wouldn’t feel right, wouldn't feel normal again until Jameson was back.

      I lifted my hand and started rubbing the center of my chest as I opened my eyes and looked around. Was anyone else experiencing something similar to me? Had their heart been ripped out of their chest and held away from their body? Was that vital organ traveling half-way across the world right now?

      I moved my hand on my chest to my mouth, feeling my lips tingle as I closed my eyes once more and remembered the kiss Jameson had given me. I should have felt shocked with that kiss. But I hadn’t. It had been--felt--so incredibly perfect and right. Aside from the other night when we’d gotten drunk and been together sexually, he’d never kissed me on the mouth. And although that goodbye hadn’t been anything erotic, it was hard not to want more, crave more… want the world with Jameson.

      A year was a lifetime away.

      Twelve months away from the man I was in love with would be the most painful time in my life.

      But I’d wait for him. I’d wait a lifetime--eternity--for him. He may not know that, but it was the truth, and when he came back I was telling him everything.

      I was going to bare my soul.
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        Six weeks later

      

      

      The same thought had been running around in my head for hours upon hours. The thought had first struck me in the shower, then refused to leave. For what felt like the tenth time, I did the mental math, even lifting my hand and counting off. I felt my brows lower, and sat up, running a hand over my no doubt wild, dark and damp strands, pushing them out of my face, and trying in vain to not freak out.

      My period was late.

      I checked the clock, realizing I hadn’t slept at all, but now it was late enough something would be open. Hell, I probably could have driven all the way out to the next town over and gone to one of the open-all-night stores, but I’d been trying to talk myself down from this proverbial ledge of fear.

      I got up, got dressed, did the whole brushing my teeth and hair and getting ready for the day, but I felt like I was under water, wading through thick sludge, my mind not my own right now.

      Was I pregnant?

      I placed a hand on my otherwise flat belly, looking down, wondering if there was a little person growing in there, a little piece of me and Jameson.

      I felt sick at that moment, knowing that if I was pregnant I had no way to contact Jameson and tell him. And it wasn’t like I could contact his family. They hadn’t had anything to do with him for so long they weren’t even a blip on his radar anymore. And I had no family, no real friends to talk to about this aside from Jameson.

      I braced my hands on the bathroom counter and just breathed.

      What if. What if. What if. 
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        * * *

      

      An hour later and I was right back in my bathroom, the outdated interior especially a nuisance in this moment. The linoleum was a nasty yellow color, the counters this cheap Formica that had the edges peeling up from the glue coming undone. There were these golden veins running through it, as if they tried to make it look fancier than it ever could.

      I straightened and breathed out slowly, refusing to look at that pregnancy test that sat on the counter just to my right.

      I’d done the whole pee on it about two minutes ago, and as I picked up the insert, re-read the instructions for the fifth time, I knew I had about another minute to wait for the little digital readout to tell me my fate.

      I turned my back to the mirror, not wanting to look at myself, not wanting to see how scared shitless I was. I tapped my foot, crossed my arms and uncrossed them, bit my lower lip, and only when I knew it was well past the three-minute mark did I turn around with closed eyes, my head downcast toward the stick, and told myself it would be okay.

      It will... right?

      P R E G N A N T

      I didn’t know if I was reading that, well, that wasn’t true. I read it just fine, but my brain couldn’t comprehend what I was looking at.

      Pregnant. With a baby. Jameson’s child.

      Knocked up by my best friend who had no idea how in love I was with him.

      I closed my eyes and felt tears start to threaten. It wasn’t even the fear of having a baby. A part of me felt warm at the thought of carrying Jameson’s child. No, I was terrified because I had no way to tell Jameson any of this. I had no family to lean on, no friends to talk to. I was truly alone, at least for the next year, until Jameson came back and I dropped this life-altering bomb in his lap.

      I looked at myself in the mirror now, the woman staring back at me having a too pale face, wide eyes, and bags under them because sleep had been nonexistent last night. “I can do this,” I whispered to my reflection just as a tear slid down my cheek. I angrily wiped it away. “It’ll be okay,” I said with a little more strength, or I thought I did.

      I placed my hand on my belly and looked down at my flat stomach, this amazement and wonder breaking through the uncertainty and fear.

      A baby. Inside of me.

      And amidst all the fear that consumed me, I felt a glimmer of happiness, a light at the end of a very long and dark tunnel. Jameson would be shocked, just like me, but I knew him as well as I knew myself. He’d stand by my side even if he wasn’t in love with me. He wouldn’t leave me. Never.

      I knew that with just as much certainty that I couldn’t hold my breath forever.

      I knew that because he’d said it enough times that there was no doubt in my mind that he’d be there for me and this baby. Forever.
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        Six months later

      

      

      I adjusted myself on the bed, propping up a few pillows behind me, but still I couldn’t get comfortable. The large belly I carried made it almost impossible these days, but I couldn’t help but smile as I looked down, my stomach tenting my shirt, a silly grin on my face.

      I ran my hands over the basketball shaped roundness under the cotton shirt, a little kick here, another jab there bumping up against my palms as if the little guy nestled safely inside was saying hello.

      I focused on the mattress in front of me, papers spread out, pictures a scattered mess. All these months I’d been documenting the pregnancy, every day, every kick, every ache and pain. I’d been writing down my experience, collecting any and all images--even taking one every month to show the progress of my swelling belly. And now it was time to organize what I had.

      I’d started doing this from the very first doctor’s appointment. Hell, I’d even taken a picture of the positive pregnancy stick with my cell phone and printed it off—the very first proof of what was going to change our lives.

      Mine.

      Jameson’s.

      And our son I carried.

      I picked up the first ultrasound picture that had ever been taken, the little bean shape in the center of the black-and-white image nothing like how a baby looked as you held it in your arms, or even a profile picture that you got when you had the anatomy scan.

      I’d been seven weeks pregnant for that image.

      I set it down and picked up the next image, this one a couple weeks after that first ultrasound. Because I’d been spotting here and there, the doctor had been overly cautious, much to my relief. Besides, I would take as many images of the little baby inside of me as I could, things that I could show Jameson so he didn’t feel like he missed out on anything.

      I looked over every printout I’d gotten from my doctor appointments that showed my weight gain, the size of my belly, the growth of the baby. I started making a journal, writing down a page or two every single night before I went to bed, nothing really of much importance in most of the entries, but a look back so that if Jameson wanted to, he could read about how many times the baby kicked that day.

      And despite the fact I really had no friends therefore there was no baby shower, no surprise gathering thrown in celebration, I was fine with that. I was used to taking care of myself, or supporting myself in all ways.

      Over these last months, I’d scrapped and saved every single penny, buying everything myself, stocking up on wipes and diapers early on. I’d read every magazine I could, the What to Expect When You’re Expecting book from front to back so many times the pages were dog-eared.

      I was doing the best I could with what I had.

      And I wished most of all Jameson was here to experience it all firsthand.

      I leaned back again, crossed my legs at the ankles, and stared at the picture that sat on my dresser across from me. I couldn’t see it very clearly because of the distance, but I didn’t have to to know what the image was. It was seared in my brain. I’d memorized every single line, every single color, every facial expression.

      Everything.

      It was a picture of Jameson and I years ago, our graduation, one of the first milestones we’d experienced together. In the image I was staring off at the camera, a huge grin on my face. Jameson was looking down at me, a little smile curving his.

      God, I couldn’t wait until he was back home. I couldn’t wait until I could share this new milestone with him. I just hoped things worked out. I just really hoped they did.
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        The reunion: ten months later after Jameson left

      

      

      The sporadic letters Lia and I had exchanged during all these months hadn’t been enough. Not seeing her face or hearing her voice had been the worst kind of fucking pain. Yeah, I left so I could gain knowledge and experience, to help those who needed it the most. But leaving Lia behind had been fucking awful.

      Not telling her how I felt for longer than was even acceptable, I knew that all of that had to change. This wasn’t even about both of us sleeping together ten months prior. This wasn’t about me being in love with her well before that. This wasn’t even about me realizing that I'd been nothing but a coward as I lay in bed alone across the fucking ocean wishing I’d been more of a man and just confessed how I felt before I’d left.

      But I was a coward. The very idea that if I’d told her how I felt, and she didn’t reciprocate those feelings, I would be gone and I couldn’t have done anything to try and make things right. The time would pass, distance would make that absence even worse, and things would be so much worse than I could ever imagine.

      That’s what had gone through my mind as I kept my fucking mouth shut while in her presence, and had said nothing in the sparse letters we’d shared.

      But I was back now, having come home a little earlier than projected, and all I wanted to do was surprise the only woman who had ever meant anything to me.

      I pulled the SUV next to the curb in front of Lia’s one bedroom duplex. The house was old, with white siding, black decorative shutters on either side of the windows, and a seventies aesthetic feel inside.

      I sat there for several minutes, just staring at the front door, wondering if I should have called her and let her know of my arrival. That would have been the right thing to do, but I’d been so damn excited.

      I didn’t want to shock Lia, didn’t want to just show up unannounced like an asshole, but I’d been unable to stop myself from just coming straight here, anticipating this reunion for so long that all I’d wanted to do was act.

      Lia was my life. My everything. She wasn’t just my best friend, but also my family. With parents that couldn’t care less about me because I hadn’t wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps, parents that had cut me off when I’d told them of my medical aspirations, Lia had been the only one to stick by me through it all.

      I exhaled, my heart racing, my chest tight, and my stomach in knots.

      Running a hand over my mouth, I felt the day-old scruff make an appearance on my cheeks and jaw. I should have shaved. I should have changed out of the clothes I’d worn on that long ass flight across the ocean.

      Go in there. See her. Talk to her. Hold her and tell Lia how much you love her. 

      I forced myself out of the vehicle and headed to the front door. The sun was just starting to set, my flight having come in just a couple of hours ago. I’d gotten my bags and headed straight to Lia’s, not stopping anywhere because the only important thing to me was her.

      Always her.

      Once on the front porch I just stood there and stared at the door, hearing muffled sound on the other side. Her neighbor wasn’t home, which I was thankful for, because I wanted this moment just for us, without any background noise from someone on the other side of the wall.

      I wanted this to be about her and me.

      In my head I’d thought about this moment for so long that now that I finally stood here, I was scared shitless. My pulse was racing, my throat was tight and dry. I felt dizzy, my face flushed, my breathing coming out in rapid pants.

      I braced a hand on the door jam and closed my eyes for a minute, exhaling slowly, trying to gather my thoughts and just focus. This shouldn’t have been as nerve wracking as it was, but when you were about to reunite with the one person who meant everything to you, when you were finally going to admit your feelings, things went upside down in your head and body.

      Before I could stop myself, I brought my knuckles up and rapped three times on the door. And then I took a step back, my heart in my throat, sweat starting to form on my forehead. Only seconds had passed, but it felt like a lifetime as I waited there for her to open the door. Then I heard the lock disengage. The door swung open. And my breath caught as the world faded and I stared at Lia.

      Her eyes widened as she took me in, and I let myself have the luxury of looking at her, starting with the top of her head and traveling down to the tips of her toes.

      The long dark strands of her hair were piled high in a messy bun on the top of her head, pieces falling from the knot and framing her face. Her eyes seemed so big, like large saucers—a deer caught in headlights. I noticed the dark circles under them, as if she hadn’t been getting sleep. I frowned, the part of me that worried about her and wanted to take care of Lia rising up viciously.

      She had a small blue towel draped over her shoulder, or maybe it was a blanket. It was tiny, but looked soft, like fleece, not terrycloth. The white T-shirt she wore looked like she’d spilled water all down the front, damp spots showing tiny bits of her peachy flesh underneath. I kept looking her over, not sexually—although she was by far the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen—but because a part of me wanted to make sure she was whole, that these last several months hadn’t taken anything away from her.

      She wore a pair of black yoga pants, ones that molded to her legs perfectly. She looked the same, yet didn’t. She was curvier than I remembered, her breasts seeming larger. That last part had me imagining a moment in time from ten months ago--when we’d been drunk and she’d been writhing under me, her beautiful naked breasts shaking back and forth slightly as I slid in and out of her.

      Oh God. Now was not the time to get aroused.

      I cleared my throat, shifted on my feet, scrubbed a hand over the back of my neck. I was twitchy and nervous, and I felt her staring at me so intently it was like she touched me.

      “You’re back,” she whispered, her voice sounded weird… thin, as if she stared at a ghost, or a stranger. “Early.”

      Fuck.

      “I mean… I didn’t mean for that to sound tense… dammit this is weird.”

      I glanced up and she still had that tight look on her face, her eyes still wide.

      “I’m really happy you’re back.” And she smiled, one that was genuine and warm and sweet and made my heart skip a beat.

      She stepped aside and let me in, and when I went over the threshold I smelled cookies in the air, then noticed the candle sitting on the counter in the kitchen.

      I didn't even wait—couldn’t, if I were being totally honest. I pulled Lia in, had a hand on the back of her head so she was pressed to my chest, then buried my nose in her hair, just inhaling deeply.

      “God, I missed you,” I murmured, feeling like I was finally home. I. Was. Home. She held me back just as tightly, her body melting into mine, this little sob coming from her, but I knew it was happiness that shook her much smaller body.

      “I missed you, too,” she whispered, and tightened her arms around me.

      Fuck, that felt incredible.

      I didn’t know how long I held her, but it would never be enough. Never. I did pull away then, smiling down at her, pushing some of those errant strands of hair from her face, and letting my fingers linger along her ultra-smooth cheeks.

      “I missed you so much.” My heart started beating again for the first time in almost a year the moment she’d opened that door and I saw her again after all this time.

      The smile she gave me lit me up from the inside out. I forced myself to let my arms drop away from her, not wanting to make this weird. We had a lot to talk about, especially where I stood on how she made me feel. I did give myself a moment to look around, reminiscing about her place since it seemed like a lifetime since I’d been here.

      The duplex was a tiny little thing, with the living room and kitchen one room with only a breakfast counter style partition separating the door. There was a door that led off from the kitchen and into a large laundry room, and another door there that led out back.

      Attached to the living room was an even tinier hallway, a bathroom off of that reminiscent of the seventies with a yellow and brown accented counter and linoleum floor.

      The living room looked the same—the navy couch with tiny peach colored dots scattered over it that Lia had found at a yard sale. The black faux wood “entertainment center” that held her TV, DVD player, and an array of movies on the shelf. The rug in front of the couch was the same—cream with these darker cream accented swirls throughout.

      Also off the hallway was the lone bedroom, nearly as large as the living room, which wasn’t saying much since they were both tiny as hell.

      The best part of the duplex set-up—and the reason it had sealed the deal for Lia renting the place—not counting the free water and heat—was the backyard.

      The structure was situated on a hundred acres owned by the landlord, an elderly couple who farmed corn and soybeans. The backyard was fields and fields as far as the eye could see, and there was even a wood area that had a creek running through it.

      As I stood here thinking about all of that, taking in her place, which I already knew by heart, but wanted to memorize all over again, I started noticing things that I hadn’t picked up on right away. Things that most certainly had never belonged here before.

      A baby swing butting up against the wall.

      A woven basket beside the couch that held diapers, wipes, washcloths, and an array of other baby paraphernalia.

      I snapped my focus to the kitchen and looked at the sink. A bottle rack sat on the counter, bottles situated upside down on it as they clearly dried.

      Baby stuff. Everywhere.

      I felt dizzy, so lightheaded I reached out and braced a hand on the wall beside me, hung my head, and closed my eyes. I breathed in and out. In and out.

      A baby. There was a baby here. Lia has a baby.

      Those words went through my head back and forth, on repeat, taking up reality.

      The next thing that moved through my shock was pure jealousy, followed by a murderous rage to hunt down whoever had gotten her pregnant and tear their balls from their body before I fed them to him.

      When I lifted my head and stared at Lia, I saw she’d taken that little blue blanket—which I now assumed might be a burp cloth of some kind—and started to wring it in her hands. She was watching me with a guarded expression, her teeth pulling at her bottom lip, her chest rising and falling as she breathed in and out hard.

      I opened my mouth and closed it, not sure what to say, but it didn’t matter because no words came out.

      Then the sound of a tiny little human came through from the bedroom. My heart jerked in my chest and my throat tightened. She glanced over her shoulder at the bedroom, then back at me, the wailing tapering off before picking up again even harder.

      “I have to get him. I’ll be right back and we can… talk.”

      I found my way stumbling over to the couch, my body falling down onto it, my foot bumping into that little woven basket with the baby stuff in it. I reached down and ran my finger over the tops of the diapers and along the soft blankets, then straightened.

      My hands shook and I curled them into themselves to try and stop it.

      And then Lia stepped back out into the living room and as I stared at her holding that tiny little baby in her arms, I swore the world opened up and swallowed me whole.
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      This certainly wasn’t how I saw telling Jameson about the baby situation. But life really did like to give you surprises, and as I looked down at my son, truer words had never been spoken.

      The only place for me to sit was on the couch, but I left a cushion between us, thinking maybe he needed a little bit of room… some space because of this bomb I just dropped.

      I knew I would have if the roles had been reversed.

      The way he looked at me before glancing down at the baby, then back at me, told me all sorts of conclusions were popping up in his head. I wanted to just come out and tell him the truth, open myself up bare, let the chips fall where they may, but I was tongue-tied, scared of the fallout, afraid he’d be upset with me.

      I exhaled slowly and adjusted the baby in my arms. I glanced down again at my son, seeing a tiny Jameson reflected back at me. He looked so much like the man I loved it was shocking. When I lifted my head to stare at Jameson once more, I cleared my throat, figuring I might as well just open this wound and bleed dry.

      “You have a baby, Lia,” Jameson said before I could get any words out.

       I had your baby.

      Of course I kept that to myself at this very moment.

      I cleared my throat again and nodded slowly. “He’s... he’s a couple of weeks old.” I felt myself smile in genuine love and happiness. I remembered everything that had transpired from the time I’d given myself to Jameson that night all those months ago to this exact moment now where he was back in my life and there was this tiny human that we’d created together in my arms. “His name is Caleb.” I let those words hang between us as I looked into Jameson's so very blue eyes, hoping he would understand the significance of that.

      Jameson blinked a few times and stared down at Caleb, maybe not processing what I said fully yet. The blanket obstructed little Caleb's face, and I pulled it down more, letting Jameson see the dark tuft of hair that covered his head. I shifted on the couch so that Jameson could get a better look at the baby.

      His son.

      “His name is Caleb?” The way he spoke was low, as if he said the words almost to himself.

      I nodded again, so much emotion clogging my body that I couldn’t think clearly, couldn’t focus on anything. Everything was running through my mind at hyper-speed; nervousness and anticipation, excitement and hesitation all waging war inside of me.

      “That’s my middle name, Lia.” He looked at me now with wide, shocked eyes.

      I ran my free palm up and down my thigh, my hand shaking before I lifted it back up and cupped the baby’s bottom.

      “I… I named him…” God, get the words out. But I was all but shaking, and it was only when I felt Jameson place a hand on my knee, easing me, calming me further, that I took a deep breath and just finished saying what needed to be said. “I named him after his father.”

      The silence that bounced between us was heavy and thick, the shock coalescing between us, moving back-and-forth, faster and harder until Jameson snatched his hand away, curled his fingers into his palms and made a fist. He started breathing harder as if he couldn’t get enough oxygen into his lungs, and I watched as he gripped the arm of the couch, his nails digging into the fabric and making a soft scratching sound.

      It was as if he were using it as leverage, as if he were afraid if he didn’t hold on he’d crumble to the ground.

      “The father?” Jameson wheezed out then shifted on the cushion so he was looking straight ahead, breathing harshly as if he couldn’t catch his breath. And then his body went ramrod straight, his head turning toward me, his focus clear as water. “That night... that night we got drunk and...”

      I nodded when it was clear he couldn’t finish speaking. “Yeah.” My voice was thick and husky. “I didn’t have any way to tell you, and that broke me.” I sniffed, cleared my throat, then started blinking a lot.

      Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

      “You were all alone,” Jameson said with such a deep voice it was clear his emotions were just as high as mine were. “I left you all alone to deal with a pregnancy and a baby and… I’m so sorry.”

      I shook my head and brushed away the tears that fell, hating that I couldn’t be stronger. “It’s not your fault. No apologies. It's no one's fault. It is just something that happened, and here we are with this perfect little boy.” Just then Caleb roused, his eyes blinking open, his body stretching in that way newborns did. His little mouth opened, his pink, adorable toothless gums coming into view.

      “Can I… Can I hold him?”

      I snapped my eyes up to Jameson and felt my heart race even more. I nodded slowly and moved closer toward him, watching as his shaky hands lifted up.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing.” His voice was so soft.

      I didn’t speak as I placed the tiny bundle in his arms. “Just support his head.” Jameson placed a big hand on the back of Caleb’s head, and then he leaned back, resting against the cushions, his focus completely transfixed on the baby.

      “Lia,” Jameson groaned and closed his eyes before opening them and blinking rapidly. “He looks just like me.”

      I covered my mouth with my hands and nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me because he was still staring at the baby. “I know. It’s crazy, right?” Caleb’s eyes were fully open now, and my heart broke in the best way as my son stared up raptly at his father. “I’m pretty sure his eyes will be the same shade as yours.”

      Jameson nodded and smiled, his thumb gently moving back and forth, stroking Caleb’s downy soft hair. “Yeah,” he finally said, then cleared his throat.

      “I’d seen this visit going so differently,” he murmured, his voice low and deep, as if he was trying to hold in all his emotion.

      I was right there along with him, feeling like I’d been transported to some alternate dimension, knowing that life had turned itself upside down, and although he seemed so very accepting of the situation—of baby Caleb—I still worried about what was going to happen between him and I.

      I was in love with him, still hadn’t told him that, and I was afraid. I was terrified to alter this moment in time, where we were in this perfect little bubble.

      “I’d pictured our reunion so many times over the last year.” He looked at me then.

      I felt my heart jump into my throat before plummeting into the pit of my stomach. But I said nothing. I didn’t even move. I knew he had more to say. I could see that written across his face.

      “This last year has been hell for me... because I was away from you.” He swallowed. “God, it’s been hell being away from you, and even more so now because I know what you had to go through alone.” He closed his eyes, squeezed them shut for just a second before he opened them again and looked at me with those Caribbean blue irises. “I love you so much, Lia.”

      I smiled, feeling my emotions choke me up all over again. “I love you too, Jameson,” I responded easily, so very truthfully. So much more truthfully than he’d ever know.

      No, that wasn’t true. He was going to know today. At this moment.

      Right now.

      “I’m in love with you—”

      “I’m in love with you—”

      We both spoke at the same time, the words war between us, hanging in the air, so thick you could cut them with a knife. I felt my eyes widen. I watched as his did the same.

      It was Jameson who spoke first, his voice seeming even deeper. “W-What…” His eyes were so wide. “Say that again,” he said the latter so softly I almost didn’t hear.

      I smoothed my hands up and down my thighs, trying to calm down, trying to look like I wasn’t about to jump out of my own skin. “I’m in love with you, Jameson.” I swallowed down the bile that rose up in my throat, my uncertainty of the situation so consuming that if I wasn’t sitting down I surely would have fainted.

      “I’ve been in love with you for so long, but too afraid to speak the words aloud, too terrified that things would be ruined between us.” I looked down at my feet, ones that were covered in plain white cotton socks that didn’t keep out the chill in the air whatsoever. “You’re all I have, Jameson. You’re my family, my best friend... my everything.” I looked at him then and his eyes were red-rimmed, his jaw tight. I didn’t know what emotions were playing across his expression. I couldn’t read him at that moment.

      His big body shook as if he couldn’t control the action. “You’re all I have too, Lia.” He looked like he was going to cry, but after a moment of silence, as if he were trying to gather himself, he looked back down at Caleb. “You’re my everything.” His words were low, loving. “Both of you are now my everything.”

      I had my hand placed right over my heart, not realizing I’d done the act until after the fact.

      “I am so in love with you.” He looked back at me and I felt the stupidest smile cover my face. “For longer than I want to admit.” He laughed softly. “And yeah, I was afraid of everything I’d lose if I admitted it and you weren’t on the same page as me.” He shook his head slowly. “I should have been a man and told you, not wasting time, not wasting what we could have had, no matter what could have happened.” He looked at Caleb and I swore it seemed like Jameson was going to cry. “And you gave me this, him, a baby, Lia.” He coughed as if he was choked up. I quickly wiped my falling tears of happiness away. “You made me a father.” He lifted Caleb up and kissed his little head, closing his eyes as he did the act.

      I made a sound deep in my throat, one of happiness and relief and everything that I’d ever hoped and dreamed happening for our reunion.

      “I recorded everything that happened while you were away, during the pregnancy. I have pictures and videos, journal entries, too.” He snapped his head up to me, surprise on his face. I shrugged. “I figured you might want to see all that, but if not—”

      “Come here,” he murmured to me softly, and I shifted closer to him so we were thigh to thigh, Jameson’s big body pressed to my much smaller one. “Thank you. I want to see it all. I want to feel like I didn’t miss out on a single moment.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me against him even more. “My little family,” he said in this deliriously happy voice, a smile spreading over his face. “All mine.”

      I closed my eyes and rested my head against his bicep, never realizing how much I’d wanted this to be my reality until I was experiencing it. I’d only ever dreamed of it. I’d only ever wondered what this would be like.

      But here I was. Here we were. Making our very own future.
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        Jameson

        One year later

      

      

      I sighed in contentment as I pulled Lia in closer--impossibly closer if I was being honest. She was already pressed right to me, but fuck, I wanted her closer. I closed my eyes and buried my face in her hair, inhaling deeply, the scent of the rose shampoo she always used causing fire to stir within me. I’d just made love to her good and hard, long and slow, yet I was ready to go again.

      The baby monitor on the bedside table showed little Caleb was still fast asleep, and although we’d hoped he’d be sleeping through the night by now, there were times--stretches even--that he didn’t. But no matter how tired I was, I wouldn’t change this for anything.

      I smoothed my hand over her arm, grabbed her wrist gently, and lifted her hand up and out of the blankets so I could look at the wedding ring she wore. I’d asked her to marry me as soon as I’d gotten back home, and knew that's what I wanted to do even before I knew about baby Caleb.

      I’d just wanted Lia in my life, and I would have done anything to make that a reality.

      The last year had gone by in a blur of tears and laughs, smiles and stress. And yeah, it was fucking hard being a parent and a husband, and making sure I didn’t screw things up. I worked a lot because of my medical background, and Lia talked about going back to school, which made the stress on her even greater. And at the base of my core I just wanted to make things okay for her. I wanted things to be easy for us, always happy, and where we weren’t wanting to pull our hair out because Caleb got into the flour and decided to use it in the kitchen like we needed a remodel.

      But once again… I wouldn’t change it all for the world.

      We only had this one moment in time, this slice of life that would never happen again.

      I’d never see my son at this exact same age. I’d never hold my wife in this way ever again. And I never wanted to take it for granted.

      “If I could marry you all over again, I would, Lia,” I found myself saying before I even knew the words were out in the open. She slept soundly, not even me lifting her arm waking her. And I couldn’t deny I liked the fact she felt so utterly safe and protected in my arms, that she could be this deep in sleep.

      I wrapped my arm around her again and buried my nose in her hair, inhaling once more.

      “I love you more each and every day,” I whispered into the strands. “Thank you for being my best friend, for being my wife, and for giving me Caleb. Thank you for making me a husband and a father.” My arm tightened around her reflexively. “It’s always been you.” I leaned down to kiss the soft skin on her shoulder. “And there will never be anyone else for me for as long as I live.” Truer words had never been spoken in the history of mankind.
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        Jameson

        Ten years later

      

      

      This never got old… never got any less incredible.

      Not to me. Not ever.

      I sat in what I knew was one hell of an uncomfortable hospital chair, but I was so deliriously happy that I could have had my ass on barbed wire and I wouldn’t have felt anything but joy.

      The little bundle cradled in one of my arms was so tiny, so light, it was almost like I held nothing at all. I stared down at my son, Abel, who had a head full of dark hair like Lia, and who, when I’d seen his eyes open, had looked as blue as mine, just like his older brother’s. I loved him so much already. A tiny shift in my other arm had me looking at our daughter, Cellie, who, just like her older twin brother, had a head of dark hair, but eyes that looked like they’d be Lia’s shade.

      She already had me wrapped around her little finger.

      The twins had been a surprise, the pregnancy not planned, but they were the best kind of shock, the kind that made you feel whole in every single way.

      God, I didn’t think my heart could have gotten fuller after finally making Lia mine and starting a family with her with Caleb, but here we were, all these years later and everything feeling like it was absolutely the way it should be.

      I lifted my head and stared at Lia. She wasn’t just my wife, my soulmate, my best friend, or the mother of my three children. She was my absolute, without fault, everything.

      My everything.

      And as I stared at her holding our oldest, Caleb, both of them snuggled together as they slept, Caleb so big already that he would soon tower over his mother in the next couple of years, I felt myself smile. He might be the oldest, but he was, and would forever be, a mama’s boy, and didn’t that just make me smile even more.

      I looked back down at Abel and Cellie, the twins sleeping soundly, at least until they roused because they were hungry; but right now, in this moment, with the stillness and quiet surrounding them, I could just let myself go and know that everything would be okay.

      Because these four people in the room with me were my world and I'd do everything in my power to make sure they were always safe and protected.

      They’d never doubt how loved they were.

      
        
        The End.
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        Want more baby making romance? Check out The Vessel HERE!
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